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This morning we will consider the whole of chapter 3 of Paul’s letter to 

the Romans. We are doing a quick overview of this important part of 

the Bible, taking one chapter per sermon. That means that there is no 

time to dwell on any one topic. One chapter is a lot to cover in a 

sermon, especially in Paul’s letters which tend to be fairly dense. But 

there is a place for a bird’s eye view. It gives a better perspective on the 

whole, and there is value in following the flow of thought of a larger 

portion of Scripture rather than dwelling on the details. Scripture is such 

a rich and wonderful collection of God-inspired documents that there 

are many different ways that you can study them with profit. 

We have seen in earlier sermons that Paul’s letter to the Romans is the 

most systematic treatment of the gospel that we have in the Bible and 

so our study of Romans is also a summary of the gospel – the good news 

of salvation in Jesus Christ. We have also noticed that the first three 

chapters are dominated by an exposition of the need of salvation which 

is human sin and the wrath of God against human sin. When we look at 

life and what it is all about and what is more important and what is less 

important, the fact that we are sinners and the fact that God as a holy 

and just God must punish sin rank as two of the most important realities 

of our lives. Paul’s stress on sin and the judgment of God in the first 

major section of the letter to the Romans makes this point powerfully. 

In chapter 1:18-32, he has dealt with the sin and guilt of the whole 

human race. In chapter 2, he stressed that the Jewish people, who were 

God’s chosen people, were also sinners in need of the forgiveness and 

renewal that are offered in the gospel.  



In the first part of chapter 3 Paul deals with an issue that his previous 

remarks would have raised for his Jewish readers, then he sums up what 

he has saying about sin and finally he begins his treatment of the way of 

salvation through Jesus. 

One of the things about the Bible is that its message is rooted in the 

history of God’s dealings with his people. The Bible is about God’s 

relationship with human beings and the need of salvation and God’s 

plan of salvation. But the message is embedded in the history of the 

Jewish people. And the New Testament authors are always referring to 

earlier parts of the story. That is one of the reasons it is so important to 

be acquainted with the story line of the Bible. This is evident from verse 

1 of chapter 3 of the letter we are studying. In chapter 2 Paul had been 

making the point that many of the Jewish people were just as sinful as 

the Gentiles and just as subject to God’s wrath. And so, Paul anticipates 

a question that would come up in the mind of a Jewish person reading 

his letter or listening to it being read. “Then what advantage has the 

Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision.”  

If the Jews were just as sinful as the Gentiles of what value was it to 

belong to God’s chosen people? If the Jews were under the wrath of 

God just as much as the Gentiles were, what was the value of 

circumcision? The question translates easily to our situation. If so many 

church members are just as wicked as people from outside of the 

church and even more wicked than some, of what value is belonging to 

the church and what difference does baptism make?  That is the 

question that Paul addresses and discusses in the first 8 verses of this 

chapter. 

Verse 2 gives the beginning of Paul’s answer. “Much in every way. To 

begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God.” That term 

“oracles of God” refers to what we today call the Old Testament. God 

had entrusted his word – his message – his revelation – to the Jewish 

people. God had revealed himself and his way of salvation to them. He 

had not done that to the other nations of the world. He had given the 

message to the Jews so that they might bring it to the rest of the world. 

God’s purpose in choosing the Jews to be his people had always been 

that through them his blessings might flow to the rest of the world.  So 



being a Jew was very significant because they were the people to whom 

God entrusted his oracles – his word – his message for the world.  

Then Paul goes on to say that the reason that so many Jews were 

wicked and under the wrath of God was their unfaithfulness and not 

any failure on God’s part. God had given the Jewish people an 

unspeakably great benefit in giving them his word, but many of them 

had squandered it. 

I’m not going to get into verses 5-8 now because it will take too long to 

explain it and the point comes up later in the letter, so we will deal with 

it then. The main point at this point is that Jews have been greatly 

blessed to be chosen to be God’s people, but most of them had 

squandered that blessing by their sinful lives. The history of the Jewish 

people is largely the story of how they failed to serve God as they 

should have so that they were just as much under the judgment of God 

as the wicked Gentiles were. 

Now this has also been the case with the church through the ages and 

still today. The church has never been the shining light of holiness and 

love that God intended her to be. There are different degrees of failure 

in different periods of history and in different parts of the church today, 

but there is always sin. There is always failure. There are good things by 

God’s grace, but the good is always mixed with the bad and the bad is 

always prevalent and persistent. And that shows the serious nature of 

sin. It shows that sin – the moral brokenness of every human being is a 

terrible power in our lives. The problem of sin is not an easy fix. It took 

the death of Jesus and it is taking the length of the history of the world. 

And the lives of those whom God has chosen to be his own people 

demonstrate how powerful sin still is. 

Now in verse 9, Paul gives a different response to the question that he 

had asked in verse 1. In verse 1 he had written, “Then what advantage 

has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? And his answer in 

verse 2 is “Much in every way….” But now in verse 9 he asks essentially 

the same question and gives the opposite answer. Verse 9, “What then? 

Are we Jews any better off? No not at all. For we have already charged 

that all, both Jews and Greeks are under sin….”  What we have here are 

two different perspectives on the same question. We find this more 



often in the Bible – something that looks like a contradiction, but which 

in reality is two different perspectives on the same question.  

So, from one perspective the Jews had a tremendous advantage over 

the Gentiles. God had given them his word and his promises of 

salvation. But from another perspective the Jews were no better off 

because the sins of the Jews were every bit as serious as the sins of the 

Gentiles. On the one hand the Jews had advantages. On the other hand, 

both Jew and Gentile were sinners, and both were the same as far as 

their need of salvation was concerned. 

And so, it is with church people. We have a tremendous advantage over 

others. We have the word of God. Most of us learn it from our youth. It 

is explained to us every Sunday. If we are baptized, we have promises 

made to us that are backed up with an oath. We have many advantages. 

But our sins are no less serious than those of the people of the world 

and so like them we are sinners under God’s wrath in need of salvation. 

In the verses that follow, to verse 20, Paul finishes his treatment of 

human sin and draws out some of the main implications. Verses 10-18 is 

a collection of quotes from the Old Testament all of which teach and 

stress the universality and depth of human sin. The purpose of this 

collection of quotes is to make an impression on the reader or hearer of 

the seriousness of the problem of sin and to show that what Paul has 

been saying about sin is taught in the Old Testament.  “[A]s it is written: 

“None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for 

God. All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no 

one does good, not even one.” “Their throat is an open grave; they use 

their tongues to deceive.” “The venom of asps is under their lips.” “Their 

mouth is full of curses and bitterness.” “Their feet are swift to shed 

blood; in their paths are ruin and misery, and the way of peace they 

have not known.” “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” (Romans 

3:10–18)  

This is what every human being is like apart from salvation. That does 

not mean that everyone commits every sin, but it does mean that the 

root of every sin is in every one of our hearts. For instance, we are not 

all literal murders, but we all know what it is to hate. The bottom line is 

“None is righteous, no, not one….” 



Clearly the Bible does not teach that human beings are basically good 

like so many people of the world like to believe. That there is anyone 

who believes that human beings are basically good is powerful evidence 

of the foolishness and blindness of humanity apart from God. It is 

sometimes said that total depravity is one doctrine for which there is 

overwhelming evidence. So, this is our natural state and condition 

according to the apostle Paul – which is another way of saying, 

according to the Bible – which is another way of saying, according to 

God. 

No one is righteous. That means that apart from salvation, you are not 

righteous, and I am not righteous and not one human being that has 

ever lived except for Jesus has been righteous. We are all sinners. We 

are all under the wrath of God. We are all cursed by God. We all need to 

be saved from our sin and its consequences. 

In verses 19-20 Paul sums this up in terms of our relationship to God’s 

law. He is speaking to those who are under the law – that is the Jews. 

But the logic is that if the Jews cannot keep the law, no one can keep 

the law and so the whole world is guilty of law-breaking. And so, Paul’s 

conclusion is that before the law of God “every mouth [must] be 

stopped and the whole world [is] accountable to God.”  And then verse 

20 sums what he has been driving at since 1:18, “For by the works of the 

law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law 

comes the knowledge of sin.” 

This is the predicament of every human being. We cannot repair our 

relationship with God by trying to keep his law. This is what we tend to 

want to do. One of the sentences that I saved from my reading this 

week makes this point clearly. It was written by New Testament 

theologian Thomas Schreiner. “Human beings want to secure a right 

standing before God on the basis of their obedience.” We are proud. 

We want to pay our own way. If we believe we are accountable to God, 

we want to be on good terms with God on the basis of our own good 

life. But the great point that Paul makes to prepare the way for his 

exposition of the gospel is that we cannot even come close to being 

right with God on the basis of keeping his law. Rather the law condemns 

us. God’s law, which we read of in the Bible and which is imprinted in 



our consciences, condemns us – it shows us our sins. “[T]hrough the law 

is the knowledge of sin.” [B]y the works of the law no human being will 

be justified in his sight….” 

This is a hard lesson for us to learn. Thomas Schreiner again. “Human 

beings still live under the illusion that they can be justified before God, 

even though they fall far short of what God requires.”  We tend to 

minimize our sinfulness. We tend to minimize how seriously God takes 

our sins. We tend to minimize how serious our predicament is. We tend 

to maximize our goodness. And Paul, to prepare the way for the gospel, 

seeks to shatter any illusion that we might have about fixing our 

relationship with God through our own efforts. We are sinners before a 

holy God. The law of God condemns us. And there is no way that we can 

make up for that on our own. 

This is where we must all come in order to be saved. This is where Paul 

has sought to bring us in these first three chapters of this letter. The 

idea is well expressed in the first question that we use in our church for 

public profession of faith, “Do you confess that you are a sinner in the 

sight of God; that you deserve His punishment; that you are unable to 

save yourself; and that you are without hope of salvation except for 

God’s love and mercy?”  Romans 1:18 – 3:20 have sought to bring us to 

that point. And we must come there in order to be saved. 

Now 3:21 begins a new section in this letter. Now Paul is going to begin 

his treatment of the good news of the way of salvation from sin and the 

wrath of God. Here is how he beings. “But now the righteousness of 

God has been manifested apart from the law…” Paul shifts from the bad 

news to the good news with the word, “but.” He does this more often in 

his writings. The flow of thought is this: You are in an unspeakably 

horrible situation because of your sin, and then comes the word, “but.”  

That “but” is the most important conjunction in the languages of men. It 

means that there is a way out. It means that our sin predicament is not 

hopeless. It means that our situation, serious as it is, has a remedy. That 

is the significance of the word, “but” in this sentence. It is the “but” that 

is followed by the good news. 

That good news is not expressed here in language that we would use. It 

was written almost 2000 years ago in a world very different from the 



one in which we live. The language is biblical language. The concepts are 

strange to our ears. But this is the most important message you can 

hear so the effort to understand it is necessary. Paul writes “But now 

the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law….” In 

this case the term “the righteousness of God” means “God’s way of 

putting men right with himself.” (A Handbook on Paul’s Letter to the 

Romans). “But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart 

from the law….” 

Paul is saying that there is a way to be made right with God apart from 

law keeping. He has just said “by the works of the law no human being 

will be justified in his sight.” Now he is saying that there is a way to be 

justified in God’s sight that does not involve the works of the law. 

This is the language of a law court. Our relationship with God is 

described in the language of jurisprudence. God is our judge. We are 

lawbreakers. We are guilty before the law. We deserve punishment. 

This is “law-language.”  God uses ideas with which we are familiar to 

describe aspects of his relationship with us. What we are is guilty before 

God’s law. What we need is to be righteous before God’s law. That is 

what Paul is speaking about in chapter 3:21-31. Paul is beginning to tell 

us how God as provided a way for us to be made righteous before God’s 

law instead of guilty before God’s law. This is the meaning of the term 

“righteousness of God” in this section. It refers to a righteousness that 

comes from God and not from our own efforts. 

In verse 22 he refers to “the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus 

Christ for all who believe.” The thought continues in verses 23 and 24 

“For there is no distinction for all have sinned and fall short of the glory 

of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption 

that is in Christ Jesus….” This is the gospel. This is the good news. Here 

in this strange language of righteousness and justification we hear of 

the way to be right with God which is the way to forgiveness and 

acceptance and fellowship with God, which is the way of peace and joy 

and hope and satisfaction. I want you to see the connection between 

these terms that sound so odd to us – so theological – so abstract and 

dry – and the best possible thing that we can experience in this life. We 

can be righteous before God through faith in Jesus Christ. We can have 



peace with God instead of being under his wrath through faith in Jesus 

Christ and not through trying to earn our own way through law keeping. 

All that talk about our sin and guilt and our inability to keep the law and 

to be justified by law-keeping – all that negative stuff paves the way for 

this message that we can be free from our sin and guilt and in God’s 

good books by receiving righteousness as a gift through faith in Jesus 

Christ. There is nothing more precious in all the world than being right 

with God and we can have that without earning it, just by receiving it by 

faith. 

And God does this in a way that shows his righteousness. Righteousness 

is a big deal for God. It is a word that comes up a lot in slightly different 

ways. God gives us righteousness through faith in Jesus. And he does 

this in a way that maintains and demonstrates his own righteousness. 

Verse 26 says “It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so 

that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.”  

So, “what’s the big deal?”, perhaps you are thinking? Righteousness 

here; righteousness there. These words are more important for your life 

than your bank account, or your reputation, or family. If God were not 

righteous none of those things would matter. If God did not maintain his 

righteousness, there would be no difference between purity and 

perversity, or torture or giving your life for another. It is because God is 

righteous that there is a right and wrong and if there were no right or 

wrong, nothing ultimately would matter.  

So, it matters to your life that God saves us in a way that maintains his 

righteousness. That is why Paul makes the point of saying that God 

saves us in such a way that he is both “just and the justifier of the one 

who has faith in Jesus. 

He does that by punishing our sins. That is justice. Sin must be punished. 

Wrong-doing may never be swept under the rug. Justice requires that 

our sins be dealt with. God’s integrity as a good and just God and as the 

King of the world requires that every single sin be punished. And the 

wonder of grace is that he has punished Jesus for our sin instead of 

punishing us. That is just - because Jesus is the same God as God the 

Father. So, there is a sense in which God has absorbed the punishment 



of sin himself. God the Son has suffered the penalty that you and I 

deserve. The wrath of God against sin has been poured out upon Jesus. 

The penalty of the sins of believers has been paid so that God can 

forgive sin without sacrificing his goodness and his justice and his 

integrity and his authority. God sacrificed his Son so that he could save 

you and I without sacrificing his justice. God’s justice matters. Without it 

nothing matters. Salvation through faith in Jesus is just and so the moral 

integrity of the universe is maintained. 

This calls for a song. This good news is something to sing about. So, we 

will sing now and then we will remember what Jesus has done for us as 

we celebrate the Lord’s Supper. 

 

Table Meditation 

The Lord’s Supper is about remembering Jesus and what he has done 

for us, particularly his sacrifice on the cross. The symbols of the Lord’s 

Supper point to Jesus’ broken body and his shed blood.  

In verse 25 of Romans 3, Paul says of Jesus that God put him forward 

“as a propitiation by his blood.” There we have another couple of 

strange words – propitiation and blood. But by these strange words God 

conveys the good news to us. Propitiation refers to appeasing the wrath 

of God. That is what we need. We have seen in these first three 

chapters of Romans that the wrath of God against our sins is the biggest 

problem in life that we face, so the appeasement of the wrath of God is 

something that we desperately need. The word “blood” symbolizes 

Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross where he shed his blood.  That sacrifice 

appeased the wrath of God because it paid the penalty for the sins of 

whoever believes in Jesus. So those two words, propitiation and blood, 

they mean peace with God for sinners who deserve God’s wrath. In 

those strange words we find peace and joy and hope. God’s anger is 

turned away from all who believe in Jesus. The penalty has been paid. 

And so, God’s face shines with favor as he looks upon those who believe 

in Jesus. The judge is satisfied. There is peace and harmony between 

God and the one who believes in Jesus. 



And a big part of our joy is being humble and receptive before God and 

giving him the glory. Paul writes in verse 27, “Then what becomes of our 

boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? By the law of works? No, 

but by the law of faith.” If salvation were by our works, we would have 

something to boast about. But since salvation is through faith, there is 

nothing in us to boast about because we did not contribute anything. All 

we do is receive it as a gift. Any boasting is in the Lord. Salvation 

through faith in Jesus and not by works is all to the glory of God’s 

marvelous grace. 

And there is something very satisfying about that. We were created to 

glory in the Lord and to be humble before him. That is how we flourish. 

That is how we are truly happy and satisfied. If feels right to be humble 

before God and exult in his glory because it is right that God should get 

the glory and that we should be happy to exist for him. And that is 

where justification by faith in Jesus Christ brings us. As Paul puts it in 1 

Corinthians 1:31 quoting from the Old Testament, “Let the one who 

boasts, boast in the Lord.” That is the meaning of life and the way of joy 

and satisfaction in life. 


