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?

Fifth study session (Nov. 8): Romans 12:1-14:23

Finally! Paul gives us simple instructions. Love other people! Including your enemies! Don’t judge them! Leave that to God! Obey your political leaders! (Ok, that last one needs some context. Not surprisingly, they all do). 

Why does it seem like Paul is suddenly changing topics from his earlier statements about the salvation of Jewish and gentile Christians? Short answer: he hasn’t. Let’s see how chapters twelve, thirteen, and fourteen simply continue that discussion. 

Discussion Questions

1. We’ve mentioned before that this letter reminds us that twenty years on from Acts, Paul is still immersed in Jews vs. Gentiles tension, and that that tension provides the opportunity for him to write about human salvation and who will be saved. Can we see his comments about love in that same context? Is he asking people to love their imagined, abstract “enemy” or other Christians? 

Are we far enough along in Romans to begin seeing it not only as a discourse on salvation, but a call for Christian unity? We’ve previously discussed the Jew vs. Gentile conflict as a lingering conflict, but what if we imagine it a bit more from Paul’s perspective? Is it a nuisance, or a schism threatening the vitality and the future of the Christian community? 

In fact, who is Paul referring to when he refers to “weak” (14:1) Christians? (We haven’t read 15:1 yet, but if you jump ahead, you’ll see also he refers to “strong” Christians. Who does that refer to?)

2. There are several passages to take comfort from in these chapters. Which verses resonate with you the most? 

3. Paul calls for radical love, humility, and forgiveness here. On the one hand, that makes this section of Romans evocative of the Gospel accounts of Jesus. On the other hand, radical love is hard, let alone humility and forgiveness. Which verses are the hardest to grapple with?

4. On that note, Paul’s directives in 13:1-7 can be puzzling. His message is actually succinct, but as 21st-century readers, we certainly pause when reading it (and possibly scratch our heads, asking “Do what now?”). 

13:2 Therefore he who resists the authorities resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. Does this verse mean that modern Catholics have to support their secular political leaders, no matter what? No. Ok, then did Paul just not realize that political leaders could be bad? Like hegemonic genocidal maniacs? Let’s give him credit as a highly educated Pharisee; Paul knew what temporal leaders could be like, including the Pharaohs. So why would he say this? What’s the context? 

There’s a lot to unpack in terms of context, but to hit the high points: 
1) Paul is reflecting back to God’s promise to the Hebrews that He would take vengeance against his people’s enemies;
2) The political order is part of the world that God created; 
3) Beyond these verses (including texts beyond Romans) Paul makes clear that divine laws still matter more than secular laws. Christians are called upon to pray that their leaders follow Christ’s teachings; 
4) Less helpful for a quick explanation, but the tension between secular and divine power, and later the tension between secular and ecclesiastical authority is a millennia-long discourse that eventually transforms into what we’d recognize as early modern Western political rights theory. (More to come on that in the online history lessons). 

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