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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.  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.

In this section, Paul really lowers the boom on the human race.  Two weeks ago, we focused on verses 10 through 12, where 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, and we came to the conclusion that, unfortunately, he is telling the truth.  Mankind falls far short of the divine standard of righteousness that God requires.

Last week, we considered verses 13 and 14, which focus on the wickedness of human speech, and verse 15, which points out the violence of human behavior.  We agreed that Paul is right when he says that our throats are like “open graves” that reveal the dead, decaying, putrid condition of our hearts.  We lie, curse, slander, judge and condemn, boast, and complain—all evidences of our dead, decaying hearts.  We talked quite a bit about why as believers we still use our mouths in these same ways, despite knowing what James 3:9-10 says:

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. 

Why do our tongues still produce curses and bitterness?  It’s because of our continuing struggle with our sin nature.  There’s a battle raging in us, the old man versus the Spirit, and when we lie, curse, complain and gossip, that’s evidence that the old man is holding sway.  But, we said, our mouths can be valuable “early warning systems” about what’s happening in our hearts, and we can use the astounding things we say to alert us to what’s happening in the battle inside us and to turn the battle for the good.  For instance, if we catch ourselves lying, it’s likely because we’re afraid in some way.  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.  So when we lie, we should preach the gospel to ourselves, reminding ourselves of the truth of God’s love, and repent of our fear and the lie that followed it.
The same sinful heart that causes our speech to be polluted also inclines us toward violence against one another.  Violence is just the outward manifestation of the hatred, greed, lust, anger, self-centeredness, and so on that is found in every human heart.  It’s 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.

Let’s move on.  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] 

The word translated “ruin” by the NIV is derived from a word that means shattered, broken into pieces, totally devastated, and could also be translated as destruction.  The word translated misery is from a word that means afflicted, wretched, distressed, or miserable, and could also be translated as suffering, calamity, or overwhelming hardship.  Paul is saying 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
· Broken marriages

· 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 our 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 57:21 says, “’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.

In verse 19 and 20, Paul says, 
 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.

When Paul says, “Now we know…,” he’s saying that what follows should be obvious or easily understood.  Unfortunately, it isn’t.  Commentators differ about what verse 19 means.  Some believe that Paul is referring here to the Jews again, since they are most obviously “under the law.”  From this point of view, Paul is returning to his argument from Chapter 2 that “all who sin under the law will be judged by the law.”  
But the second part of the verse refers to “every mouth” and “the whole world,” which seems to imply that Paul is speaking broadly here to every man, Jew and Gentile alike.  Obviously, the Jews are under the law.  They received the law through Moses; they are its custodians.  But what about the Gentiles? Recall what Paul asserted in 2:14-15: 
Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, 15since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts…

Paul’s point is that God has made his righteous requirements explicit in his law, which he has given on tablets to the Jews and has written on the hearts of Gentiles.  As a result, everyone knows what God requires, so “every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.”  
When Paul says, “so that every mouth may be silenced,” he’s implying that people will want to speak, but will be stopped from doing so.  What might they want to say?  I didn’t know.  I didn’t understand.  I’m not as bad as he is.  This doesn’t apply to me.  People will want to make excuses, but they will be constrained from doing so.  Recall that back in Chapter 1, when Paul was talking to the Gentiles, he said “For since the creation of the world God'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 recall that as he was speaking against the Jews in Chapter 2 he said, “You, therefore, have no excuse…”  Here, he’s just summarizing his argument:  Everyone knows what God requires.  As a result, as he said in 2:12

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.

Everyone will be subject to judgment, and no one will be able to raise an objection.  
Further, God’s judgment will be fair and righteous:  “the whole world will be held accountable to God.”  The word translated “accountable” is the Greek word hupodikos    (who po dee kos),  which is a legal term used to describe one who has lost all possibility of disproving a charge against him and thus has already lost his case. In classic Greek this word described on who was liable to action from another person. It signifies one is guilty, culpable, accountable, subject to trial or subject to condemnation.  The image is of a man standing before the judge, having heard the evidence against him, silent, without excuse, unable to refute the charges brought against him, subject to judgment.  To whom will the whole world be held accountable?  To God.  Why to God?  It’s his world.  We’re his people.  It’s his law.  It is him against whom we have sinned.  It is to him that we owe the debt.  Later in Romans, Paul will say,
For we will all stand before God's judgment seat. 11It is written: 
   " 'As surely as I live,' says the Lord, 
   'every knee will bow before me; 
      every tongue will confess to God.' " 12So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God. (Romans 14:10-12)

There is no defense against the guilty verdict God pronounces on the entire human race. No one, whether Jew or Gentile, has grounds for appeal; none can claim to be free from guilt before God. All are lost.  

There is one more thing that a man might say in response to God’s righteous decrees.  Can you think what it might be?  “I’ve measured up.”  I’ve done what you required.  But just as no one will be able to make an excuse before God, so no one will be able to claim that they’ve measured up.  Because God’s righteous requirements have been made so clear, no one will be able to boast that they’ve met them.  That’s why Paul says in verse 20,

20Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

The NIV gets a B for its translation of this verse.  For one thing, the word translated “by observing the law” is literally “by the works of the law.”  Observing seems a little passive and remote to me—I think Paul had active obedience in mind, maybe more like “doing what the law requires” or, more simply, “obeying the law.”  Further, the word translated “Therefore” would probably be better translated “Because.” If you make these two changes, the verse becomes better connected with the prior verse, reading like this:

Now 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, because no one will be declared righteous in his sight by obeying the law.
The words translated “no one” is literally “all flesh” in the Greek.  While “no one” is perfectly fine, its worth pointing out that the Greek phrase Paul uses, pasa sarx, is used 17 times in the Greek OT, and thus would have been very familiar to Paul’s Jewish readers.   For example, pasa sarx is used in Genesis 6:12, which says, “God observed all this corruption in the world, for everyone on earth was corrupt.”

Finally, the NIV uses “will be declared righteous” to translate the Greek word dikaioo   (die kie oo), which means justified or acquitted, and is usually translated “justified.”  .  This is literally the word that would be used when an accused person is declared “innocent” or “not guilty.”  
If you want a more literal translation of this verse, the NASB offers it:   

 20because (A)by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for (B)through the Law comes the knowledge of sin.

Paul says, “no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law.”  Why not?  It’s impossible!  No one can do it.  The requirements are too high.  And yet, most people assume that you get into heaven by…?  Being good.  And most people think that they’re good enough to go to heaven!  How can people be so confused about this?  What are they missing?  

· They compare themselves to others, instead of God’s perfect standard.  

· They make up their own version of the law to take the place of God’s law.  

· They ignore the parts of the law they don’t keep.
· They think that the law is about behavior, instead of the attitude of the heart )Love God, love your neighbor)
· They don’t understand how strictly God will judge violations of his law

Recall that back in Chapter 2, verse 13, Paul said, “For 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.”   And yet here he says, “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law…”  Is this a contradiction?  No.  Why not?  If someone could obey the law, he would be declared righteous.  But no one can obey, and so no one will be justified.

The main reason that no one can be declared righteous by observing the law is that the purpose of the law is NOT to justify, but to condemn.  Paul says, “through the law we become conscious of sin.”  How does the law make us conscious of sin?  Take various answers.  The law is like a plumb line that reveals the crookedness of a wall.  As we compare ourselves to God’s perfect standard, our crookedness—our sinfulness—becomes evident.  God’s intention was that our inability to obey the law would lead us to seek his grace and mercy.  Here’s how Paul puts it in Galatians 3:22: “So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith.”
As believers, we know that we are not justified by obeying the law—by being good—but by God’s gift of grace.  And yet, we often behave as though our justification came through our obedience.  If we’re attacked or accused, we defend ourselves.  We boast about our accomplishments and achievements.  We judge and condemn those who are more visibly sinful then we are, as though the difference between our sin and theirs somehow made a difference.  Why do we do this?  Take various answers.  Basically, it’s because we aren’t completely sure that God’s promise is good.  We’re not completely convinced that Christ has really paid the full price—that his sacrifice for us is really sufficient.  Our sinful hearts so desire to earn righteousness that we just can’t help ourselves.  When we find ourselves trying to earn our salvation, what should we do?  Preach the gospel to ourselves.  Remind ourselves of what we really are:  hopeless sinners. Remind ourselves of the grace of God.   
That finishes Part 1 of Romans.  Next time, we’ll begin the section section, where Paul explains the gospel in all of its glory.
