Studies in Romans – standandspeak.org


Covington Theological Seminary

Bi 338 Romans

10/4/07

Romans 3:1-20

“To Answer Your Question…”

Paul knew that the direct and forward accusations of the previous two chapters were going to raise a few eyebrows, and more than a few questions. Paul had landed several blows against humanity, and now he anticipates the counterpunches that were to follow. Chapter three is Paul’s preemptive answer to the questions he knew would arise regarding the gospel.

“Paul was well aware that his Jewish readers would be angered to hear him say that they were as guilty as the Gentiles. They would be quick to offer arguments against his position. So he anticipates their questions, and then briefly answers each one.”

-Paul’s Epistle to the Romans; Lamoyne Sharpe

In the verses before us, we find three movements within Paul’s answer to the questions he knew would arise.

I. PAUL REFUTING THE PROTESTS 

(v. 1-8)

If the first half of chapter three proves nothing else, it proves that Paul did not separate his mind from his message. Paul never found himself in a position where His preaching could not be logically and systematically defended.

In fact, Paul is so confident of the soundness of the gospel, that he is willing to address the criticisms head-on. He begins in verse one, and carries on through verse eight, dealing with three specific questions, or protests that would be raised against his gospel.


A. The question of God’s people (v. 1-2)

The first protest Paul tackles is the question of God’s chosen people, Israel. In the previous chapter, Paul has proven that the Jew is as guilty before God as the Gentile. This raises the question, “What advantage then hath the Jew? (v.1)” 
The argument arises, “Well, if what you have said is true, is being a Jew worth nothing in the eyes of God?” This question has to be answered carefully, for much of the Old Testament states God’s covenant with Israel, and the special place they hold in His heart.

Paul answers in verse two, by stating that there is an advantage, or a benefit to being Jewish. He says that the advantage comes from the fact that, “…unto them were committed the oracles of God.”
God’s people may be guilty, but they are still God’s people. Through them, God has chosen to give the majority of the revelation regarding Himself.


B. The questions of God’s promise (v. 3-4)

Anticipating the next step in his opponents protest, Paul picks up the next logical argument in verse three. The question raised there is that if some of Israel did not believe, would that nullify the covenants of God.

Paul has stated that “the just shall live by faith.” His opponent would pick up on that and argue that if someone in Israel did not exercise faith, that would then cause God to break His promises to Israel.

Paul answers this question with strong language. He says in verse four, “God forbid; yea let God be true, but every man a liar…” Paul answers that the gospel in no way causes God to break His word to Israel. In fact, (as Paul will get to later in the book) the gospel is the means by which God is justified in His dealings with Israel, and the rest of humanity.

In verse four, Paul quotes from the 51st Psalm. There David is willing to admit his total guilt so that God can be seen as right. The point Paul is getting at is that God’s promises to Israel as a nation, in no way excuse the Jew as an individual from exercising faith in the grace of God.


C. The question of God’s propriety (v. 5-8)

The last protest that Paul refutes is a question that is raised in verse five. It is a question that persists even today. Verse five says, “But if our unrighteousness commend the righteousness of God, what shall we say? Is God unrighteous who taketh vengeance? (I speak as a man)”

Parenthetically, Paul tags this verse with the reminder that he is raising the carnal question, or speaking for the human side. In doing so, he asks this question. If my sin allows God to show His righteousness by grace, then does God become unrighteous when he punishes sin? Or, to put it another way, shouldn’t the sinner actually be rewarded by God for allowing God to show off his righteousness?

Now as Christians, we immediately see the error of this argument, for we know that the gospel is designed to save us from sin. Yet, can you see how this question would and does arise?

Paul refutes this argument in two ways. First of all, in verse six, using again the strong language of verse four, Paul argues that if God were unrighteous because of something He had done, He could no longer judge the world in righteousness, and then there is no conversation to have.

Secondly, in verse seven, Paul argues that if God’s truth were improved by my lie, then why would God still call me a sinner? Paul carries this logic on into verse eight, were he refutes the accusation that his message is one that encourages sinfulness. 

The argument that grace exalts and even glories in man’s sin is a hallow argument. The gospel calls all men to repent of their sins, and to have them washed away. Paul mentions the fate of those who believe this perversion when he says, “…whose damnation is just.”

II. PAUL RESTATING THE POSITION 

(v. 9-18)

After the apostle addresses the arguments of those opposed to the gospel, he brings the focus back to the central issue he has been addressing in the previous two chapters – the guilt of man.

The purpose of chapters one and two were primarily to prove man’s guilt. Now, Paul brings all of the arguments together, and restates them again briefly.

“The heathen, hypocrite, and Hebrew have each in turn been arraigned and found guilty. Now humanity at large is summoned to the bar of God to hear his indictment against mankind.”

-Exploring Romans; John Phillips


A. Man’s universal guilt (v. 9-12)

In verse nine, Paul says very plainly, “…we have before proved both Jews and Gentiles, that they are all under sin.” Paul says that no one is any better than anyone else. All mankind is on board “The Big Ship Depravity”. 

To back this statement up, Paul returns to Old Testament Scriptures. His whole argument of man’s universal guilt is supported by those very “oracles” that were entrusted to Israel.


B. Man’s undeniable guilt (v. 13-17)

Similar to the close of chapter one, Paul, using the Old Testament, begins to describe some of the actions that prove man’s guilt. He mentions specifically deceit, cursing, bitterness, murder, destruction, and misery.

Man may try to deny it, but their guilt is proven by their actions. They are completely and obviously depraved.


C. Man’s unashamed guilt (v. 18)

Verse 18 is the final straw in the case against man. Paul says, “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” Not only did man rebel against God, but did so without fear of His judgment. 

Paul’s argument is restated and he again brings his evidence before the bench, and unloads it before the whole of humanity. No one, neither Jew nor Gentile escapes the guilty verdict.

III. PAUL REACHING THE POINT 

(v. 19-20)

If you step back and look and chapters 1-3 as a whole, you will realize that Paul is heading toward a particular point. In chapter one, Paul gave his thesis statement in verse 17, where he stated, “The just shall live by faith.”

His whole argument is that works cannot justify a man before God. We are all guilty, and therefore must be restored to God through faith in the gospel of Jesus Christ.

In verses 19 and 20, Paul arrives at this important point, and addresses the Law, and why obeying the Law is not enough to bring about salvation and justification.


A. The authority of the Law (v. 19)

Paul states in verse 19 that what the Law says, it says “…to hem who are under the law…” Paul has already proven in chapter two that the Law applies to everyone, including those who have never heard it.


B. The ability of the Law (v. 19)

Paul goes on in verse 19 to say when mankind is brought before the Law of God, “…every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God.” Because man is sinful, and has broken God’s Law, when that Law is seen by them, they have no justification for themselves. Literally, the Law shuts up all arguments against God.


C. The aim of the Law (v. 20)

In verse 20, Paul explains that when man is convicted and found guilty by the Law that the Law has in fact fulfilled its purpose. The Law, contrary to what the Jews believed, was not given for man’s justification, but rather for man’s conviction. The aim of the Law is to bring men to “…the knowledge of sin.”

Through Paul, the Holy Spirit exposes the ugliness of man’s sinful condition, and the dreadfulness of their position before God. In these opening chapters, all of man’s religious and self-righteous arguments are trumped, and man is left naked, guilty, and helpless before God - which, by the way, is exactly where he needs to be in order to receive the good news of the gospel.
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