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Romans 3:1-9
Today we’re beginning Chapter 3 of the book of Romans.  We’re nearly finished with the long section that begins in Chapter 1, verse 18 and continues through Chapter 3, verse 20.  In this section of the book, Paul makes the case about the fallen nature of man, beginning with the Gentiles (1:18 through 1:32), then the Jews (2:1 through 3:9), and then concludes with a summary (3:9 through 3:20).  
For the last couple of weeks, we’ve been focused on Paul’s argument concerning the Jews.  In this section, Paul argues against the view, widely held by the Jews of his day (and perhaps today as well) that they would be saved by virtue of being sons of Abraham and by performing certain moral and religious deeds, entirely apart from their own morality.  They were firmly convinced that God would judge and condemn pagan Gentiles because of their idolatry and immorality but that no Jew would ever experience condemnation. Paul challenges this view, arguing that racial or religious identity is not sufficient grounds for salvation.  According to Romans 2, verses 9 through 11

There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; 10but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 11For God does not show favoritism.

In other words, the status of the Jew as a son of Abraham is not sufficient to save him, because 

12All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged by the law. 13For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God's sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous.

Further, he says, 

 25Circumcision has value if you observe the law, but if you break the law, you have become as though you had not been circumcised. 

For the Jew, circumcision was a symbol “in your flesh” of his covenant relationship with God and thus was an assurance of salvation.  Paul argues here that there is no assurance in circumcision:  that being a Jew—being circumcised—is of value only if one obeys the law.  Just being circumcised isn’t enough—obedience to the law is what is required.  In fact, Paul says, when the Jew violates the law, for all intents and purposes he is uncircumcised—not even a Jew.  

Instead of physical circumcision, Paul says, what God seeks is circumcision of the heart.  Paul goes on to say,

 28A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. 29No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. Such a man's praise is not from men, but from God.

Paul’s point is that being Jewish is more than just a matter of being a son of Abraham or of observing rituals and customs like circumcision.  It’s not based on a circumcision of the body but a circumcision of the heart; it is not based on a ritual mandated by law, but on the work of the Holy Spirit.  It is not an outward thing, but a matter of the heart.  
Now, having really leveled his Jewish readers, Paul is going to anticipate and address a few objections to his line of thinking.  These next few verses are a little bit hard to follow, so do your best to stay tuned in and try to follow me through.  

Recall that Paul is still engaged in conversation with his hypothetical Jew—the “You” of verses 2:1 and 2:17.  In Chapter three, verse 1, he allows his hypothetical opponent to raise the first of several objections:
1What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or what value is there in circumcision?
The objection is this:  Well, if everything you say is true, then what difference does it make whether someone is a Jew or not?  If both Jew and Gentile are to be judged based on what they have done;  if circumcision has no value unless you obey the law;  if God does not show favoritism;  then what difference does it make whether one is a Jew or not?  Does the great religious heritage of the Jews mean anything?  Does any of this make any difference?  

Paul’s answer is a resounding yes! He says, in verse 1, “Much in every way!”  And reading that—“in every way”—we eagerly anticipate that he’s going to give us a list of the advantages.  Instead, here, he gives us only one.  
He says, “First of all, they have been entrusted with the very words of God.”  When God decided to open communication with the fallen human race, He chose to do so through one nation:  Israel.  First, he chose Abram, the father of the Jews, and made this covenant with him (Genesis 12):
1 The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you. 

2 "I will make you into a great nation 
       and I will bless you; 
       I will make your name great, 
       and you will be a blessing. 

3 I will bless those who bless you, 
       and whoever curses you I will curse; 
       and all peoples on earth 
       will be blessed through you." 

These promises were passed along from Abram to his son Isaac and then to his son Jacob and his sons.  Hundreds of years later, God chose Moses to be his prophet and the leader of his people.  Through him, God delivered the law to the Jews, and gave him this promise:
"This is what you are to say to the house of Jacob and what you are to tell the people of Israel: 4 'You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' wings and brought you to myself. 5 Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, 6 you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the words you are to speak to the Israelites." 

What an incredible privilege and honor!  The OT scriptures—not only the law, but also the prophets and the psalms—were revealed by God only to his people Israel.  Of all the nations on the earth, God entrusted his word only to the Jews.  Psalm 147:19-20 says,

 19 He has revealed his word to Jacob, 
       his laws and decrees to Israel. 

 20 He has done this for no other nation; 
       they do not know his laws. 
       Praise the LORD.

But, at the same time, what an awesome responsibility!  Notice that Paul says that the Jews were “entrusted” with the words of God.  What does that imply?  Take various answers.  It means more than just being the recipients of the word.  They were responsible for safeguarding it—for ensuring that it was not corrupted.  They were responsible for honoring and revering it, so that it would not be taken for granted.  They were responsible for obeying it, so that it would not fall into disrepute.  They were responsible for sharing it, so that other nations could be blessed by it as well.  
The word translated as “the very words of God” in the NIV is the Greek word logion, which means a saying, a pronouncement, or a declaration. Logion is a diminutive of logos, which is most commonly translated “word.” Logion generally referred to important sayings or messages, especially supernatural utterances. In many pagan religions of that day, mediums and seers gave predictions of the future and other messages from the spirit world through supernatural “oracles.”  The word is used 4 times in the NT to establish the fact that the Words in Scripture actually constitute the very utterances of God: In addition to this passage, Acts 7:38 refers to the “living words” of God; Hebrews 5:12 refers to the “elementary principles of God’s word”; and 1 Peter 4:11 refers to the “very words of God.”  
Later, in Chapter 9 (which we’ll get to in 2010 or 2011), Paul will add to his list of advantages of being a Jew. He says in 9:4-5, 

Theirs (the Jews’) is the adoption as sons; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, the temple worship and the promises. 5Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.

Ultimately, of course, God did more than give the Jews his written and spoken words:  He ultimately gave them his living word, the logos, His Son.  God not only revealed his law through the Jews—he also revealed his gospel through them as well.

The position of the Jews as God’s chosen people—the heirs to his promises and the custodians of his law—was a great honor but also a great responsibility.  They were to be both the example and a blessing to a fallen world.  Instead, they turned their gaze inward, not only failing to share their blessing with the world but even adopting a haughty, dismissive, condemning attitude toward the gentiles.  And instead of obeying the teaching that God has entrusted to them, they disobeyed and justified their disobedience on the grounds that they were Jews and could live as they pleased without threat of condemnation.  
It is this attitude that Paul turns to next.  He says, 

 3What if some did not have faith? Will their lack of faith nullify God's faithfulness? 4Not at all! Let God be true, and every man a liar. As it is written: 
   "So that you may be proved right when you speak 
      and prevail when you judge."

 

This is a tricky little passage, and it’s a little hard to follow, but what paul is doing here is taking on another objection here from his hypothetical Jewish opponent.  The objection is this:  God has made numerous promises to the Jews.  Are you abrogating those promises?  Are you saying that, because some have been unfaithful, God’s promises to the Jews no longer stand?  Will a lack on faith on the part of some men nullify the promises of God?  In other words, Paul, are you saying that God’s promises to the Jews have been nullified because some Jews have disobeyed?  
Paul’s answer is an emphatic NO!  Even if every man is unfaithful (“every man a liar”), then God will still be faithful.  The words translated “Not at all!” by the NIV is the strongest possible negative Greek expression.  It could be translated “By no means!” or “God forbid!” or ”Never let it be!” or or “No way!”  Paul is expressing his total confidence in God’s faithfulness to keep his promises.

The subtle point that Paul is try to make hinges on the difference betweens God’s promises to the nation of Israel and his promises to individual Jews.  REPEAT THAT.  God made many promises to the Jews, some of which were conditional and some of which were unconditional.   Most of the promises were conditional, promising blessings in return for His people’s faith and obedience and curses for disobedience. The few unconditional promises He made were to the nation of Israel as a whole, not to individual Jews.  For example, the promise that God would bless all the peoples of the earth through the Jews is an unconditional promise to the entire nation.  These promises are irrevocable and unconditional, and do not depend on the faithfulness of anyone other than God.  But the existence of these unconditional promises to the nation of Israel does not guarantee salvation to any individual Jew. 

So Paul addresses the objection like this:  You are right in contending that God cannot break His word. He will ultimately keep his promise of salvation to the Jewish nation.  But no individual Jew can presume on that promise for his personal salvation. Salvation is not offered by God to anyone on the basis of the heritage, ceremony, good works, or any basis other than that of faith.  In effect, Paul is saying, 
“The fact that Jews who did not believe forfeited their personal right to God’s promised blessings and barred themselves from the inheritance of God’s kingdom does not nullify the faithfulness of God to his unconditional promises to the nation of Israel.”

To hammer home the point, at the end of verse 4, Paul quotes from Psalm 51, verse 4, which says in full:
Against you, you only, have I sinned 
       and done what is evil in your sight, 
       so that you are proved right when you speak 
       and justified when you judge.

Psalm 51 is David’s great prayer of repentance after his sins with Bathsheba and against Uriah.  How would you paraphrase what David is saying here?  Take various answers.  God is just when he judges.  We are sinners, and thus deserve condemnation, so He is right when he condemns us for our sins.  He is faithful to keep all his promises—not just those that promise blessing, but also those that promise judgment and condemnation for disobedience and rebellion.  
In Psalm 51, David did not offer any excuses for his actions. He had no word of defense for his sin. He agreed that God would be absolutely just and righteous in pronouncing sentence on David’s sin.  He understands that his sin only serves to highlight the complete and total righteousness of God.  

Paul quotes Psalm 51 to show, first, that God is completely just when he judges each man’s sins, and second, to show that God will be utterly faithful to his promises even if every man be shown to be faithless.  (He is also making a subtle point that, if David, the great king of the Jews, was convinced that his sin would be judged, then why would any other Jew not also expect judgment?)

Paul continues with this theme in verses 5 through 8:
5But if our unrighteousness brings out God's righteousness more clearly, what shall we say? That God is unjust in bringing his wrath on us? (I am using a human argument.) 6Certainly not! If that were so, how could God judge the world? 7Someone might argue, "If my falsehood enhances God's truthfulness and so increases his glory, why am I still condemned as a sinner?" 8Why not say—as we are being slanderously reported as saying and as some claim that we say—"Let us do evil that good may result"? Their condemnation is deserved.

This section is a little hard to follow, but stay with me and we’ll be through it quickly.  In verses 5 and 7, Paul entertains two more objections from his hypothetical antagonist.  These are a little hard to follow in the NIV, so let’s use the New Living Translation instead.  Here’s how the New Living Translation handles verse 5:

 “But,” some might say, “our sinfulness serves a good purpose, for it helps people see how righteous God is. Isn’t it unfair, then, for Him to punish us?” (This is merely a human point of view.) 

In other words, if people’s unrighteousness reveals the righteousness of God, is it not unfair for God to punish the very thing that reveals his righteousness?  To show how foolish Paul considers this line of thinking to be, he adds, “I am using a human argument.”  In effect, he’s saying, ““Don’t think for a minute that I believe such nonsense. I am only paraphrasing what you might say.”
Once again, Paul says, “No way!”  Paul knows that his Jewish opponent believes that God will judge the world, and he uses that knowledge to prove his point.  In effect he says, “If God were prevented from judging unrighteousness because man’s unrighteousness revealed God’s righteousness all the more, then he would be unable to judge the world.  But you know he’s going to judge the world, so your argument must not hold water.”  Further, I think Paul is saying here, implicitly, that if God is just in judging the sins of the gentiles, even though those sins reveal God’s righteousness all the more, then he is also just in judging the sins of the Jews.    

Paul allows his hypothetical antagonist to raise another, similar objection in verse 7:
7Someone might argue, "If my falsehood enhances God's truthfulness and so increases his glory, why am I still condemned as a sinner?"

Once again, let’s look at how the NLT handles this verse:

“But,” someone might still argue, “how can God condemn me as a sinner if my dishonesty highlights his truthfulness and brings him more glory?”

Do you see that this is essentially the same objection?  And by now, Paul has had enough.  He doesn’t really answer this objection, instead dismissing it out of hand by comparing it to an accusation that he considers even more ridiculous:

Why not say—as we are being slanderously reported as saying and as some claim that we say—"Let us do evil that good may result"? Their condemnation is deserved.

Later in Romans, Paul will return to this accusation.  Romans 6:1-2 says,

1What shall we say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? 2By no means! We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?

Having entertained several objections to his argument, Paul considers his case against the Jews to have been made, and he’s ready to move on.  And so are we.  Next week, we’ll consider the summary for this section in verses 3:9 through 3:20.  After that, we’ll move on to the second major section of the letter, where Paul lays out the gospel.  

See you next week!
