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Why did Paul write Romans? Paul obviously put an enormous amount of energy into this letter. He did 
not just rattle it off; it is carefully crafted. What motivated him? There had to be something really important 
going on to make Paul write this letter. The Holy Spirit must have put something in his heart.  

Here’s what scholars think is going on. Paul writes Romans because he’s worried about division in the 
church. Paul is worried about an issue in the church that is pulling the church apart and he writes Romans as a 
way to heal that split. Scholars mostly agree: Paul writes beautiful theology in this letter, but he’s not just 
teaching theology for theology’s sake; all these theological words are aimed at a real-life problem. Paul is 
concerned about relationships and community.  

So, what’s causing this division. It’s the ongoing tension between the parts of the church that are more 
Jewish and the parts of the church that are more Gentile. At this point in the church’s history many of the 
people who follow Jesus are Jews. They grew up with the Jewish laws and customs and now they believe the 
law and prophets are fulfilled in Jesus. They still live very Jewish lives. They follow the law, they observe the 
festivals, they eat kosher, they circumcise their children. These traditions are meaningful and important to 
them. There also a growing number of Gentiles in the church. They did not grow up with any of these Jewish 
customs, and so when they follow Jesus they don’t keep kosher, they don’t observe the festivals, they observe 
some of the Old Testament laws, but not all of them. So two different church cultures have formed, and they 
are running into each other. 

And just like you see in modern church disputes, the two groups are convinced that their way of doing 
things is right, and that those other people are wrong. The Jewish Christians see the Gentiles as slackers: They 
say, “We are the serious, rigorous Christians. We follow all the laws and keep all the festivals. We go to church 
twice on Sunday, we do our devotions every morning and we don’t mow our lawn on Sunday like those 
Gentiles! They are morally unserious!” Based on what we read in chapter 14, it seems that the Gentile 
Christians think of their faith as strong and the Jewish believers’ faith as weak. They say, “We believe in the 
grace of Jesus. We understand Christian freedom! We have been set free in Christ! All those Jewish Christians 
who are still keeping all those kosher laws and Sabbath rules, those uptight legalists don’t understand the 
fullness of what Jesus did.” So the Jewish Christians point at the Gentiles and say, “Slackers!” and the Gentile 
Christians point at the Jewish Christians and say, “Legalists!” 

And for Paul, this conflict is not some abstract problem to solve. Paul is in the middle of this conflict. 
For Paul, this conflict is life and death. Paul writes Romans at the end of his 3rd missionary journey. By this 
time, he has been assaulted multiple times by Jewish people (not Jewish Christians, regular Jews) who were 
angry that he’s preaching to Gentiles. He’s about to go to Rome where he will face skeptical Jewish Christians 
and hostile Jews who will try to kill him. For Paul, this is no small conflict; it is a storm in his soul. 

This tension also would have been especially strong in the Roman church. What do we know about the 
Roman church? We know that even though Paul has never visited it, it has been around for a while – probably 
for more than 10 years. We know that it was made up of both Jews and Gentiles. We know this because at the 
end of the letter, when Paul greets believers there, you find a mix of Jew and Gentile names. We also know 
this: for 5 years all the Jewish Christians would have been absent from the Roman churches. How do we know 
this? Well, in 49 AD, the emperor Claudius kicked all the Jews out of Rome. All people who were ethnically 
Jewish, including the Jewish Christians were required to leave the city. That order stayed in place for 5 years. 
In 54 AD, Claudius died and the Jews came back.  

So, for 5 years all the churches of Rome only had Gentile believers. For 5 years the theology of the 
Gentile Christians and the culture of the Gentile Christians and the outlook of the Gentile Christians 



 

dominated. Then all the Jewish Christians with their Jewish culture and their Jewish theology and their Jewish 
outlook came back. Do you see how that might have caused problems? Romans was written around 57 AD. 
That means the Jewish Christians would have been back for a couple of years and you can imagine them 
coming into the church and looking around and seeing how the Gentiles were mowing their lawn on Sunday 
and going out for Sunday brunch, and maybe in some cases even tolerating sexual sins saying, “What in 
heaven’s name is going on here!?”  

So how does Paul address this tension? How does he bring these two factions together? How does he 
address this division within the church? It’s worth listening because what Paul says to them can also help us. 
Because we know something about divides, right? We know what it feels like to have people on two sides of 
an issue, both dug into their position, both convinced the other person is wrong. We know how painful that 
can be. 

Paul can help us here. So, what does he say? Paul doesn’t bring the two sides together by singing ‘kum 
ba ya.’ He doesn’t start by saying, “Hey everyone, let’s get along,” he starts with a blistering condemnation of 
human sin. “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of 
people!” And from then on, all the way through verse 32, it’s heavy-duty fire and brimstone. Paul says, ‘these 
people should know better, but they turned away from God and towards idols!’ So God gave them over to 
their wickedness and you’ve all seen the results! Sexual immorality, sexual deviancy! Wickedness, greed, envy 
murder, strife. Deceit and malice! These people are God-haters! They invent ways of doing evil!” It’s a 
blistering diatribe. 

Now, when you think of the two sides in the divided Roman church, which of the two sides would have 
most approved of Paul’s words here? Which side would have been nodding their head in approval. The Jewish 
Christians, right? (In fact, Paul’s language at the end of chapter 1 is very much in line with other contemporary 
diatribes against pagan sinfulness. Paul is playing from the songbook of Jewish condemnation of Idolatry. If 
you want to see an example of a similar diatribe, look at the apocryphal book The Wisdom of Solomon and 
read the end of chapter 14.) 

So, the Jewish Christians would have been on their feet. “Yeah, preach it Paul! Our society is going 
down the toilet! The standards are decaying!” They would have been standing up in their seats. “Yeah, that’s 
right Paul don’t be afraid to call out the sin out there! I’m so sick of all those people who don’t take the law of 
God seriously like we do!” 

But then comes chapter 2 and Paul does something remarkable. Right at the point where they are 
cheering and feeling glad that Paul is standing up to all those sinners, right when they are feeling the full 
serotonin rush of their righteous anger, Paul turns towards them and hits them with the last part of our Bible 
reading. “You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you 
judge another, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things. Now we 
know that God’s judgment against those who do such things is based on truth. So when you, a mere human 
being, pass judgment on them and yet do the same things, do you think you will escape God’s judgment? Or 
do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, forbearance and patience, not realizing that God’s 
kindness is intended to lead you to repentance?” 

Do you hear what Paul is saying? Yes, those people out there are sinners, yes, they are full of 
perversion, malice and deceit, but do you know what? You are just like them.” 

Paul is doing a version of what the prophet Nathan did to David a thousand years before that. 
Remember that story? David had sexually abused Bathsheba and murdered Uriah her husband. Nathan finds 
out and he comes to confront David in a clever way. He tells David that story about a rich man who stole a 
poor man’s only lamb so he could feed it to his dinner guests. David rises from his chair shaking in anger. “That 
man deserves to die!” he says. Nathan hits him with the punch line: “You are that man!” David falls back in his 
chair cut to the heart. Paul is making exactly the same move with the church here. He’s getting the people in a 
judgmental mode; he’s getting the people to rise up out of their seats “Those people are abominations! They 



 

deserve death (which he literally says in verse 32, almost like he’s quoting David)!” And then, in verses 1-4, he 
says: “You are that person.” 

Paul is writing to a church where two factions in the church are both pointing at each other and saying, 
those people over there, they are the problem. We’ve got it straight; they are the problem. In our passage, 
Paul knocks them all to their knees. In our passage he says to both sides: ‘You are the problem.’ You are 
insolent, arrogant, and boastful. You point the finger at each other, but you are all a mess. 

The Roman church reminds me of the modern church. Because modern churches love to preach about 
the sins of others. Both progressive churches and conservative churches do it. You visit a more progressive 
church, say one that describes themselves open and inclusive, where everyone is welcome and where care for 
the poor is central to their DNA. What are the sins you are most likely to hear preached against in that church? 
Close mindedness, greed, lack of compassion for the marginalized. I don’t want to over-generalize, but those 
are the things that you will probably hear about in sermons from those pulpits. Those are real sins. Those are 
all bad things that hurt people. But they are not the main sins of that congregation. They are other people’s 
sins. The finger of judgment is pointed away from themselves to others.  

But now: go down the street to visit a more conservative church, a church where the ten 
commandments are posted on the church wall and read every Sunday. What are the sins you will hear 
preached against there? There you’re much more likely to hear sermons against abortion, sexual immorality, 
and relativism. Again, these are real sins, but again: they are other people’s sins. The finger of judgment is 
pointed away from themselves and to those people out there. There’s way too much of this in the broader 
church right now and it’s a big part of why we are so divided. If Paul were around, he’d write us a letter. 

You know why people fall into this behavior. It makes us feel good about themselves. They bond 
around their own sense of rightness and the other sides’ wrongness. But it’s bad Christian formation. When 
this sort of thing takes root in a Christian community - liberal or conservative – all it grows is pride. Paul 
doesn’t do that. Both sides of the Roman church are feeling smug; Paul puts them all on their knees. From the 
beginning of our passage all the way though chapter 3 verse 20, he strips away all the self-righteousness and 
he says, “there is no one righteous, not even one. All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.”  

How does this help? How does calling us all sinners help us with our unity? Paul’s not trying to be 
mean; he’s breaking up the soil of our pride. The new righteousness that Paul is announcing in Romans does 
not grow in the field of pride. Paul is trying to root out the pride. So long as pride is in the field of the church, 
so long as everyone is pointing at other people’s sins, grace and joy and real community cannot grow. But 
when pride is uprooted, we become open to each other and open to our need of God. 

Here’s an example of how that works. Picture a small town in Michigan. It’s cozy, it’s lovely, but it’s also 
full of all the divides in our country. People have different opinions about how the public schools should 
operate and what should be prioritized in education. They disagree about how to develop the riverfront that 
goes through town. Some people have started putting save the river signs in front of their house. They 
disagree about national politics too: in many neighborhoods in town next door neighbors have signs for 
opposing presidential candidates and things can get tense. But then one terrible May day a tornado comes 
through and it devastates the town. Almost every house is damaged and some houses and businesses are 
destroyed. People lose their lives. What happens to that town? For a hot minute, everyone forgets their 
differences. They pray for each other. They embrace each other. They help each other. For a little while there 
are no rich and poor, there are no republicans or democrats, there are just sad and broken people who need 
help. They are unified in their brokenness.  

You’ve seen this right? Paul is trying to put the Roman church in the same place. “You have all been 
devastated by the disaster of sin. You are all guilty. You all need a savior.” 

David Brooks told a story about something that happened to him years ago in a class he taught at Yale.  
He was teaching a group of high achieving students, but he also happened to be going through a personal 
crisis. The crisis was bad enough that he was forced to admit his problem. “I made an announcement to my 
class. I said that I was going to have to cancel office hours that day because I was dealing with some personal 



 

issues and a friend was coming up to help me sort through them. I was no more specific than that, but that 
evening 10 or 15 students emailed me to say they were thinking of me or praying for me. For the rest of the 
term the tenor of that seminar was different. We were closer. That one tiny whiff of vulnerability meant that I 
wasn’t aloof Professor Brooks, I was just another schmo trying to get through life.” All of a sudden, this 
competitive classroom became a place of grace. So, are Paul’s words harsh? Yes. But through them the Holy 
Spirit is breaking up the soil of our pride and showing us that we are ordinary schmos saved by grace. The Holy 
Spirit is using Paul to break up the soil of our pride and he’s making the field ready so that he can plant 
something better in our field. Something joyful. Something hopeful. Something eternal.       ©Rev. Peter Jonker 

 


