Loyola Fall 2022 Bible Study			†				     Paul’s Epistle to the Romans

Our overall guiding study question for Romans: Radical humility. Critical self-analysis. Unconditional love. Restraint from judgement. So much of what we think of & feel towards others depends on how we view ourselves & what we feel entitled to. How can we remain vigilant about our call to social justice without sacrificing our call to charity?

Third study session (Oct. 11th): Romans 5:12-8:11

Now that we better understand what Paul means by “justification” here and throughout his body of letters, we can follow him into a discussion about the contrasts of the law and God’s grace, and between the flesh and the spirit. (Note: if we don’t understand justification yet…let’s revisit our study sheet from the second session). 

Paul’s writing gets mucky in places here, so pull on your wellies and have faith that’s there’s a strong, comforting message buried in the muddy language. 

Discussion Questions

1. To address the biggest challenge about this excerpt: why does Paul speak so differently about the faith than Jesus did? Does it help to ask who Paul’s intended audience is, and how that audience itself determined his intended message?

2. 5:20 Law came in, to increase the trespass; but where sin increased, grace abounded all the more. 

7:7 What then shall we say? That the law is sin? By no means! Yet, if it had not been for the law, I should not have known sin. I should not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said “You shall not covet.”

Heh? Is Paul saying that it’s the law’s fault that people sin? In only a technical way, yes, but he anticipates confusion on this point, so he expands on it a couple of times. Does he do it clearly? No. But it may help to think about laws as evidence of relationships. What is your relationship to the leaders of your municipality, city, county, and state? Living under their law codes implies that you have one. For the Hebrew community before Yahweh, there were no laws to constrain individual’s behavior, but there was also no God. What does Paul want us to learn here about that relationship with God under the New Covenant? (If your brain is stirring up foggy memories of social contract theory from a past life in college, it’s on the right track). 

3. 6:14 For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under law but under grace. 

[looks around in confusion] But…didn’t we just say that laws protect us from wrongdoing (ours and others’)? And didn’t the Decalogue and other behavioral rules still apply to Christians? Sure did, but let’s distinguish between big and small letter “L” law. Here Paul is using the “Law” as a foil to explain grace. He jumps over something that needs deeper discussion, though, to be sure we understand it: if human capacity to understand right and wrong intuitively was severely diminished by the Fall, how does grace fill in the gaps? 

4. Imagine that you are reading this excerpt as a non-Christian, and someone interested only in what Paul’s message says about human behavior. If you had to point to one character trait or virtue and say “that’s the big lesson Paul needs people to embrace” what would it be? 

5. What lessons about humility, self-analysis, and judgment do we find in this week’s readings?
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