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Romans 3:9-20
Today, we plunge into the last part of the first main section of the book of Romans, which 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), which we’ll consider today.  
Paul’s argument against the Gentiles is straightforward:  

21For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him… (but) 25they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator… 

The gentiles know enough about God to seek him—because “20God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse” and yet they fail to glorify him as God, choosing instead to worship idols.  Further, “32Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death,” they persist in doing evil.  They are, according to Paul, wholly unrighteous:  sexually immoral, wicked, evil, greedy, depraved; “full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice; they are gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless.”  As a consequence of their wickedness and idolatry, “since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done.”  The wrath of God is being revealed in them as they suffer the consequences of their sin and rebellion daily.

Paul’s argument against the Jews is more subtle, but is just as strong.  Contrary to the view widely held among Jews of Paul’s day, 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, Paul argues that racial identity and adherence to religious custom is not sufficient grounds for salvation.  He says
9There 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 “13it 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.  

Now, having made the case against both the Gentiles and the Jews, Paul is going to offer a summary that reinforces his claims that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” and that all men are in need of a Savior.  He does this by offering a catena of OT scriptures, mostly from the Psalms, that support his case.  He says, 

 9What shall we conclude then? Are we any better[b]? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. 10As it is written: 
   "There is no one righteous, not even one; 
    11there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God. 
 12All have turned away, 
      they have together become worthless; 
   there is no one who does good, 
      not even one."[c] 
 13"Their throats are open graves; 
      their tongues practice deceit."[d] 
   "The poison of vipers is on their lips."[e] 
    14"Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness."[f] 
 15"Their feet are swift to shed blood; 
    16ruin and misery mark their ways, 
 17and the way of peace they do not know."[g] 
    18"There is no fear of God before their eyes."[h] 

 19Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. 20Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

Verse 9 serves as a transition from Paul’s argument about the Jews to his broader summary.  Who do you think Paul is referring to when he says, “We” in verse 9:  “Are we any better?”  Take various answers.  Many think that “we” refers to the Jews.  

From this point of view, Paul is linking himself for the first time with the hypothetical “You” with whom he has been conversing, identifying himself as well as a Jew.  He’s asking, “Are we, the Jews, any better than the Gentiles?”  It’s a rhetorical question, asked here to bring conclusion to his arguments about the disobedience of the Jews, and it begs the rhetorical answer, “Not at all!”  No, the Jews aren’t any better.  Just as the Gentiles stand condemned in their wickedness, so do the Jews:  as Paul concludes, “Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.”
Others think that Paul is using the word “we” to reunite his Jewish and Gentile readers after having dealt with them separately in the preceding verses.  When he says “We,” he means you—Gentile and Jewish Christians in Rome—and me—Paul—all of us Christians together.  He’s asking, “Are we—we Christians—any better?  Do we excel above the Gentiles and the Jews?  His answer again is, No way!  All of us—Jewish believers and Gentile believers alike—are under sin.  Whether we are Jews by race or Gentiles, we are all sinner saved by the grace of God.
Either way works, I think, so you’re free to read it whichever way you prefer it.

When Paul says in verse 9, “We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin,” what do you think he means by “under sin?”  Take various answers.  I think it means two things.  First, it means under the penalty of sin—under condemnation for being a sinner.  This meaning summarizes the arguments that Paul has made so far.  But, “under sin” also means under the power of sin—under the control and domination of sin—enslaved to sin.  This meaning helps to launch Paul into the following argument. 
In verses 10 through 12, Paul levels several charges against the entire human race.  See if you can pick them up as I reread these verses:
10As it is written: 
   "There is no one righteous, not even one; 
    11there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God. 
 12All have turned away, 
      they have together become worthless; 
   there is no one who does good, 
      not even one."[c] 


The scriptures Paul is quoting here are Psalm 14:1-3 and Psalm 53:1-3, which are very similar to one another.  Paul does not quote these verses literally, but paraphrases them to apply their meaning more clearly.  

What are Paul’s accusations? 

· No one is righteous.  What does that mean?  Everyone is a sinner.  No one is perfect like God.  No one does everything right.  
· No one understands.  Understands what?  Spiritual matters.  The truth.  God.  What God requires and desires.  
· No one seeks God.  

· All have turned away.   Turned away from what?  From God.  From obedience to God.
· They (we) are worthless.  

· No one does good, not even one.  
These verses paint a pretty bleak picture of the human race, don’t they?  No one righteous.  No one understands.  No one seeks God.  No one does good—not even one.  Do you think Paul (and, by extension, David, since he was the original author of these words—is overstating his case?  Do these verses stand the test of your experience?  Don’t you know people—including non-believers—who do good?  People who seek God?  People with spiritual understanding?  How do we reconcile Paul’s strong and pessimistic view of people with what we observe and experience?   Discuss.  
Here are some things to consider as you wrestle with this idea:
1) When you talk about “righteousness” and “goodness,” it matters what you mean by “righteous” and “good.”  What we tend to mean when we say that someone in “righteous” or good” is that they do good things and refrain from doing bad things: “good” people are those who don’t lie, don’t steal, don’t commit adultery; or more positively, who are generous, kind, patient, and forgiving.  And these things are clearly good.  But God doesn’t judge based on external appearances or behaviors but on the condition of the heart.  Mark 7:20-23 says,

"What comes out of a man is what makes him 'unclean.' 21For from within, out of men's hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 22greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. 23All these evils come from inside and make a man 'unclean.' "

It’s like Paul says back in 2:28 and 29:

 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.

2) When we speak about goodness and righteousness, we tend to speak about these as relative things.  And on a relative scale, there are people who are more righteous and people who are less so.  But God’s requirement is not just that we are usually good, or mostly good, or that we are better than most other people, but that we are always good.  He doesn’t grade on the curve—he requires perfection. As Jesus said in Matthew 5:48, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  Likewise, James 2:10 says, “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.” 
3) When Jesus was asked to summarize the law, he didn’t mention behavior at all.  He talked about love.  Here’s what he said:  
 34Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together. 35One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 

 36"Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?" 37Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.'[b] 38This is the first and greatest commandment. 39And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'[c] 40All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments." (Matthew 5:24-40)
Do you know anyone who does this?  Do you know anyone who loves God with his or her entire heart, soul, and mind?  Of course not.  Who do you love with all your heart, mind, and soul?  Yourself!  Do you know anyone who loves his neighbor as himself?  No.  Instead, don’t we all wish that our neighbors loved us like they loved themselves?  Sure.  So, if this is the way the Son of God defines righteousness, then no one comes close.  
4) The difference between our point of view about righteousness and God’s is illustrated in Isaiah 64:6, which says, “All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.”  The things we consider our best deeds—giving our money away, serving those who are less fortunate than we are, sacrificing ourselves for others—are, by comparison to the true standard of God’s righteousness, equivalent to filthy menstrual cloths.  Its not that these things are bad—they are very good!—but they just don’t come close to comparing to what God really desires and requires from us.  
Here’s an illustration that I borrowed from BSF:  What we tend to think of as goodness and righteousness is to real righteousness and goodness what Monopoly money is to real money.  Monopoly money is great for the game of Monopoly, but if you take it to the store and try to spend it, you’ll find that it is worthless.  Human righteousness is like Monopoly money—it’s useful (even essential) for the “game” of life on this earth, but its not real righteousness, and it has no value in God’s kingdom.  God requires real, true, divine righteousness—the righteousness that only He possesses and that can only be obtained as a gift from Him.  Later in Romans, we’ll read about the Jews that “Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God's righteousness.” In other words, Israel wanted God to accept their own righteousness—their Monopoly money—rather than receiving the true righteousness that comes from God.

5) Consider yourself.  You probably think of yourself as a pretty good person.  I know many of you pretty well, and I would regard you as good people:  kind, considerate, peaceful.  But when you examine your own heart, what do you find?  I know that when I do that I see selfishness and self-centeredness; anger, rage, bitterness; greed, envy, and lust; condemnation and judgment for others; and much more.  Again, righteousness and goodness are matters of the heart, and unless you hearts are a lot cleaner than mine, then Paul is right when he says that “no one is righteous—not even one.”  As Proverbs 20:9 says, “Who can say, "I have kept my heart pure; I am clean and without sin"?”
Yes, there are people who seek spiritual knowledge.  But as Paul explained in Chapter 2, people pursue spiritual things not as a way to know God better but as a way to avoid knowing him:  “22Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.”  Instead of seeking God’s righteousness, through the pursuit of religion and spirituality people are seeking to become righteous on their own.  They won’t accept God’s gift or righteousness because they don’t want to have to admit that they are unable to be righteous on their own.  

Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 1, Paul points out that human wisdom is useless in trying to comprehend or understand the truth about God:  
 18For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19For it is written: 
   "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; 
      the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate."[c] 

 20Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.

So what masquerades as spirituality in the lives of the lost is actually idolatry; what masquerades as wisdom is actually foolishness.  
Someone might ask, but doesn’t he Bible say that anyone who seeks God will find him?  Didn’t Jesus say, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. 8For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who knocks, the door will be opened?” (Matthew 7:7-9)   Didn’t he say, “All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away?” (John 6:37)  How would you handle such an objection?  Discuss.  It is true that anyone who wants to come to Christ may come to Him.  But the same scripture that promises that those who seek will find and that those who come will be received also says, “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him…”  (John 6:44) To truly seek God requires God’s calling.  God sends his Spirit into the hearts of those who he has chosen, to open their spiritually blind eyes to the truth about him, to reveal their sin to them, and to cause them to seek his grace and mercy.   Without God’s calling, men remain blind, unable to see the truth about God and unwilling to seek him.  As John 12:37-41 says,
 37Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe in him. 38This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: 
   "Lord, who has believed our message 
      and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?"[g] 

 39For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says elsewhere: 
 40"He has blinded their eyes 
      and deadened their hearts, 
   so they can neither see with their eyes, 
      nor understand with their hearts, 
      nor turn—and I would heal them.”

It’s like Isaiah says in 65:1, “I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me; I was found by those who did not seek me,” 

Now, you might ask, what about us?  What about believers?  Don’t we do good?  Doesn’t the word say that God has prepared good deeds for us to do?  Doesn’t He promise to reward our good deeds?  How would you answer those questions?   It is true that believers are capable of truly good deeds—of true righteousness.  But what is the source of those things?  It is the Spirit of God living in us, empowering us, overcoming our sinful natures, who allows us to do things that are truly pleasing to God.  This is what Ezekiel was talking about when he said “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.”  (Ezekiel 36:6) It’s what Paul means when he says in Galatians 2, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.”  Its what Peter meant when he says in 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness…”  It’s what Jesus was talking about when he said, “I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.”  (John 15:5)  
OK, that’s enough for this week.  Next week, we’ll continue with Romans 3!
See you next week!
