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More Than   |  Romans 8:35-37  |  August 20, 2017 

INTRO -  Last week we began looking into Paul’s great exclamation mark on God’s love toward us, 

infusing us with His very life – “What shall we say then, if God is for us, who can be against us.”   This 

week the crescendo continues – “we are more than conquerors.”  We begin with Rodney Stark painting 

a picture of what life was like in Rome when this letter was delivered and read among the 

house/apartment churches.   Next we hear from Wayne Meeks who describes key relational identity 

markers for the new diverse peoples acclaiming their identity and solidarity in Christ.  Thirdly, James 

Jeffers brings us a picture of whom these Jewish and Gentile Christians were and where they lived.  

Lastly, we see Paul’s confidence in the living Christ and the victory we share in Him by combining the 

Greek word for victory with the preposition “more than” – the only reference where this word is used in 

the entire New Testament.   

Rodney Stark, Cities of God, (Harper San Francisco, 2006). 

Greco-Roman cities were small, extremely crowded, filthy beyond imagining, disorderly, filled with 

strangers, and afflicted with frequent catastrophes—fires, plagues, conquests, and earthquakes…  

Inhabitants lived in constant danger of having their tenements collapse for lack of adequate beams, to 

say nothing of the threat of falling down during earthquakes.  And if tenements didn’t fall down, very 

often they burned…  Most structures were built of wood thinly covered with stucco, and they burned so 

well that many of these cities were often destroyed by fire and had to be rebuilt repeatedly upon the 

ashes…  The threat of fire was increased by the fact that the chimney had yet to be invented, so all 

cooking and heating was done over insecure wood or charcoal burning fires…  As for sewers in Greco-

Roman cities were ditches running down the middle of each narrow street—ditches into which 

everything was dumped, including chamber pots at night, often from second or third-story windows.  

We know this was a common practice because officials so often condemned it…  It was a filthy life.  And 

it stank!  No wonder the ancients were so fond of incense.  26-28 

Christianity did not merely offer psychological antidotes for the misery of life; it actually made life less 

miserable!  The power of Christianity lay not in its promise of otherworldly compensations for suffering 

in this life, as has so often been proposed.  No, the crucial change that took place by the third century 

was the rapidly spreading awareness of a faith that delivered potent antidotes to life’s miseries here and 

now!  The truly revolutionary aspect of Christianity lay in moral imperatives such as “Love one’s neighbor 

as oneself,”  “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,”  “It is more blessed to give than to 

receive,” and “When you did it to the least of my brethren, you did it unto me.”  These were not just 

slogans.  Members did nurse the sick, even during epidemics; they did support orphans, widows, the 

elderly, and the poor; they did concern themselves with the lot of slaves.  In short, Christians created “a 

miniature welfare state in an empire which for the most part lacked social services.”  It was these 

responses to the long-standing misery of life in antiquity that inspired Christian growth.  But these 

material benefits were entirely spiritual in origin.  Support for this view comes from the continuing 

inability of pagan groups to meet this challenge.  30-31 
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Wayne Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul, (Yale University 

Press, 1983). 

The Fellowship and Its Boundaries.  In order to persist, a social organization must have boundaries, 

must maintain structural stability as well as flexibility, and must create unique culture…  How the 

Pauline Christians developed “a unique culture” is an extremely complicated matter.  For now, I wish 

only to inquire about the ways in which these groups identified themselves as groups or as a movement, 

and that entails investigating mainly the first factor, the boundaries drawn between the groups and their 

social environment, and one part of what made their culture unique, that is, the aspects of language, 

practice, and expressed sentiments and attitudes that gave the group cohesion.  84-85 

The letters of the Pauline circle are rich in words and phrases that speak of the Christians as a very 

special group and of the relations between them in terms charged with emotion.  Very often the 

addressees of the letters are called “saints” or “holy ones”…  The term “elect” and its cognates are 

important… as is the related set, “calling”…  The notions that the members are peculiarly “loved” by God 

and that they are “known” by him are also striking.  85 

Karl Donfried & Peter Richardson, Editors, Judaism and Christianity in First-Century Rome, 

(Eerdmans, 1998). 

Chapter 6:  Jewish and Christian Families in First-Century Rome by James Jeffers:  The social statuses of 

Jews and Christians in Rome place them for the most part among the lower classes.  The lower classes in 

Rome included some poor Roman citizens, but they were largely composed of noncitizen, Greek-

speaking slaves, former slaves, and freeborn non-Romans…  They may have been respected, honored 

members of their former locales, but in Rome they were considered noncitizen foreigners, only a little 

better than slaves.  Most foreigners came to Rome involuntarily, as slaves, but often they were able to 

gain freedom during their lifetimes.  By the first century C.E. [Common Era] non-Romans and their 

descendants made up a large part, if not the majority, of the common people of the city, a large 

population of free resident aliens, and the entire slave class.  129 

About forty thousand to fifty thousand Jews lived in the city of Rome by the first century C.E., making 

them one of the largest foreign groups in the city.  They had the right to assemble freely to worship and 

perform other rites specific to Judaism.  The primary language used in the Jewish funerary inscriptions 

discovered in Rome, as late as the third century C.E., was Greek.  Any chance for upward mobility in 

ancient Rome would depend in part on fluency in Latin.  129-130 

The lingua franca of earliest Roman Christianity was the Greek of the common classes.  Latin did not 

supplant Greek among the Christians congregations of Rome until late in the second century.  Roman 

Christianity’s surviving documents are all composed in Greek, as are most of the burial inscriptions of its 

adherents.  It appears that the majority of early Christians were persons of non-Roman stock, with roots 

in the Hellenized East.  Unlike Judaism, Christianity was not recognized by Rome as a licensed religion.  
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Though Rome had not specifically forbidden the practice of Christianity at this time, it considered the 

practice of any religion not directly authorized by the government as sedition.  130 

The economic condition of Roman Jews and Christians in the first century also locates them among the 

lower classes…  Thousands of the grave sites are plain, marked by epitaph or with only a brief notice 

crudely painted or scratched on the stucco enclosures.  Some were unskillfully carved in faulty grammar 

on discarded pieces of marble.  The grammar of the inscriptions points to a low degree of literacy.  130 

Roman Christianity was located for the most part among the city’s poorer and less respected foreigners.  

Most of those who were not Jews were Gentiles originally from the Greek-speaking East.  A number of 

the earliest converts to Christianity in the cities of the empire, according to the NT, were Gentiles who 

had first been attracted to Judaism.  This was probably true in Rome as well.  Many were slaves of the 

Roman Empire or the descendants of slaves.  Few where Roman citizens, and fewer still enjoyed any 

measure of status in the larger society.  Romans 16, although not necessarily representative of Roman 

Christians, suggests a strong connection between Roman Christians and the Hellenized East.  The fact 

that some Christians in the first century sold themselves into slavery to help out fellow believers 

suggests the poverty of the Christian community as a whole.  130-131 

The oldest and largest settlement of Jews was in Transtiberinum (modern Trastevere), across the Tiber 

River from the center of Rome [the only section of Rome un-walled in the first century].  The majority of 

Roman Jews continued to live here into the Middle Ages.  The oldest Jewish catacomb is just outside this 

area.  Leon thinks that over half of the Jewish synagogues we know about were located here.  Its 

narrow, crowded streets and towering apartment buildings thronged with poor, unassimilated 

immigrants crammed hundreds to a building.  It is likely that a number of the free Jews living here 

worked at the nearby docks on the Tiber.  Over time, Jews expanded from Transtiberinum to other 

areas.  Since most early Christians were Jews or lower-class Romans, we should expect to find many 

first-century Christians in Transtiberinum as well.  131-132 

More than conquerors through him who loved us.  (vs 37) 

More than conquerors = upernikomen  

Lexicon 

Upernikomen – A heightened form of nikan prevail completely, “we are winning a most glorious victory” 

Ro 8:37.  1034  [Only NT usage – a compound word uper, more + nikos, victory]   

Victory = nikos 

TDNTT, Vol. IV 

The word group denotes “victory” or “superiority,” whether in the physical, legal or metaphorical sense, 

whether in mortal conflict or peaceful competition…  The basic sense of genuine superiority and 

overwhelming success is palpable and manifest to all eyes.  942 
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The Greek translation of the Bible [LXX] yields no very striking data regarding the use of the word group.  

943 

New Testament:  The decisive but unrecognized victory of Christ is in view in the only Johannine saying 

of Jesus in which the group occurs, Jn 16:33 “I have overcome the world.”  944 

Upervikao:  This rare word is used in Ro 8:37 in a connection which reminds us of the saying in Epict. 

Dissl, “Call the fighter unconquerable…  His victoriousness is quite independent of public success.  He can 

be victorious even though externally he marches from defeat to defeat.  True victory can thus be a 

hidden victory.”  For the warrior whom no earthly affliction or defeat perturbs nikao is almost too weak 

a term.  Paul does not have to restrict himself he can say, “we win the supreme victory through Him who 

loved us.”  945 

Ridderbos, Paul: An Outline of His Theology 

We can give no other expression to it that which Paul says in another connection: nothing will separate 

us from the love of Christ (Rom 8:35, 38).  As he there explicitly declares, this holds for death as well.  It 

will bring about no separation between Christ and us.  This presupposes continuity not of love only, but 

also of the object of love.  It means that we are kept in the omnipotence of God’s love in Christ, and for 

this reason, even when death comes, we are more than conquerors.  508 

 

 

 


