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Romans 3:13-20
Today, we’re continuing our study of Romans chapter 3.  We’re looking at 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 last part of the section, Paul is summarizing his arguments about the fallen state of mankind.   Here’s what 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.

Last week, we focused on verses 10 through 12, where Paul really lowers the boom on the human race.  We looked carefully at Paul’s claims about mankind, which are pretty bleak:  No one righteous.  No one understands.  No one seeks God.  No one does good—not even one.  We tested these claims against our experience—both with ourselves and with others—and against scriptures to see if we thought Paul was overstating his case.  What did we conclude?  No, he’s not overstating.  He is accurately describing the fallen state of mankind.  Do you recall some of the things we came up with to support Paul’s claims in these verses?
· When we say that someone in “righteous” or good” we mean that they do good things and refrain from doing bad things.  But God doesn’t judge based on external appearances or behaviors but on the condition of the heart.  
· When we speak about goodness and righteousness, we tend to speak about these as relative things.  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. 
· 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 rags.  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.  
· 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.  
· When Jesus was asked to summarize the law, he didn’t mention behavior at all.  He talked about love:  Love of the Lord and love of our fellow me.  No one lives up to this standard, and no one can, because we cannot make ourselves love.  

Today, we’ll let Paul continue hammering away on us.  Having made the general case in verse 10 and 11 that mankind is fallen, Paul now turns to one specific evidence of our fall.  In verses 13 and 14, Paul says,
 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] 

Here, Paul is quoting Psalm 5:9, Psalm 140:3, and Psalm 10:7.  What’s the focus?   Our mouths.  Our tongues. Our speech. Why?  Why does he point to the tongue to help make his point about the fallen state of mankind?   Because there are few things (if any) that reveal our depravity more clearly than our tongues.  What are some of the ways our mouths and out tongues reveal our wickedness?  What do we do with our mouths that evidence our depravity?  Several of them are mentioned here, but there are more.  What do you see?  Take various answers.

· We lie to one another (“Their tongues practice deceit”)

· We lie about one another (Bearing false witness)

· We curse one another (“Their mouths are full of cursing”)
· We insult one another

· We slander and gossip about one another (“the poison of vipers is on their lips…”)

· We express our anger, bitterness, and rage (Their mouths are full of… bitterness”)

· We judge and condemn one another
· We boast (James 4:16, “As it is, you boast and brag. All such boasting is evil.”)

· We complain (Think of the Israelites in the wilderness)
· We seduce others to evil (2 Peter 2:24, “They seduce the unstable.”)

Paul says that our “throats are like open graves.”  That’s a vivid illustration.  What picture does it conjure up for you?  Corruption.  Decay.  Filth.  Somehting that is open and exposed that should not be.  There is something at the bottom of an open grave—a decaying body.  What is at the bottom of our throats?  A wicked, putrid heart.  Jeremiah 17:9 says, "The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick. Who can understand it?"
Can you think of other passages that talk about the tongue, the mounth, and our speech as evidence of our depravity?
James 3:3-17  

When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole animal. 4Or take ships as an example. Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go. 5Likewise the tongue is a small part of the body, but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. 6The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell. 

 7All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles and creatures of the sea are being tamed and have been tamed by man, 8but no man can tame the tongue. It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. 

Jesus in Matthew 15:10-11,15-20
10Jesus called the crowd to him and said, "Listen and understand. 11What goes into a man's mouth does not make him 'unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him 'unclean.' " 

15Peter said, "Explain the parable to us." 

16"Are you still so dull?" Jesus asked them. 17"Don't you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? 18But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man 'unclean.' 19For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander. 20These are what make a man 'unclean'; but eating with unwashed hands does not make him 'unclean.' " 

Numerous passages in Proverbs

"The mouth of the righteous flows with wisdom, but the perverted tongue will be cut out. The lips of the righteous bring forth what is acceptable, But the mouth of the wicked, what is perverted." (Proverbs 10:31, 32)

"The tongue of the wise makes knowledge acceptable, But the mouth of fools spouts folly." (Proverbs 15:2) 
"The heart of the righteous ponders how to answer, But the mouth of the wicked pours out evil things." (Prroverbs 15:28) 

How about us?  Do we do these things with our tongues?  Do we lie, curse, complain, and boast?  Yes, unfortunately we do.  Should we?  No—we have new hearts, and so what issues forth from us should be clean.  James puts it like this in James 3:9-12
 9With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. 10Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. 11Can both fresh water and salt[a] water flow from the same spring? 12My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.

Why, then, do our tongues still produce curses and bitterness?  Take various answers.  It’s because of our continuing struggle with our sin nature.  God is building a new heart in us, but that work is not complete.  Until it is, we’re still going to show forth evidence of the “old man” as well as, we hope, evidence of the new.  What causes this to happen? In your life, what makes your throat into an open grave?  

· For instance, why do we lie?  We lie because we’re afraid.  Afraid of what?  afraid of being caught doing something we shouldn’t do, afraid of being exposed as something les than we are, afraid that something bad will happen to us if we tell the truth.  What’s the antidote for fear?  1 John 4:18:  “Perfect love drives out fear.”   When we glimpse the full extent of God’s love for us and the full extent of our forgiveness in Christ—when we begin to grasp the truth of the promise that “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” and that he will “never leave us or forsake us”—then fear dissolves and disappears.

· Why do we curse?  We curse because we get angry.  Why do we get angry?  Because things don’t go the way we want them to—the way we need them to.  What’s the antidote for anger?  Proverbs 3:4-5:  Trust in the LORD with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”  When we understand and accept that we don’t know enough to plan our lives—to know what we really need—but that God does, and that he has our lives safely in his hands, then we don’t need to be angry anymore when things don’t go our way. 

· Why do we boast?  We boast when we feel insecure.  Why do we feel insecure?  Because we know in our hearts that we don’t and can’t measure up—to our own standards, to the standards others set for us, and certainly not to God’s standards.  What the antidote for insecurity?  Recognizing that our security is not based on our own performance or achievement, but on what God has done for us.  Remembering God’s promise that “neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 8:38-40)  Paul says in Galatians 6:14, “May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”

· Why do we complain?  We complain when we feel deprived.  What makes us feel deprived?  When we want something that we can’t have—something we desire or something that other have.  What’s the antidote for feeling deprived?  Counting our blessings.   Remembering and being thankful for everything we do have and do enjoy.  Remembering God’s promise that “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?”  
All of this suggests that our tongues serve as important “early warning system” of our spiritual health, development, and thinking.  When we find ourselves using our tongues in the old way—cursing instead of blessing, complaining instead of thanking, lying instead of telling the truth—then we know that the old man has seized control of our hearts, and that we need to stop, back up, recall the truth, and put the Spirit back in control.  
Next, Paul moves on from the mouth to feet.  Verse 15 says, 
15"Their feet are swift to shed blood…

which seems a little odd, doesn’t it?  We don’t normally think of feet shedding blood—I guess they could if you kicked someone hard enough—so it seems a little strange to say that “their feet are swift to shed blood.”  This becomes more clear, though, we realize that verses 15, 16, and 17 all quote from Isaiah 59, verses 7 and 8, and that verse 15 abbreviates Isaiah 59:7, which says in the original
 7 Their feet rush into sin; 
       they are swift to shed innocent blood… 
Makes a little more sense this way, doesn’t it?  Interestingly, it seems that Isaiah was also quoting scripture when he wrote this verse.  Proverbs 1:11-12, 15-16 says, "If they say, “Come with us, let us lie in wait for blood, let us ambush the innocent without cause, let us swallow them alive like Sheol, even whole, as those who go down to the pit.. My son, do not walk in the way with them. Keep your feet from their path, for their feet run to evil, and they hasten to shed blood." 
Not only has Paul moved on from the mouth to the feet, he’s also moved on from the realm of words to the realm of deeds.  Here. Paul is focusing on men’s violent acts against one another.  What does the idea of being “swift to shed innocent blood” suggest to you?  

· That men resort to violence quickly, with little provocation or justification

· That mean are eager to do violence against one another

· That the powerful victimize the weak (the “innocent”) through acts of violence
What are some of the violent acts that men commit against one another?  Murder.  Rape.  Assault.  Theft.  Perhaps verbal abuse?  Perhaps War.  Perhaps also the desire for these things?  What is the source of men’s violence against one another?  The same sinful heart that causes our speech to be polluted.  Violence is just the outward manifestation of the hatred, greed, lust, anger, self-centeredness, and so on that is found in every human heart.  Its like James says in James 4:1-2 “What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight.”
Just like our speech is an early-warning sign that the old man is reigning in our hearts, so is our tendency toward violence.   I find that I have to be especially careful about this in competitive situations, like on the basketball court.  If the game wasn’t going my way, or if someone had tried to hurt me, I was capable of dropping the gloves right then and there.  Again, when we see this welling up in us, its time to stop, back up, recall the truth, and put the Spirit back in control.  

Paul continues to quote Isaiah 59:7-8 in verses 16 and 17:
16ruin and misery mark their ways, 
17and the way of peace they do not know."[g] 

Paul says that the ways of mankind result in ruin and misery.  Can you think of some examples of this truth?

· Environmental disasters (pollution, extinctions, and so on)
· Slavery

· Warfare

· Oppression

· Starvation

· Corruption

· Darfur

· Zimabawe

· Mynamar
The truth is that man damages and destroys everything he touches, leaving a trail of pain and suffering in his wake! Wherever man goes, sin follows. Death and destruction follow his steps as night follows day.
How about verse 17?  What do you think Paul has in mind when he says, “The ways of peace they do not know?”  Could be talking about peace as the opposite of war—that because of man’s depravity, strife and conflict prevail, and there is no peace.  This fits well with verse 16.  Could be saying that, because of our wickedness, disobedience, and rebellion, men experience no peace in their lives—that they instead experience strife and conflict.  Isaiah 57:21says, “’There is no peace,’ says my God, ‘for the wicked.’”  
When Paul says, “the ways of peace they do not know, I think he’s making a double entendre.  He’s saying, on the one hand, that because of sin men do not experience peace—that peace is unknown to them.  On the other hand, he’s saying that, because of sin men don’t know how to pursue peace—that literally “they do not know the ways of peace.”  
Verse 18 concludes Paul’s’ catena of OT verses.  Here, Paul quotes Psalm 36:1:
18"There is no fear of God before their eyes."

Why do you think Paul finishes this way?  Having talked about words, and deeds, now Paul moves to the cause of man’s condition:  he does not fear God.  When the Bible talks about the fear of the Lord, its speaking of respectful awe—of a sober awareness of God’s perfection, power, and righteousness when compared to ourselves.  Because mankind lacks a proper respectful awe for God, he is subject to all kinds of evil.  Proverbs 16:6 says, "by the fear of the LORD one keeps away from evil.”  Without a respectful awe of God, there is nothing to restrain man’s evil impulses, and the result is all of the things we’ve been talking about today.  

Notice the way Paul (quoting Isaiah) phrases this:  they have no fear before their eyes.”  He could have said, they have no fear of God.  Instead, he uses poetic language, with the effect that he refers again to a part of the human body:  first the throat, the lips, the tongue, and the mouth, then the feet, and now the eyes.  The effect is to express the sinfulness of every part of the body, from head (mouth) to feet and back again to the eyes.  By referring to these body parts, Paul effectively paints a picture of the total depravity of man:  that every part, from head to foot, is corrupt, fallen, wicked.  Pretty clever.

OK, that’s enough for today.  Next week, we’ll finish up this section, and move on to the presentation of the gospel that begins in verse 20!

3:12 “No one does good, not even one...” contrasts back to 2:10:  “glory, honor, and peace for everyone who does good…”

3:20 “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law…” contrasts back to 2;13 “but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous.”
