
Sermon 215: Overview of Romans

OUTLINE

The divisions of Romans 
The thought-flow of Romans

INTRODUCTION

You have heard the saying, ‘I can’t see the forest for the trees.’  Some of you may feel this 
way as we come to the end of the book of Romans, it is the longest of all Paul’s letters, and 
the most theological.  If I had to ask you to give me a quick rundown of Romans could you 
do it?  Are you familiar with its content and the development of its argument or is it a maze?
Romans is a long development of the theological twists and turns of the gospel of God.  So 
it is my job today to take you to 30 000 feet and give you the top view that you can see the 
forest again.  

The divisions of Romans

When we began the book we used the picture of a giant subway sandwich to talk about the 
book of Romans.  The intro from chapter 1:1-17 is one half of the roll for our sandwich and 
the conclusion in chapter 16 is the other half of our roll.  But these are no mere crusts with 
no content in them we saw how they were laced with the gospel ingredients of the sandwich
and were practically a meal on their own.  

Sandwiched between the longest intro to any of Paul’s letters and the longest set of 
greetings in any of his letters was the meaty core of the letter.  But as we took a step closer
to our world record sandwich we saw that it divided into two parts.  Chapters 1-11 are 
different to 12-16.  Chapters 1-11 are an explanation of the doctrines of the gospel, and 12-
16 is more practical looking at the outworking of the gospel in our lives.  This structure we 
said several times is a gospel structure.  Our salvation begins with what God does for us, 
and on the basis of what God has done we then respond in grateful praise with a 
consecrated life.  We move from salvation to works not from works to salvation, or in bigger
words from the indicative to the imperative.  The gospel of grace is about our Creator 
serving His enemies who deserve nothing but death and having adopted us we then serve 
Him not for salvation because He has already done all of that we serve Him in the spirit of 
adoption not slavery.  

As we take a step closer to our Everest sandwich five blocks of ingredients begin to resolves
themselves.
  The first section starts at 1:18 and ends at 3:20, we will call this section: The necessity of 
the Gospel.  It has some sub-divisions, and you will notice that 1:18-31 is a description of 
the wrath of God against the sin of the Gentile nations.  The topic of this first section is the 
bad news of God’s wrath against our sin showing us our need for the gospel.  Chapter 2 is 
Paul’s exposure of the sins of the Jews and their accountability before God.  This first 
section ends with 3:1-20 where he anticipates an argument from the Jews about the 
advantage that being a Jew brings to this question of guilt before God.  Paul concludes that 
because of the problem of universal guilt, all need the gospel that God provides.

  This brings us to our next section, we will call it: The provision of the Gospel.  After this 
dark picture is painted in the first three chapters of the overwhelming universal problem of 
sin, Paul shows us that God is the one who does something to save us, 3:21, “But now the 



righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the 
Prophets bear witness to it.”  The next ten verses in 3:21-31 expounds the salvation of God 
as justification by grace through faith in Christ, for all who believe.  We find here the great 
themes of righteousness, faith, grace, redemption, propitiation, justification, and God’s 
forbearance.  Chapter 4 is Paul’s elaboration from OT proofs that justification by faith has 
always been God’s way of saving people.

  The next section spans from chapters 5-8, some have thought in the past that this section 
is dealing with sanctification, but really this is only part of a much bigger discussion that 
Paul is putting forward.  We will call this section: The benefits of the Gospel.  This section 
begins by extrapolating the benefits that we have if we are justified by faith, “Therefore, 
since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ,” (5:1).  
We see various benefits in 5:1-11, the ‘much more’ effect of our union with Christ over 
against the effects of our previous union with Adam, 5:12-21.  And against the charge that 
this gospel of grace encourages antinomianism, that is a rejection of law and an enticement 
to sin, Paul responds by showing that our union with Christ must necessarily issue in a holy 
life in Chapter 6.  In chapter 7 he discusses our relationship to the law, and he comes to a 
great climax in chapter eight where he expands on the benefits of the gift of the Spirit, and 
the unbreakable security of our salvation, ending it with these words, “No, in all these things
we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.  For I am sure that neither death 
nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height
nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God 
in Christ Jesus our Lord,” (8:37-39).

  Paul does not get lost in the euphoria, instead he anticipates an argument to our great 
secure salvation.  He anticipates an argument about Israel.  ‘If Israel were God’s elect and 
fell away, how can you be so sure we won’t fall away?’  And so in the next section, which 
we will call: The Defence of the Gospel, chapters 9-11, we will see Paul dealing with the 
question of election, and the inclusion of the Jews and Gentiles in the people of God.

  The last section which begins at 12:1 until the conclusion we will call: The Life of the 
Gospel.  In this section Paul maps out the way a Christian is to live in light of such an 
amazing gospel.  

The thought-flow of Romans

Like zooming in on google maps we are going to move closer and now we want to turn to 
the beginning of Romans and move through each chapter following the flow of Paul’s 
thought as he unpacks the gospel of God.  

Paul opens most of his letters introducing the main topic of the letter, and he does this 
talking about the ‘gospel of God’ in v1.  He gives the longest of all his introductions and then
launches into a personal account of his prayers and desires for the Romans, v8-15.  He tells 
us that he is under obligation to preach to all the world v14, and is happy and eager that he
is enslaved to the gospel, v15.  The question naturally arises, what is so great about the 
gospel, and Paul tells us in v16-17, ‘For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power 
of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17 For 
in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous 
shall live by faith.”  Here is the gospel in a nutshell and the key ingredients are that the 
gospel is God’s power to save not ours, that it saves by faith not works, that it saves all not 
just Jews, and that is saves by a gift of God-given righteousness, not merited righteousness.



The question then arises, but why do I need a gift of righteousness that is received by faith 
and not works?  Why do I need the good news of the gospel what is the bad news?  V18, 
‘For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness 
of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.’  The book of Romans mentions 
the wrath of God 10 times.  This is our greatest problem.  God is a holy judge who takes 
righteous vengeance upon all sin, there is not a sin that will go unpunished.  We need 
righteousness because we are condemned as guilty criminals under God’s wrath.  Paul for 
the rest of chapter 1 demonstrates the guilt of the Gentile world who do not have the 10 
Commandments but who sin against the light of nature and conscience and turn from God 
to idolatry.
  But this righteousness is not only needed by the Gentiles, but also the Jews.  Remember 
that there would have been Jews and Gentiles listening to Paul’s letter, and the self-
righteous Jews would have been gloating, so chapter 2 is showing how the Jews who have 
the law are also under the wrath of God for breaking the law.  In 3:1-8 Paul anticipates 
some objections from the Jews because Paul has stressed that circumcision of the heart not 
the flesh is essential.  Here are some of the questions he makes an initial response to, ‘Paul 
if you are saying that circumcision does not save, are you saying that there is no advantage 
in being a Jew?’  ‘Paul, if you are saying that the Jews are lost because of their unbelief, 
then you are making God a liar because He promised to save us!’  ‘Paul, if you say there is 
nothing that we add to our salvation, and God is glorified by showing His grace in forgiving 
sin, aren’t you encouraging us to sin in order to glorify God?’  
Then we have the conclusion in 3:9-20 that all are sinners, that all are under the wrath of 
God and all are helpless to save themselves even by the law, 3:19-20, ‘Now we know that 
whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may 
be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God. 20 For by works of the 
law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of 
sin.’

That was the bad news and why we needed the Gospel, but now for the good news and the
provision of the Gospel.  Chapters 3:21-4:25 spells out how God saves us by a 
righteousness not our own.  V22, ‘the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for 
all who believe. For there is no distinction:’  through faith in Christ we are made the 
righteousness of God in Christ.  It must be by faith for all have sinned both Jew and Gentile,
v23.  And when we believe v24 gives us the results, ‘and are justified by his grace as a gift, 
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.’  Justification, a legal declaration declaring us
to be righteous by the imputation of an alien righteousness to our account.  This is done by 
grace not works, and is accomplished through the redemption, the payment of Jesus Christ. 
V25 elaborates on how Jesus redeems us, He is a propitiation by His blood, His death 
satisfies the requirements of God’s law, and by this God is able to be both just and justifier 
v26.  And since this is the way all must be saved there can be no boasting, v27-31.

Chapter 4 is Paul’s way of proving to the in sensed Jews that even Abraham was saved by 
faith apart from obedience or circumcision.  Paul goes to the OT to the first time faith is 
mentioned in the bible, Gen. 15:6 to prove that Abraham was justified before circumcision 
and by faith not his obedience, putting to bed Jewish notions that circumcision and law 
keeping were needed for justification.  Paul states it emphatically, v5, ‘And to the one who 
does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as 
righteousness.’  Believing and not works is stressed, as well as God justifying the ungodly 
not the good.  Paul goes on to use David as a second OT witness and them discusses the 
nature of Abraham’s faith.



This brings us to the third section.  Paul has told us the bad news that we are all sinners 
under God’s wrath and there is nothing we can do to change that.  Then he told us the good
news that God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves by providing a righteousness for
us through Christ.  This way we are justified by grace through faith in Christ, and Paul 
proved by OT examples that this is the only way we can be righteous before God.  So now 
Paul wants to show that the good news gets better.  And so chapters 5-8 explore the 
benefits of the gospel.  This sections opens with a verse that indicates this direction, v1, 
‘Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 
Jesus Christ.’  We have peace, we have access, we stand under grace not law, we rejoice in 
suffering, we have a hope that does not disappoint and we rejoice in God.  

5:12-21 is an exploration of the mechanics of how God reconciles us to Himself in Christ.  
Here is one of the mysteries of the gospel solved.  How can God call an unrighteous person 
righteous without creating a legal fiction?  This was the protest of the Catholic church 
against the reformation teaching of an imputed righteousness.  Paul’s discussion of our 
sinning and dying in Adam and our living and receiving a gift of righteousness through Christ
shows the federal theology that lies behind the gospel.  My righteousness is real not 
imagined, it is found in my representative, there is no legal fiction.  As surely as I died and 
was made guilty in Adam, so surely have I been made righteous and will live in Christ.  
Paul’s point in this study is to draw attention to the fact that we gained more in Christ than 
we lost in Adam, the phrase that captures this is in v20, ‘Now the law came in to increase 
the trespass, but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.’  

Now at this point you could go straight to chapter 8 and continue building up the believer’s 
assurance, but instead Paul takes a detour.  He knows that there are Jews who are listening
who have arguments against this gospel of free grace.  Two keys issues arise, if grace 
abounds over sin, then wont grace be abused and what will ensure the believer will be holy.
And secondly, if the law is not needed for salvation what role does the law play, ‘Paul you 
have made it appear evil.’  Chapter 6 is Paul dealing with the objection that the gospel of fre
grace does not produce holiness, and chapter 7 that the gospel of grace makes the law 
redundant or evil.  

Paul tells us in chapter 6 that God guarantees our holiness not by threatening us with hell 
but by uniting us to the resurrection power of Christ overcoming the power of sin in us, v1-
2, ‘What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound?  By no means!
How can we who died to sin still live in it?’  the wonderful thing to know about this portion is
that our holiness is grounded not in our efforts but in God causing us to participate in the 
power of Christ’s resurrection.  So that when we come to the first command in the book of 
Romans in 6:11, it is a call for us to consider/reckon this fact to be true, it is a call to 
recognize the foundation for our holiness that God has created.  Paul goes on in this chapter
to talk about how Christians are dead to sin not to be free to serve sin but to be free to 
serve God.  

Chapter 7 is answering the objection of Paul’s denigrating of the law.  Paul has said multiple
times that the law cannot save and can only reveal sin, grace not law is what saves, 
apparently putting the law in a bad light something no Jew could tolerate.  In v1-6 Paul 
talks about how the believer is dead to the law because of Christ.  In v7-13 Paul shows how 
the law is good and exposes us to be bad.  Paul uses an autobiographical account of how 
sin revealed his own sin before he was converted.  14-25 is an autobiographical account of a
believer who looks at his life before the law.  The wretched man of Romans 7 is the ordinary
Christian life when looked at through the lens of the law, it also shows once again the 
inability of law to change the heart.  The Spirit not the law is needed for such change.  



When you come to the end of Romans 7 you feel the wretched and you ask yourself how 
can a Christian like this be saved?  Paul responds with Romans 8:1, ‘‘There is therefore now 
no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.’  It is the chapter in which Paul speaks 
about the Holy Spirit more than any other in the Bible, as it focuses on our union with 
Christ.  It has six sections all arguing for the security of the salvation of a believer.  V1-4 
speak of Christ’s fulfilling of the law on our behalf which takes care of any condemnation.  5 
-14 stresses how those who have the Spirit have holiness and have life.  15-17 speaks of 
our adoption in Christ.  V18-25 speaks about how even though we suffer with all of Creation
the Spirit is a guarantee of glorification.  V26-27 talk about another ministry of the Spirit, 
intercession.  The greatest and last argument for our assurance is the power of God to 
perform His will, v28-39 God is able to use all things for the good of our salvation.  God’s 
power is grounded in His eternal purposes.  All those whom He foreknew He will glorify.  
Nothing can hinder God from working out His eternal purposes.  God’s purposes and power 
to save are laid out with 5 unbreakable links in the chain of salvation found in v29-30, 
bridging from eternity past to eternity future we see God foreknow, predestine, call, justify 
and glorify.  And this is followed with 5 unanswerable questions. ‘If God is for us who can be
against us?’  ‘He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not 
also with him graciously give us all things?’ ‘Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect?’
‘Who is to condemn?’ ‘Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?’  

But what about the Jews?  If God will glorify all those He elects what about the Jews, they 
were elect and they do not believe, so 9-11 comes in as a defence of the gospel.  We go the
emotional heights of chapter 8 to the depression of Paul’s sorrow over Jewish unbelief in 
chapter 9.  Paul shows how God is saving all those who He intends to save by showing that 
not all Israel is Israel, v6.  There is a remnant among the nation, God did not intend to save
all.  So God does keep His promises, our salvation is still secure, He does glorify all those 
whom He elects.  Verses 7-9 show that Isaac and not Ishmael was elect.  V10-13 give the 
examples of Jacob and Esau.  It is made explicit in these verses that God chose Jacob and 
not Esau not on the basis of works but on the basis of His sovereign election.  Paul 
anticipates that some people would say that this is unjust in v14 and asserts that God is 
sovereign and can have mercy on whom He pleases and harden whom He pleases 15-18.  
Then Paul anticipates the objection that this nullifies human freedom and accountability 
because if God has mercy on whom He pleases and hardens whom He pleases, isn’t 
everyone merely doing what God wills them to do?  Paul answers this objection reminding 
us that we are creatures and that God does not answer to us (20-22).  Then through 
rhetorical questions reveals that God is displaying His glory through His sovereign mercy and
wrath (v23-24).  In every chapter Paul uses the OT to back up what he is saying so in v25-
26 he quotes the OT to prove that Gentiles would be elected to salvation.  And in v27-29 he 
quotes the OT to show that a remnant and not all Israel was God’s electing purpose.  Verses
30-33 elaborate on the rejection of the message and unbelief which introduces chapter 10 
and its emphasis on faith through a message as the means of salvation for all.  Chapter 10 
ends on a very dark note, 10:21, ‘But of Israel he says, "All day long I have held out my 
hands to a disobedient and contrary people.’  this bleak picture is what provokes chapter 11.

Chapter 11 is structured around 2 questions.  The first is in verse 1, ‘I ask, then, has God 
rejected his people? By no means! For I myself am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, a
member of the tribe of Benjamin.’  From v1-10 Paul shows how God has not altogether cast 
off the Jews but has an elect, a remnant who He will faithfully save showing what Paul said 
earlier about God saving all of His elect and not one being snatched from His hand being 
true.  The second question is in v11, ‘So I ask, did they stumble in order that they might 
fall? By no means! Rather through their trespass salvation has come to the Gentiles, so as to



make Israel jealous.’  In this second question Paul affirms that Israel is not altogether cast 
off, and here Paul introduces us to this wonderful working of God which should cause us to 
wonder at His ways.  Paul tells us that God saved Gentiles through Jewish unbelief, this 
causes Gentiles to inherit the Jewish blessings, that in turn causes the Jews to be provoked 
to jealousy and leads to Jews being saved.  Having then proven that Israelites can certainly 
be grafted back into the olive tree by faith summarises his position, v25-26a, ‘Lest you be 
wise in your own sight, I want you to understand this mystery, brothers: a partial hardening
has come upon Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. 26 And in this way all 
Israel will be saved.’  And the closing part of the chapter ends with worship.  Does God keep
His promises?  Can God save all those He intended from eternity to save?  Has God kept His
promises to Israel, the answer is inevitably yes, and Paul point about our assurance is 
further established.  Paul defends God’s plan of salvation for the Jews to prove that there is 
no condemnation, no separation and certain glorification for all those He has elected to be in
Christ.

The final section of Romans is the life of the gospel which begins with a call to consecrate 
our whole selves to God in response to His mercy, 12:1-2, ‘I appeal to you therefore, 
brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 2 Do not be conformed to this world, but 
be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern what is the 
will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.’  This section examines how the 
gospel should shape the various areas of our lives.  V1-2 talk about giving our whole selves 
to God.  V3-13 talk about how we are to relate to the church as saints.  14-21 talks about 
how we relate to a persecuting world as saints.  13:1-7 talks about our relationship to the 
government as saints, and 13:14 our relationship to the law and our times.  Chapter 14-
15:13 is a pointed discussion on applying the gospel between the races of Jew and Gentiles 
and how it should shape our tolerance, welcome and service of one another.

Paul then reverts in 15:14 to personal matters and travelling plans but even in this he 
teaches us something, Paul describes himself as a minister to the Gentiles, as an apostle, as 
a church planter, as a missionary, as a church ambassador and a persecuted Christian in 
v14-33.  All of this information is because Paul wants to make a stop in Rome to be helped 
on his way by them, v24.  He is prepping them for partnership in the gospel, for compassion
towards the suffering Judean church.  Then he ends his letter with a long list of greetings to
the church in Rome, pulling in major themes that he introduced in the beginning of the 
letter; ending it all off with a marvelous doxology to the glory of God.  

The necessity of the gospel, the provision of the gospel, the benefits of the gospel, the 
defense of the gospel and the life of the gospel.    

             

   

  


