











Introduction: The Epistle of Justification by the Inward Work of Grace


Why Romans Matters to the Friends

No book of Scripture shaped the doctrine of the early Quakers more directly than the Epistle to the Romans. If Jeremiah gave Friends the prophetic vision of a covenant written on the heart, and if Hebrews gave them their theology of the inward Christ as priest and mediator, then Romans gave them the very grammar of salvation: that a man is justified not by the works of the law, nor by any outward observance, but by the power of God working faith and righteousness within. When the first Friends were charged — as they constantly were — with preaching a “covenant of works” because they pressed obedience to the Light, they answered out of Romans. When they were accused of denying free grace because they insisted that grace teaches and changes the heart, they answered out of Romans. And when they proclaimed that the same Spirit that raised up Christ would mortify the deeds of the body and lead the sons of God, they were preaching the eighth chapter of this epistle as their own native tongue.

Romans was, for the early Friends, the great battleground of the Reformation read inward. They inherited Paul’s polemic against justification by the works of the law, but they pressed it past the Protestant doctrine of imputation alone into the deeper claim that justification and sanctification are one work — that the righteousness God reckons is the righteousness God works, that to be justified by faith is to receive the living faith which purifies the heart and obeys. Against the divines who taught that a man might be justified while sin still reigned in him, the Friends set Paul’s own words: “Know ye not, that to whom ye yield yourselves servants to obey, his servants ye are to whom ye obey?” (6:16). Against those who made faith a bare assent to a creed, they set Paul’s “obedience to the faith” (1:5). And against the whole machinery of outward religion, they set the inward law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus.

George Fox read Romans 1:19 — “that which may be known of God is manifest in them; for God hath shewed it unto them” — and Romans 2:14-15 — the Gentiles who “do by nature the things contained in the law” and show “the work of the law written in their hearts” — as the apostolic charter for the universal Light. If God had shown himself to the heathen who never heard an outward gospel, then there was a measure of the divine Light in every man, sufficient to leave him without excuse and, when obeyed, sufficient to lead him to Christ. Robert Barclay built the central propositions of his Apology upon precisely these texts, and upon Romans 8, where the Spirit itself “beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children of God.”

Isaac Penington, the most inward of the early writers, found in Romans the confirmation of his own travail: that the law must first slay before grace can make alive, that the seventh chapter’s cry — “O wretched man that I am! who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” — is the necessary passage of every soul before it knows the deliverance of the eighth. William Penn drew from Romans the Quaker doctrine of the cross — not a wooden cross worn or carried outwardly, but the inward cross to self that crucifies the old man. Edward Burrough preached Romans 1:16 with his characteristic trumpet-blast: the gospel is not a message merely about power; it is the power of God unto salvation, present and working in the heart of every one that believeth.



Paul and the Roman Church

Paul wrote to a church he had not founded and had not yet visited, a congregation gathered in the capital of the empire out of both Jews and Gentiles. He wrote not to correct a crisis, as at Corinth, but to set forth the gospel whole — its foundation in the universal guilt of mankind, its center in justification by faith, its power in the Spirit’s sanctifying work, its scope in the mystery of Israel and the Gentiles, and its fruit in the practical righteousness of a transformed life. For this reason Romans reads less like an occasional letter and more like a sustained exposition of the way of salvation, and the early Friends read it as such — as Paul’s most complete unfolding of the gospel they had themselves come to know experimentally in the Light.

The structure of the epistle was, for Friends, the structure of the soul’s own journey. The first three chapters strip away every false ground of confidence — the Gentile’s natural religion, the Jew’s possession of the law, the moralist’s self-righteousness — and shut up all under sin, that every mouth might be stopped and all the world become guilty before God. The fourth and fifth chapters set forth the righteousness of faith in Abraham and the reconciliation accomplished in the second Adam. The sixth, seventh, and eighth chapters trace the believer’s death to sin, the law’s work of conviction, and the Spirit’s work of liberty and life. The ninth through eleventh chapters open the deep mystery of God’s dealing with Israel and the nations. And the closing chapters bring the whole down to the living of it: bodies presented a living sacrifice, the mind renewed, love unfeigned, the weak and the strong borne with in one body.



The Great Themes of Romans in Quaker Thought


The Gospel as the Power of God

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth” (1:16). This single verse may be the Quaker reading of Romans in miniature. Friends refused to let the gospel be reduced to the outward record of Christ’s life and death — a history that men might hold in the head while remaining strangers to its power. The gospel, they held, is Christ himself revealed and working within: the saving power of God experienced, not merely believed about. To possess the letter without the power was, in Burrough’s preaching, to be like those who have the lantern but never the light.



Justification by the Faith That Works

Paul’s great thesis — “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law” (3:28) — Friends embraced without reservation, and then pressed deeper than the schools. The faith that justifies, they insisted, is no dead assent but a living and operative gift of God, “faith which worketh by love,” and the righteousness it brings is not a legal fiction laid over an unchanged heart but the very righteousness of Christ formed within. Barclay labored this point against both Catholic merit and Protestant imputation alone: the believer is justified by a faith that purifies, and sanctification is not the reward of justification but its very substance.



The Inward Law and the Universal Light

Romans 2:14-15 — the Gentiles who “shew the work of the law written in their hearts” — was, with Jeremiah 31 and John 1, one of the three great pillars of the Quaker doctrine of the Light. If God writes his law on the hearts even of those without the outward law, then there is a divine principle in every man, by which he is taught, convicted, and made answerable. This was the apostolic ground on which Friends built their universal hope: that the grace of God which bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men.



Death to Sin and the Spirit of Life

The sixth and eighth chapters gave Friends their doctrine of the inward cross and the new life. To be baptized into Christ’s death is to die to sin; to walk in newness of life is to be led by the Spirit. The seventh chapter’s anguished cry maps the soul’s discovery of its own helplessness under the law; the eighth answers it with “the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus,” which “hath made me free from the law of sin and death.” Here Friends found the whole order of redemption: conviction, death, deliverance, and the witness of the Spirit crying Abba, Father.



Love as the Fulfilling of the Law

The closing chapters turned all the doctrine into life. “Owe no man any thing, but to love one another: for he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law” (13:8). The renewed mind, the living sacrifice, the unfeigned love, the forbearance of strong and weak — these were for Friends the necessary fruit and proof of the inward work. A justification that left the life unchanged was, in their reading of Paul, no justification at all.




How This Commentary Is Organized

The sixteen chapters of Romans are presented in order, each with the full KJV text followed by section-by-section commentary that integrates the theological insights of the early Friends. Quaker citations appear as standalone blockquotes, each followed by a plain reference giving author, work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is drawn. The commentary concentrates its corpus depth on the cornerstone verses of each chapter — the texts the Friends themselves returned to most often — while letting Paul’s more pedestrian passages stand without overload.



A Note on Sources and Citation Convention

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works Vol. 1, chunk 142). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote.

The primary and secondary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Bell, Life
	The life and testimony of an early Friend, in the collected Friends’ Library memorials



	Burrough, Memoir of Edward Burrough
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672), with memoir



	Chalkley, Journal
	Thomas Chalkley, A Journal of the Life, Travels, and Christian Experiences of Thomas Chalkley



	Crisp, Life
	Stephen Crisp, A Memoir of the Life of Stephen Crisp, with his sermons and epistles



	Crook, Memoir, Epistles etc.
	John Crook, A Memoir… with Epistles and other writings



	Fox, Journal Vol. 1
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Penington, Works Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings, Vol. 5
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Scott, Salvation by Christ
	Job Scott, Salvation by Christ Alone (collected works)



	Scott, The Baptism of Christ
	Job Scott, The Baptism of Christ a Real Baptism (collected works)



	Spalding, Memoir
	A memoir in the collected Friends’ Library / journals of early Friends





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends.



A Note on Method

This commentary does not pretend to be a work of modern critical scholarship. It does not weigh the debates over the integrity of chapter sixteen, the identity of Paul’s interlocutor in chapter seven, or the modern controversies over the “new perspective” on Paul and the law. These are real questions in their place, but they are not the questions the early Friends asked, and they are not the questions this commentary addresses.
*   *   *
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