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Title: Romans and the Future Gospel  
Text: Romans 3:1-20 
Date: October 23, 2022 
 
Main Idea: No one is righteous, neither Jews nor Greeks; but all have a faithful, 
just, righteous God whose power can and will save those who believe. 
 
 

Personal Study Guide 

READ ROMANS 3:1-20 
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Highlight – What stands out? 

 
This section can be divided into two halves that reflect two distinct style of 
arguments that Paul will make:  
 
1. Bad Logic: Dismissing Specious Arguments: v. 1-8  
2. No One is Righteous: v. 9-20 
 
Section 1: Bad Logic (v. 1-8) 
 
1. Who is Paul talking to? How would this sound to a Jewish Christian in the Roman 

church? Would anything different stand out to a Greek Christian?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. What stands out? Are there repeated words or phrases? Any themes or words 
from the first two chapters repeated here?  
 
 
 
 
 

3. How would you describe the structure of Paul’s argument? Why does he do this? 
How does it accomplish his purpose/intent?  
 
 
 
 

4. What do we learn about God in this section? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Section 2: No One is Righteous (v. 9-20) 
 
1. Who is Paul talking to? How would this sound to a Jewish Christian in the Roman 

church? Would anything different stand out to a Greek Christian?  
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2. What stands out in these verses? What words or phrases are repeated? What key 
themes does Paul touch on? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How would you describe the structure of Paul’s argument? Why does he do this? 
How does it accomplish his purpose/intent?  
 
 
 
 
 

4. What is the advantage of drawing from these Old Testament sources? Do any 
sound familiar to you or stand out?  

 

 
 

Explain – What does this mean? 

 
Section 1: Bad Logic 
Paul continues to use the rhetorical device of a diatribe, posing a series of questions 
and providing a response (in some cases an emphatic response). The questions in 
some ways can seem extreme or almost rhetorical, but some commentators (see, 
e.g. Kruse) point to some of these as criticisms or charges Paul himself has endured. 
Each of these questions is rooted in an argument that may seem to question God’s 
righteousness, or at least raising the potential that some individuals may have an 
excuse. Look closely at the verses below and write down the question Paul asks 
and the answer he gives: 
 
 
Verses Question Paul’s Answer and Argument 

v. 1-2 
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v. 3-4  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

v. 5-6  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

v. 7-8 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1. Look back on these arguments. Consider again what Paul is trying to say and 

why he feels the need to engage these bad ideas. Was the approach Paul used 
effective? 
 
 
 
 

2. What themes does Paul hit on with his responses or highlight with his choice of 
questions?  
 
 
 

 
Section 2: No one is Righteous 
 
1. Why does he start this with v. 9? What is important about this?  
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2. Paul grounds this next argument in Old Testament Scripture. Look up the 
following texts in relation to the Romans text. How does each text help explain 
what Paul is arguing?   
 
• Rom. 3:10-12 – Eccl. 7:20, Psalm 14:1-3, Psalm 53:3 

 
 
 

• Rom. 3:13a – Psalm 5:9 
 
 
 

• Rom. 3:13b – Psalm 140:3 
 
 
 

• Rom. 3:14 – Psalm 10:7 
 
 
 

• Rom. 3:15-17 – Prov. 1:6, Isaiah 59:7-8 
 
 
 

• Rom. 3:18 – Psalm 36:1 
 
 

3. Consider the imagery used in these references, particularly 13-18. Does that 
impact your understanding of Paul’s argument? Why do you think he ends it 
with the reference in v. 18 to “no fear of God before their eyes”? 
 
 
 
 

4. Re-read v. 19-20. He returns to the theme of the law. But notice, he goes on to 
say the “whole world” and “no human being” will be justified by works of the law. 
Does this surprise you? How would you summarize Paul’s arguments made thus 
far in Romans? 
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Apply – How does this change me? 

Section 1: Bad Logic 
 
1. Do any of Paul’s arguments in v. 1-8 sound familiar to excuses you have made, or 

you have heard others make that in some way would diminish the weight of sin? 
How does Paul’s response inform how we can handle such thoughts or even 
statements from others?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. Paul describes the Jews having received the “oracles of God,” can be translated as 
“the very words or God,” as an advantage of great value. The challenge was how 
some of the Jewish people understood the meaning/value of this special gift, 
ascribing more value to their receipt than to walking in obedience to them. Do 
you see a temptation in our church or our culture to fall into misplaced value for 
the Word of God or the things of God?  
 
 
 
 
 

3. While Paul is rebutting some bad arguments in these verses, he is also pointing 
to a powerful picture of a righteous, faithful God. How should this shape your 
view of God?  

 
 
 
 
 
Section 2: No One Righteous 
 
1. Paul leaves no doubt in v. 9-20. There is none righteous. This picture is pretty 

grim. But he is writing this to a church who he has already extolled for their faith 
and reputation. Why would they need to hear this? What is there for me to learn 
from this today?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. Re-read Rom. 1:16-17. Does the promise of salvation for both the Jew and the 
Greek in 1:16 strike you differently in light of Rom. 3:8-20? Does it make you feel 
differently about your salvation, or perhaps does it renew your gratitude for what 
God has done?  
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Respond – What’s my next step? 

1. Has anything in this passage challenged some bad logic or perhaps some 
excuses you find yourself inclined to make regarding sin and unrighteousness? 
How can this passage help you combat that going forward?  
 
 
 
 

2. Do you ever feel a temptation to cling to a culture/lifestyle of church rather than 
to a relationship with God (repeating the missed opportunity for the Jews of the 
“oracles of God”)? How can you overcome this? How can you encourage others to 
do the same?  
 
 
 
 
 

3. Many people in our society have embraced a notion that certain sinful behaviors 
are the result of societal/cultural factors or perceived oppressive forces in the 
world beyond an individual’s control. How might you respond to someone who 
tells you they believe this? What have you learned about God today that would 
be an encouragement to them?   

 
 
 
 

Commentary: Taken from Colin Kruse’s Commentary 
on Romans 3:1-20 

Note to Group Leaders: You also have the F.F. Bruce commentary on 
Romans that you received on Team Night. If you don’t, please reach out to 
Courtney Reissig to get your copy. 
 
 

c. God’s Faithfulness Is Not Nullified by Jewish Unbelief, 3:1–20 
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In 2:17–29, employing the rhetoric of the diatribe, Paul upbraided his dialogue partner 
for calling himself a Jew while not obeying the law, and insisted that true circumcision 
is circumcision of the heart by the Spirit, not in the flesh. This raises the question 
whether God’s promises to Israel and her election as God’s people have been 
abrogated. In 3:1–20 Paul will argue that this is not the case, even though he insists 
that Jews, like Gentiles, are all ‘under the power of sin’. 

In 3:1–9 the apostle continues to use the rhetoric of the diatribe to instruct his 
audience. This time, however, he does so by posing questions and providing the 
answers himself. The questions he poses are not merely hypothetical but reflect real 
objections to his gospel to which he must respond. Thus his strategy in 3:1–9 is to raise 
questions that might prove to be problematic for his audience (3:1, 3, 5, 7–8a, 9a), 
provide emphatic responses (3:2a, 4a, 6a, 8b, 9b) and then offer reasons for those 
responses (3:2b, 4b, 6b, 9c). In the process of doing so, the apostle will show that it is 
not only when God provides salvation for Israel but also when he brings judgment 
upon her that he is acting in faithfulness to his word. He follows all this up with a series 
of quotations from the ‘law’ highlighting the sinfulness of humanity, arguing that 
what the ‘law’ says applies to those under the law (i.e., the Jews), and so declares that 
no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by observing the law. 

(i) Five rhetorical questions, 3:1–9 

3:1–2 The diatribe of 2:17–29 concluded with the radical statement: ‘No, a person is 
a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, 
not by the written code’ (2:29). It would seem that Paul was implying that there is no 
more advantage in being a Jew or in physical circumcision than there is in being a 
Gentile and uncircumcised. Confirming just how radical a statement this was is the 
fact that Paul felt it necessary to deal with the question that would cause problems 
for his audience, especially for those who were Jews or who had some previous 
involvement in the synagogue: What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or 
what value is there in circumcision? Barrett comments: ‘If negative answers were 
returned to these questions the result would be offensive not only (as is often 
supposed) to Jewish national sentiment but to theology.… God did choose the Jews 
out of all mankind and did bestow special privileges upon them. To reduce them 
therefore to the level of other nations is either to accuse the Old Testament of 
falsehood, or to accuse God of failure to carry out his plans. It is this theological 
objection to his thesis that Paul is bound to meet’. 

The apostle responds to these questions emphatically when he says: Much in every 
way! Later in the letter Paul will provide a comprehensive list of the many ways in 
which the Jews are advantaged, but here, offering a reason for his response, he 
focuses upon one of the most important of these advantages: First of all, the Jews 
have been entrusted with the very words of God. The word translated ‘first of all’ can 
mean either the ‘first in a sequence’ or ‘of first importance’. Those who opt for ‘first in 
a sequence’ suggest that Paul had in mind a list of Israel’s privileges, as, for example, 
listed in 9:4–5, but in his haste to make his point about ‘the very words of God’ he 
omitted to complete his list. If we opt for the second alternative, ‘of first importance’, 
it would mean that Paul was not necessarily intending to provide a comprehensive 
list of Israel’s privileges but rather was highlighting what was most important: Israel’s 
privilege in having received the words of God. This second alternative seems 



 9 

preferable because it functions as a launching place for Paul’s defense of God’s 
faithfulness to his word, despite Israel’s unfaithfulness. To be a Jew is to be a member 
of Israel, the nation entrusted with ‘the very words of God’. For Paul, pre-eminent 
among the ‘words of God’ entrusted to the Jewish people would have been the 
preaching of the gospel by Jesus Christ himself and continued by Paul and the other 
apostles. 

3:3–4 Knowing that many Jews did not heed the ‘words of God’, Paul deals with a 
second question he thinks would trouble some in his audience: What if some were 
unfaithful? Will their unfaithfulness nullify God’s faithfulness? Paul’s reference to 
‘some’ who were unfaithful implies that some were faithful; those who like the apostle 
himself and early Jewish Christians responded positively to the gospel. Moo says: 
‘Paul’s use of “some” to designate the unfaithful Jews must be motivated partially by 
a desire to lessen the offense, since Rom 9–11 shows that he regarded most Jews as 
having failed to respond appropriately to God’s word’. 

To be unfaithful, or to refuse to believe, is here equivalent to rejecting God’s word, 
and in Paul’s mind this is primarily so when people reject the gospel. In 11:20 he speaks 
of Jewish people being excluded from the blessings of the gospel, like branches 
broken off from an olive tree, because of their unbelief. However, their not having faith 
will not nullify the faithfulness of God. His faithfulness, despite Israel’s lack of faith, will 
be seen in two ways. First, and this is what Paul stresses in the immediate context, 
God remains faithful to the terms of his covenant with Israel when he imposes 
judgment upon Israel for her faithlessness (this is the point of 3:4–6). Second, God will 
be faithful to his covenant by grafting those ‘branches’ broken off back into the ‘olive 
tree’ of Israel ‘if they do not persist in unbelief’ (11:23), something that had already 
occurred in the life of the apostle himself (cf. 1 Tim. 1:13: ‘Even though I was once a 
blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted 
in ignorance and unbelief’). The form of Paul’s question, ‘Will their unfaithfulness 
nullify God’s faithfulness?’ indicates that the expected answer is ‘no’, and this is 
confirmed by what follows in 3:4, where Paul insists that God remains true to his word. 

Responding to the question, ‘Will their unfaithfulness nullify God’s faithfulness?’ 
Paul exclaims: Not at all!—his first use of this strong denial formula. Having thus 
emphatically rejected the suggestion that human unfaithfulness nullifies God’s 
faithfulness, Paul offers the reason for this response by declaring: Let God be true, and 
every human being a liar. God will be true to his word, faithful to all he has said or 
promised, and this fact must be maintained even if it were to mean that every human 
being is shown to be a liar. God is true to his word, not only when he blesses his people 
in accordance with his promises, but also when he visits judgment upon them for their 
disobedience (cf. Neh 9:32–33, in which the Levites acknowledge in respect to the 
hardships they have experienced that ‘in all that has happened to us, you [the great 
and awesome God, who keeps his covenant of love] have remained righteous; you 
have acted faithfully, while we acted wickedly’). 

In support of this declaration, Paul cites almost word for word Psalm 51:4 (LXX 50:6): 
As it is written: ‘So that you may be proved right when you speak and prevail when 
you judge’. In Psalm 51 David confesses his sin and acknowledges that God is right in 
what he says and justified in his judgment of his servant before asking to be cleansed 
from his sin. The NRSV translates Psalm 51:4 as follows: ‘Against you, you alone, have I 
sinned, and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are justified in your sentence 
and blameless when you pass judgment’. The inference Paul appears to draw from 
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this quotation is that God is ‘blameless’ in his judgments, that is, no faithlessness on 
the part of human beings will cause him to be anything but blameless in his 
judgments. It is probably the final judgment that Paul has in mind. Chrysostom asks: 
‘What does the word justified mean? It means that if there were a trial and an 
examination of the things which God had done for the Jews and also of what they had 
done to him, the victory would be with God, and all the right would be on his side’. 

3:5–6 Continuing in the diatribe style, Paul deals with a third question for the 
benefit of his audience: But if our unrighteousness brings out God’s righteousness 
more clearly, what shall we say? That God is unjust in bringing his wrath on us? (I am 
using a human argument.) In this question the ‘unrighteousness’ of human beings is 
the antithesis of God’s righteousness. In this context the righteousness of God denotes 
the justness of his character. The question appears to pick up on the quotation from 
Psalm 51 in the previous verse, where God is said to be blameless when he passes 
judgment. But it also calls into question the justice of God in bringing down his wrath 
upon people for their unrighteousness when their unrighteousness puts into bold 
relief the righteousness of God. Paul realizes that such a question is out of order, so he 
adds in parentheses: ‘I am using a human argument’, apologizing, as it were, for even 
asking such a blasphemous question. 

To this blasphemous question Paul responds emphatically: Certainly not!—a 
second use of the strong denial formula. The reason Paul offers for his emphatic 
response is in the form of a question: If that were so, how could God judge the world? 
Paul’s point appears to be that if God were said to be unjust in bringing his wrath upon 
unrighteous Jews, the corollary would be that he could not judge the (Gentile) world 
either. It is, however, a sine qua non that God is the judge of the whole world (cf., e.g., 
Pss 7:6; 9:7; Isa 2:4; 34:8). It is also a given in the OT that the judge of all the earth will 
do right (cf. Gen. 18:25). 

3:7–8 These two verses contain the next step in Paul’s diatribe, and it has 
similarities with what is found in the previous two verses. There the premise of his 
question was that human unrighteousness puts into bold relief God’s righteousness, 
while the premise for the question here in 3:7–8 is that human falsehood puts into 
bold relief God’s truthfulness. Paul’s fourth question then is: Someone might argue, ‘If 
my falsehood enhances God’s truthfulness and so increases his glory, why am I still 
condemned as a sinner?’ This question is equally as inappropriate as the previous one, 
but Paul responds differently. He does not employ an emphatic denial. Rather, he 
responds with another question that reveals he has in mind serious allegations made 
about his own ministry: Why not say—as some slanderously claim that we say—‘Let 
us do evil that good may result’? Clearly there were those who accused Paul of 
encouraging people to ‘do evil that good may result’. It seems the sort of teaching 
found later in the letter, that ‘where sin increased, grace increased all the more’ (5:20), 
was taken to imply that it was legitimate to ‘do evil that good may result’. Paul alludes 
to such distortions of his teaching again in chapter 6, and in that context he refutes 
them at length. Rather than provide any reasoned response here, Paul dismisses the 
allegation of his opponents with the words: Their condemnation is just! In Paul’s mind 
those who distort the truth of the gospel will have to answer to God himself and 
deserve condemnation for the harm they cause God’s people (cf. 1 Cor. 3:10–15; 2 Cor. 
11:13–15; Gal. 1:6–9; 5:7–10). 

3:9 Bringing this part of his diatribe to a conclusion with a fifth question, Paul asks: 
What shall we conclude then? Do we have any advantage? To this question he 
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supplies another emphatic negative response: Not at all! The NIV’s ‘Do we have any 
advantage?’ translates a verb found only here in the NT, and the form in which it is 
found may be construed either as a present middle or a present passive indicative. 
Regarded as a present middle it has the active meaning, ‘to have an advantage’.284 If 
it is construed as a present passive, it could mean ‘to be excelled’, ‘to lose the 
advantage’, or ‘to be worse off’. Paul’s question would then be, ‘Are we worse off?’ 
making the meaning of the question the very opposite to what it is when the verb is 
construed as a present middle with active meaning. Grammatically either translation 
is possible. The issue, then, must be determined by the context.286 

The immediate context does not allow us to decide the issue one way or another 
because the reason Paul gives for responding negatively to the question could make 
sense irrespective of how the question is construed. So, for example, if the question is, 
‘Do we [Jews] have any advantage?’ the denial, ‘Not at all’, would be supported by the 
fact that ‘Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin’. Similarly, if the question is, ‘Are we 
[Jews] any worse off?’ the denial, ‘Not at all’, would be equally supported by the fact 
that ‘Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin’. However, the wider context supports 
the view that the question is to be construed as, ‘Do we have any advantage?’ 
Following the question, answer, and reason for that answer given in 3:9, Paul provides 
a series of quotations from ‘the law’ (= OT) illustrating the sinfulness of humanity, and 
concludes: ‘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’ (3:19). Those under the law are the Jewish people. Paul’s purpose in listing the 
quotations from ‘the law’ is to silence the boasting of those under the law, that is, the 
Jews, so that the whole world, Jews as well as Gentiles, may be held accountable to 
God for their sins. In other words, what Paul is doing in 3:9–20 is to counter any claims 
by Jewish people that they ‘have any advantage’. Thus it is better to construe the verb 
as a present middle with an active meaning, ‘to have an advantage’. 

The question, ‘Do we have any advantage?’ receives a very strong denial: ‘Not at 
all!’, a denial found in this particular form in only one other place in the NT. Paul 
supports this strong denial by adding: For we have already made the charge that 
Jews and Gentiles alike are all under the power of sin (cf. 1:18–32; 2:1–29). Paul speaks 
in similar terms of people being ‘under the power of sin’ in 7:14, where he says that 
those outside of Christ are sold as slaves ‘to sin’, and in Galatians 3:22, where he says, 
‘Scripture has locked up everything under the control of sin [lit. ‘under sin’]’. In other 
places Paul describes what life is like under sin (see ‘Additional Note: Life under Sin’, 
below), but here he will go on to quote extensively from the OT (3:10–18) to support his 
claim that Jews and Gentiles alike are under the power of sin’. He quotes mainly from 
the Psalms but also from Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, and Isaiah. 

ADDITIONAL NOTE: LIFE UNDER SIN 

Paul describes what it means to be under sin in several different ways in his letters. In 
6:14–22 he speaks of pre-Christian existence as slavery to sin that leads to death, a state 
in which people are ‘free from the control of righteousness’. In 7:5 he describes it as a 
state in which ‘sinful passions aroused by the law’ are ‘at work in us’. In 7:14–24 he 
depicts it as the moral frustration of the person who knows what is right but is unable 
to carry it out. In 1 Corinthians 6:9–11 Paul describes the members of the Corinthian 
church prior to their conversion as sexually immoral, idolaters, adulterers, male 
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prostitutes, homosexual offenders, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, slanderers, and 
swindlers. In 1 Corinthians 12:2 Paul reminds his audience: ‘You know that when you 
were pagans, somehow or other you were influenced and led astray to mute idols’. In 
Galatians 4:8 Gentiles prior to their conversion are described as ‘slaves to those who 
by nature are not gods’. In Ephesians 2:1–3 Paul reminds his audience of their bondage 
under sin prior to their conversion: ‘As for you, you were dead in your transgressions 
and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the 
ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are 
disobedient. All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our 
flesh and following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature deserving 
of wrath’. Their lives were then marked by futility in thinking and darkened 
understanding; they were alienated from God, insensitive, sensual, and impure (Eph 
4:17–20). Colossians speaks in a similar way, describing the pre-Christian state of the 
audience as alienated from God and his enemies in their minds because of evil 
behavior (Col 1:21). Their previous lives were marked by sexual immorality, impurity, 
lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry, anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy 
language and lying (Col 3:5–9). Titus 3:3 runs along similar lines in describing the lives 
of believers prior to conversion as ‘foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all 
kinds of passions and pleasures … lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating 
one another’. 

(ii) Scriptural support, 3:10–18 

To support his claim that Jews and Gentiles alike are under the power of sin, Paul 
provides a catena of OT quotations. He begins his quotations in support of his claim 
as follows: As it is written: ‘There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who 
understands; there is no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have 
together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one’. The 
statement, ‘there is no one righteous’, comes from Ecclesiastes 7:20: ‘Indeed, there is 
no one on earth who is righteous; no one who does what is right and never sins’, and 
the claim that ‘there is no one who understands, there is no one who seeks God’ draws 
upon Psalm 14:2 (LXX 13:2): ‘The Lord looks down from heaven on all mankind to see if 
there are any who understand, any who seek God’, and Psalm 53:2 (LXX 52:3): ‘God 
looks down from heaven on all mankind to see if there are any who understand, any 
who seek God’, while the quotation, ‘All have turned away, they have together become 
worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one’, comes from Psalm 14:3 (LXX 
13:3): ‘All have turned away, all have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, 
not even one’, and Psalm 53:3 (LXX 52:4): ‘Everyone has turned away, all have become 
corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one’. 

Paul then adds further quotations: ‘Their throats are open graves; their tongues 
practice deceit’. ‘The poison of vipers is on their lips’. ‘Their mouths are full of cursing 
and bitterness’. These are taken from Psalm 5:9 (LXX 5:10): ‘Their throat is an open 
grave; with their tongue they tell lies’, Psalm 140:3 (LXX 139:4): ‘the poison of vipers is 
on their lips’, and Psalm 10:7: ‘His mouth is full of lies and threats’. 

Paul concludes his quotations with the following: ‘Their feet are swift to shed blood; 
ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know’. ‘There is 
no fear of God before their eyes’. These are taken from Proverbs 1:16: ‘For their feet rush 
into evil, they are swift to shed blood’, Isaiah 59:7–8: ‘Their feet rush into sin; they are 
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swift to shed innocent blood. They pursue evil schemes; acts of violence mark their 
ways. The way of peace they do not know’, and Psalm 36:1 (LXX 35:2): ‘I have a message 
from God in my heart concerning the sinfulness of the wicked: There is no fear of God 
before his eyes’. 

ADDITIONAL NOTE: PAUL’S USE OF SCRIPTURE IN THE CATENA 

The quotations that Paul uses in his catena, read in their original contexts, do not say 
there are no righteous persons at all. Ecclesiastes 7:20 is found in a passage (Eccl 7:15–
22) in which the preacher comments upon the fate of both the righteous and the 
wicked. The wider context of Psalm 14:2, 3 speaks of evildoers being overwhelmed with 
dread while ‘God is present in the company of the righteous’ (Ps 14:4–5). Similarly, 
Psalm 53:3, while saying ‘there is no one who does good, not even one’, contrasts these 
evildoers with God’s own people—those for whom the psalmist longs to see fortunes 
restored by God (Ps 53:4–6). Such is the case also with Psalm 5:9, which says, ‘Their 
throat is an open grave; with their tongue they tell lies’, for the context of this verse 
makes it clear that the psalmist is speaking about the wicked, but the righteous will 
find refuge in the Lord. The same is true of Psalm 140:3, for it is of the wicked that it is 
said, ‘the poison of vipers is on their lips’, but the psalmist seeks protection from the 
Lord against such evildoers, and is confident that ‘the righteous will praise your name, 
and the upright will live in your presence’ (Ps. 140:13). The same pattern emerges when 
Proverbs 1:16 is examined in its context. It speaks of those whose feet rush into sin and 
who are swift to shed blood. Solomon warns his son against such people, assuring him 
that whoever listens to the Lord ‘will live in safety and be at ease, without fear of harm’ 
(Prov 1:33). Isaiah 59:7–8 adds: ‘Their feet rush into sin; they are swift to shed innocent 
blood. They pursue evil schemes; acts of violence mark their ways. The way of peace 
they do not know’. However, the context shows that the prophet is assuring God’s 
people that ‘the arm of the LORD is not too short to save, nor his ear too dull to hear’ 
(Isa 59:1)—rather, it is their sins that have at that time separated them from their God—
and promising that ‘the Redeemer will come to Zion, to those in Jacob who repent of 
their sins’ (Isa 59:20). Finally, while Psalm 36:1 speaks of ‘the sinfulness of the wicked’ 
of whom it is said, ‘there is no fear of God before his eyes’, this is in the context of a 
celebration of the faithfulness of God and his righteousness towards ‘the upright in 
heart’ (Ps 36:5–10). 

Paul would have been well aware that the texts he quoted do in fact distinguish 
righteous individuals from the unrighteous. He quotes these texts to show that the 
Jewish people as a nation cannot claim to be any better morally than other nations 
(something he argued for in chapter 2—they had the law but did not obey it), for their 
own Scriptures testify to the moral failure of many. It is towards this conclusion that 
the apostle is working, as the next verse makes clear: ‘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’. It is important to recognize 
that Paul is speaking as a Jew about the Jewish people. There is no anti-Semitism 
here. 

Origen seeks to come to terms with Paul’s use of these scriptures: ‘That no one has 
done good, not even one, is a hard saying and difficult to understand. How is it possible 
that no one, Jew or Greek, has ever done anything good? Are we supposed to believe 
that nobody has ever shown hospitality, fed the hungry, clothed the naked, delivered 
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the innocent from the hands of the powerful or done anything similar? It does not 
seem possible to me that Paul was intending to assert anything as incredible as that. 
I think that what he meant must be understood as follows. If someone lays the 
foundation for a house and puts up one or two walls or transports some building 
material to the site, can he be said to have built the house, just because he has set to 
work on it? The man who will be said to have built the house is the one who has 
finished off each and every part of it. So I think that here the apostle is saying that no 
one has done good in the sense that no one has brought goodness to perfection and 
completion’. 

Others have sought to explain Paul’s use of scripture in different ways. Moo asserts: 
‘The fact that many of these quotations denounce only the wicked or unrighteous 
within Israel—and hence do not seem to fit Paul’s universalistic intention—has been 
taken as indication that Paul’s intention is not to condemn all people. But Paul’s actual 
intention is probably more subtle; by citing texts that denounce the unrighteous and 
applying them, implicitly, to all people, including all Jews, he underscores the 
argument of 2:1–3:8 that, in fact, not even faithful Jews can claim to be righteous’. 

Byrne says: ‘Paul’s judgment here is one that few Torah-observant Jews would 
accept and one that all, with few exceptions, have found and continue to find deeply 
offensive. Harsh as the verdict may be, however, in applying the accusatory scriptural 
catena to the Jews, Paul remains true to the original reference of the texts cited, all of 
which assert or complain about the infidelity in Israel. Similar pessimistic verdicts 
appear in later books of the Old Testament (e.g., Isa 59:12–15; 64:5–12; Ezra 9:6–15; Neh 
9:16–38; Dan 9:4–19; Tob 3:1–6) and in the literature of apocalyptic Judaism (e.g., Jub. 
23:16–21; 4 Ezra 7:22–24, 46, 62–74, 116–26; 8:35; 1QH 1:25–27; 29–31; 6:18–22; 9:14; 12:30–31; 
1QS 11:9). Such texts provide some context within which to set Paul’s otherwise singular 
accusation. Speaking as a Jew, from within Israel (cf. the “we” of v. 9a), Paul externalizes 
the self-judgment that had been an essential element of his own conversion (cf. Gal. 
2:15–16) and which led him to see in a new light the “law-righteousness” in which he 
had been “blameless” (Phil 3:6)’. 

Dunn comments: ‘Once again it needs to be stressed that the point of the catena 
is not simply to demonstrate that scripture condemns all humankind, but more 
precisely to demonstrate that scriptures which had been read from the 
presupposition of a clear distinction between the righteous and the unrighteous (cf. 
Jub. 21.21–22; and see further on 1:17, dikaios) in fact condemned all humankind as soon 
as that clear distinction was undermined’. 

On the function of Paul’s catena Jewett comments: ‘The catena declares a 
complete betrayal of Israel’s religious heritage on the part of those who should be the 
first to embody it. Since the catena was probably created by Jewish sectarians, and 
was intended to buttress their claims against other groups whom they considered to 
be heretics, Paul has taken this weapon out of their hands and turned it back on its 
creators. With Paul’s elimination of the distinction between the righteous and fools, 
the catena relegates all Jews along with all Gentiles to the category of sinners and 
traitors, placing them on [the] same level as enemies of God’. 

Moyise cites Edgar with approval: ‘The verses Paul adduces in Rom. 3 to prove the 
universality of sin do not in their original context refer to all men, but in most cases to 
the wicked, the enemies of Israel’. He adds that his own examination of the texts Paul 
cites (Eccl 7:20; Pss 5:9; 10:7; 14:1–3; 36:1; 53:2–3; 140:3; Prov 1:16; Isa 59:7–8) in their own 
contexts reveals that while two have wicked Jews in mind (Ps 5:9; Isa 59:7–8) and the 
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two texts from the wisdom literature appear to be quite general (Eccl 7:20; Prov 1:16), 
the others are nonspecific (Pss 10:7; 14:1–3; 36:1; 53:2–3; 140:3) and may be understood 
to refer to the wicked among the Jewish people. 

Paul’s purpose in listing these quotations is to say that as a people Jews are no 
better than Gentiles. Paul would certainly know of the many righteous persons 
spoken of in the OT, not least Abraham, to whom he refers in the next chapter (4:1–25). 
However, it must be said that such ‘righteous’ persons are not the morally flawless, 
but those who have responded with repentance to the goodness of God. Not one of 
them would have been declared righteous by God because of their peerless behavior. 
Thus Paul’s conclusion that follows in the next verse stands. 

(iii) Concluding statement, 3:19–20 

3:19 Paul draws the following conclusion from his catena of quotations: 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. Paul refers to 
his catena of quotations as what ‘the law’ says, using the word ‘law’ with its widest 
connotation to include the law, the prophets, and the writings, that is, the entire OT. 
In fact, none of Paul’s quotations are drawn from the Pentateuch, only from Isaiah, 
Ecclesiastes, Proverbs, and the Psalms (i.e., the prophets and the writings). The ‘law’, 
Paul says, is addressed to ‘those who are under the law’ (lit. ‘those [with]in the law’), 
that is, to Jewish people,301 and he implies it accuses them of being sinful, ‘so that every 
mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God’. The verb 
translated ‘to silence’ here has the literal meaning ‘to shut or close’. When used in 
relation to a person speaking it means ‘to silence’ (cf. 1 Macc 9:55; 2 Cor. 11:10). In 3:19 
the imagery is that of the lawcourt. To stop one’s mouth by placing a hand over it 
signified that one had no more to say in one’s defense. If a person who was judged to 
be clearly guilty continued speaking, the court might order their mouths to be 
stopped (cf. Acts. 23:2: ‘At this the high priest Ananias ordered those standing near 
Paul to strike him on the mouth’). Paul’s point is that the Jewish law, by condemning 
Jewish failures, silences all claims by Jews to be superior to Gentiles. 

Once Jewish mouths are silenced and the Jewish people are seen to be no better 
than Gentiles, then the whole world stands accountable before God and liable to 
punishment for their evil deeds. Thus, any claim Jewish people might make to be 
more righteous than Gentile people is negated by their own law. 

3:20 Following Paul’s applicatory conclusion to the scriptural quotations, ‘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’, he draws his general 
conclusion to the whole of 1:18–3:20: Therefore no one will be declared righteous in 
God’s sight by the works of the law. This appears to be an adaptation of Psalm 143:2 
(‘Do not bring your servant into judgment, for no one living is righteous before you’), 
to which Paul has added ‘by works of law’. Paul’s statement, if translated literally, 
would read, ‘all flesh will not be justified before him by works of the law’. The phrase 
‘all flesh’ is used regularly in both the LXX and the NT to denote humankind,304 and 
this is most likely the case here as well. If so, Paul is not speaking of individuals but of 
humankind in general: neither Jewish people nor Gentile people will be declared 
righteous in God’s sight by observing the law. 
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The verb translated ‘to declare righteous’ can have four different shades of 
meaning: (i) to take up a legal cause (e.g., Isa 1:17 LXX), (ii) to render a favorable verdict 
(e.g., Rom 2:13), (iii) to cause someone to be released from a claim (e.g., Acts. 13:38), and 
(iv) to prove that someone is in the right (Rom 3:4). This verb is found fifteen times in 
Romans with three of the four shades of meaning listed above. Most frequently it is 
used to denote a ‘favorable verdict’ made by God (2:13; 3:20, 24, 26, 28, 30; 4:2, 5; 5:1, 9; 
8:30 [2×], 33). Once it is used in reference to being ‘set free’/‘justified’ from sin (6:7), and 
once in reference to God’s being ‘proved right’ in what he says (3:4). Clearly in 3:20 it is 
used to denote a favorable verdict by God, something that Paul says is impossible for 
those who seek it by observing the law. Paul employs the future tense of the verb here, 
probably indicating that he is thinking of the declaration of God’s favorable verdict on 
the last day. 

The expression ‘works of law’ here in 3:20 is the first of only eight occurrences in 
Paul’s writings (3:20, 28; Gal. 2:16 [3×]; 3:2, 5, 10). It is found in no other NT documents or 
in the LXX. It is a concept that has been variously interpreted: (i) In earlier Protestant 
exegesis it was understood as obedience to the law carried out by Jewish people with 
a view to amassing merit that would ensure a favorable verdict from God. (ii) Another 
view is that ‘the works of the law’ refers to the observance of the requirements of the 
law by Jewish people (especially circumcision, Sabbath observance, and the food laws) 
that distinguished them from the Gentiles, so that being declared righteous in God’s 
sight by observing the law is equivalent to being declared righteous in God’s sight 
because of membership in the Jewish race. (iii) Another alternative is that ‘the works 
of the law’ refers to the fulfillment of the law’s demands by Jewish people, not in order 
to secure a favorable verdict from God, but simply because that is what God required 
of them as his covenant people. In each case ‘the works of the law’ denotes obedience 
to the law’s requirements, the difference lying in the motive for or the significance of 
that obedience. In the first case obedience is motivated by the desire to amass merit 
to secure a favorable verdict from God. It is likely that some Jews adopted this attitude, 
and Paul’s response would then be that no one is able to amass sufficient merit to 
earn a favorable verdict from God. In the second case obedience has the significance 
of distinguishing Jews from Gentiles. Again it is likely that some Jews relied upon the 
fact that they were Jews, God’s covenant people, to secure a favorable verdict from 
God on the last day. Paul’s response would then be that Jewish ethnic identity is not 
enough to guarantee a favorable verdict from God. In the third case obedience is the 
response of the Jewish people to their covenant God. They obey God’s commands 
simply because they are the commands of their God. Paul’s only reservation about this 
third approach would be that it can easily degenerate into one or other of the other 
two approaches, as it appears to have done in his own case (cf. Phil 3:3–9). See the 
discussion in ‘Additional Note: The Works of the Law’, 173–76. 

Paul explains why no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight when he adds: 
rather, through the law we become conscious of sin (lit. ‘for through law [comes] 
knowledge of sin’). That observance of the law’s requirements should be a means of 
securing God’s favorable verdict (justification) was never intended. In fact, one of the 
functions of the law was to do the opposite—to make people conscious of their sin. In 
7:7 Paul says, ‘I would not have known what sin was had it not been for the law. For I 
would not have known what coveting really was if the law had not said, “You shall not 
covet” ’. 
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One problem thrown up by 3:20 is that in it Paul appears to contradict what he said 
previously. The apparent contradiction is obvious when the two relevant texts are 
placed one after the other: ‘those who obey the law who will be declared righteous’ 
(2:13), ‘no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the works of the law’ (3:20). 
However, the contradiction is more apparent than real. The important thing is to read 
each text in its own context. In the case of 2:13 Paul is addressing Jewish people who 
are presuming upon the grace of God while disobeying the law he gave them, 
whereas that grace of God shown to them should lead to their repentance expressed 
in obedience to the law. Paul’s point is that the mark of Jewish people who are the 
recipients of God’s grace is obedience to his law. Where there is no obedience, there 
has been no genuine experience of grace. In the case of 3:20 Paul is arguing that no 
Jewish person will hear God’s favorable declaration on the last day because they obey 
his law. In fact, the law exposes their sin. 

ADDITIONAL NOTE: THE WORKS OF THE LAW 

Traditionally, Protestant exegesis since the Reformation has understood ‘the works of 
the law’ in Paul’s writings to denote works by which Jews attempted to amass merit 
before God in order to be justified. Bultmann suggested that the very attitude behind 
such an attempt was wrong. Even if people could carry out all that the law demanded, 
they would not be justified because the underlying attitude itself was sinful. 

In the twentieth century there were protests, especially on the part of Jewish 
scholars (which went unheeded for a long time), against this portrayal of first-century 
Jewish beliefs. More recently a significant number of NT scholars have conceded that 
first-century Judaism was not, in principle at least, a religion in which salvation was 
based upon works of the law. Now efforts are being made to exegete Paul’s references 
to ‘works of the law’ in new ways. 

Owen suggests a quite different understanding of ‘the works of the law’. He argues 
that the genitive phrase ‘the works of the law’ is best taken in a subjective sense: ‘The 
phrase would therefore denote the effects of the Law’s activity among humankind 
since the time of the giving of the Law to Israel.… The emphasis in this turn of phrase 
would then lie not so much on human failure to fully obey the Law (though that is 
implied) as on the Law’s own inability (owing to the gripping power of sin) to produce 
in people a righteousness that can survive before the bar of God’s judgment. The issue 
is precisely whether the Jewish people are right to place their confidence in the 
righteousness provided by the Law (Rom 2:17–18; Phil 3:9; cf. Bar 4:4; 2 Bar. 48:22)’. 
While it is true that Paul does speak of the inability of the law to produce 
righteousness (cf., e.g., Rom 8:3–4; Gal. 2:21), that is not the point he is making in either 
Galatians or Romans when he refers to ‘the works of the law’. 

Dunn draws attention to the social function of the law for the Jewish people. Their 
observance of the law distinguished them from the Gentiles, and in particular those 
aspects of the law that were more obvious: circumcision, Sabbath observance, and 
dietary rules. These functioned as Jewish identity-markers. Paul did not attack the law 
as such, nor the observance of the law by Jewish people. What he did attack was the 
Jewish insistence upon ‘the works of the law’ in a way that meant that righteousness 
was defined exclusively in Jewish terms, and so excluded Gentiles. Dunn argues that 
Paul ‘has the devout Jew in view, but not as a type of the universal homo religiosus 
who thinks that his piety somehow puts God in his debt.… His target was rather the 



 18 

devout Jew in his presupposition that as a member of the covenant people he could 
expect God’s righteousness to be put forth in his favor because he was “within the 
law”. Nor is Paul attacking a general human presumption that by good works one can 
earn God’s favor, that starting from scratch, as it were, one can achieve God’s 
recognition by hard work.… His target was rather the devout Jew who reckoned 
himself already a member of the covenant people and as such already accepted by 
God’. 

Arguing along similar lines, Wright says: ‘The “works” that were regarded in Paul’s 
day as particularly demonstrating covenant membership were, of course, those things 
that marked out the Jews from their pagan neighbors, not least in the Diaspora: the 
Sabbath, the food laws, and circumcision. A strong case can therefore be made for 
seeing “works of the law”, in Romans and Galatians, as highlighting these elements in 
particular. This case rests on the larger thrust of Paul’s argument, in which “the Jew” 
is appealing not to perfect performance of every last commandment, but to 
possession of Torah as the badge of being God’s special people. Special they are, but 
also sinning; and sin means that the specialness is of no ultimate avail’. 

The strength of the approach adopted by Dunn and Wright is that it takes note of 
the fact that ‘the works of the law’ in view in Galatians in particular involved at least 
circumcision, calendrical rules (including Sabbaths), and possibly dietary rules as well. 
It was these things, the Judaizers insisted, that must be observed if the Galatians 
wished to be true children of Abraham and inheritors of God’s promises. What is open 
to question, however, is whether Paul’s critique of the Judaizers’ teaching begins and 
ends with an attack on this sort of understanding of ‘the works of the law’. The 
evidence of Galatians seems to indicate that Paul’s critique of the law was far more 
thoroughgoing than this. It was not restricted to a mere misuse of the law. He believed 
that the coming of Christ had put an end to the role of the law as a restraining force 
as far as believers were concerned. In Galatians 3:23–25 Paul speaks about the time 
before faith came, when ‘we’ were under the law’s guardianship, but when faith came 
‘we’ were no longer under it. The guardianship of the law involved the restraint of the 
Jewish people in a wide range of religious, moral, and ethical matters, as well as 
requiring circumcision and the observance of Sabbaths and food laws. When Paul 
referred to ‘the works of the law’, then, he had something more than Jewish identity 
markers in mind. ‘The works of the law’ is the carrying out of all those things that the 
law requires. This would seem to be the implication of Paul’s words in Galatians 3:10: 
‘For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed is 
everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written in the book of the 
law” ’. 

In Romans the expression, ‘the works of the law’, is found only twice: (i) in 3:20 as 
an addition to Paul’s allusion to Psalm 143, and (ii) in 3:28 in the statement, ‘For we 
maintain that a person is justified by faith apart from the works of the law’. When Paul 
concludes that no flesh would be justified by the works of the law (3:20), it was because 
even the Jews who had the law failed to observe it. What the apostle had in mind was 
not their failure to practice circumcision or to observe the special days and seasons 
laid down in the law. The Jews whom Paul accuses of breaking the law had been 
circumcised (2:27); their failure in respect of the works of the law was in the moral area: 

You, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? You who preach against 
stealing, do you steal? You who say that people should not commit adultery, do 
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you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? You who boast in 
the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law? (2:21–23) 

When Paul says in Romans that ‘no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by 
the works of the law’, he means that no one will be justified on account of his/her 
moral achievements. For even the Jews who were best placed to do this, being 
instructed by the law so that they knew God’s will and could approve what was 
excellent, failed to perform God’s will or practice what was morally excellent. Thus we 
may conclude that ‘the works of the law’ in Romans, while not excluding those aspects 
of the law highlighted in Galatians (circumcision and observance of special days and 
seasons), denotes primarily the moral demands of the law.1 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
1 Colin G. Kruse, Paul’s Letter to the Romans, ed. D. A. Carson, The Pillar New Testament 
Commentary (Cambridge, U.K.; Nottingham, England; Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company; Apollos, 2012), 157–176. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/pntc66ro2?ref=Bible.Ro3.1-20&off=42553
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Group Study Guide 

 
*This lesson is for the Group Leader to use to teach the lesson and facilitate 
the discussion. It is not intended that you will use every question in this guide 
during your group time. You will likely only be able to cover 4-5 questions, 
depending on how discussion goes. This guide is longer than what you will 
need but provides the freedom and flexibility to pull questions out for 
discussion that will best serve your group time.  
 
Tip: You may want to pull one question from each section for discussion or 
spend more time on a particular section than another on. It’s totally up to 
your discretion. 
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Introduction 

Icebreaker Question: What are things we, in our current church culture, 
think makes someone “more religious” or “more spiritual”?  

Group Study Guide 

READ ROMANS 3:1-20 

 
 

Highlight – What stands out? 

 
This section can be divided into two halves that reflect two distinct style of 
arguments that Paul will make:  
 

1. Bad Logic: Dismissing Specious Arguments: v. 1-8  
2. No One is Righteous: v. 9-20 

 
Section 1: Bad Logic (v. 1-8) 
 

1. Who is Paul talking to? How would this sound to a Jewish Christian in the 
Roman church? Would anything different stand out to a Greek Christian?  

 
2. What stands out? Are there repeated words or phrases? Any themes or words 

from the first two chapters repeated here?  
 

3. How would you describe the structure of Paul’s argument? Why does he do 
this? How does it accomplish his purpose/intent?  

 
4. What do we learn about God in this section? 

 
 
Section 2: No One is Righteous (v. 9-20) 
 

1. Who is Paul talking to? How would this sound to a Jewish Christian in the 
Roman church? Would anything different stand out to a Greek Christian?  
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2. What stands out in these verses? What words or phrases are repeated? What 

key themes does Paul touch on? 
 
3. How would you describe the structure of Paul’s argument? Why does he do 

this? How does it accomplish his purpose/intent?  
 

4. What is the advantage of drawing from these Old Testament sources? Do any 
sound familiar to you or stand out?  

Explain – What does this mean? 

(Suggested answers are in red) 
 
Small Group Suggestion: Break into smaller groups and give each set of 
verses to a group of 2-3 people.  
 
Section 1: Bad Logic 
Paul continues to use the rhetorical device of a diatribe, posing a series of questions 
and providing a response (in some cases an emphatic response). The questions in 
some ways can seem extreme or almost rhetorical, but some commentators (see, 
e.g. Kruse) point to some of these as criticisms or charges Paul himself has endured. 
Each of these questions is rooted in an argument that may seem to question God’s 
righteousness, or at least raising the potential that some individuals may have an 
excuse. Look closely at the verses below and write down the question Paul asks and 
the answer he gives: 
 
 
Verses Question Paul’s Answer and Argument 

v. 1-2 
Based on Rom. 2:28-29, 
what advantage is there 
in being a Jew?  

The religious/ethnic identity as a Jew may not 
save, but that does not counteract the 
amazing gift of God to share His Word and to 
do so through the Jews. Paul points out that 
God had used the Jews to play a pivotal role in 
His plan of salvation, a remarkable truth that 
cannot be taken away from them. However, 
this identity/history/lineage does not save and 
does not negate or mitigate the need for the 
Gospel. It is what the Jews hold in common 
with all mankind (as he will elaborate in v. 9-
20) that matters most and makes God’s 
entrusting His Word to this people all the 
more remarkable.  
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v. 3-4 
Does the faithlessness of 
some Jews nullify God’s 
plan? 

NO! God is the central character here, not the 
Jews. The failings of these men are 
unfortunate, but they can’t dull, inhibit, or 
nullify the work God is up to.  
 
Note the subtle assumption of unfaithfulness 
on the part of the Jews here. Thinking back 
on the history of the Jewish nation, this 
makes sense. The continual cycle of rebellion 
in Exodus, Judges, and under the kings have 
made this abundantly clear. This historical 
record amply demonstrates this fact, and in 
doing so, undermines any pretense toward 
superiority tied to Judaism. But it also 
deepens the understanding of just how 
remarkable His faithfulness is. What a 
remarkable God! This is a powerful 
counterpoint within the gloom of this 
passage on unrighteousness. It sharpens the 
relief of just how amazing our faithful Savior 
is.  

v. 5-6 

Is God wrong to inflict 
wrath on our 
unrighteousness 
because through our 
failings, his righteousness 
is made clear?  

NO! This would misunderstand/misrepresent 
the nature of unrighteousness. It cannot be 
decoupled from wrath in light of a perfect, 
holy God. The fact sin draws a contrast with 
His Righteousness doesn’t tarnish or obscure 
Him in any way. Rather, it reinforces the 
justice He represents and His role as an 
undisputed righteous judge.  

v. 7-8 
Why not lie/sin so that 
good can come from it?  

This is rightly condemned. This argument fails 
to understand the nature of sin. It would 
belittle God’s righteousness and the 
magnitude of His grace toward us.  

 
3. Look back on these arguments. Consider again what Paul is trying to say and 

why he feels the need to engage these bad ideas. Was the approach Paul used 
effective? 
 
 

4. What themes does Paul hit on with his responses or highlight with his choice of 
questions?  
Paul seems to see within mankind a desire to find excuses or exceptions for their 
behavior. In each of these, he is highlighting shortcomings of men and showing 
that we are failing to meet the perfect standards of God’s righteousness.  
 

 
Section 2: No one is Righteous 
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1. Why does he start this with v. 9? What is important about this?  
Paul ended chapter 2 with a strong repudiation of any sense of superiority by 
Jewish Christians because of their circumcision and any notion that it was 
somehow more righteous, or even a key to righteousness in and of itself. The start 
of chapter 3 gave it some balance to show there were advantages for the Jews 
based on the work of God through the years—specifically with the giving of the 
Law (used in this passage as the entire Old Testament), but this recalibrates 
expectations. Kruse also points out that Paul ends his diatribe rhetorical 
approach with this final conclusive statement leveling the playing field for Jews 
and Greeks.  
 
2. Note to Group Leader: Have one person in your class look up each verse. 

Paul grounds this next argument in Old Testament Scripture. Look up the 
following texts in relation to the Romans text. How does each text help explain 
what Paul is arguing?   

 
a. Rom. 3:10-12 – Eccl. 7:20, Psalm 14:1-3, Psalm 53:3 

 
 

b. Rom. 3:13a – Psalm 5:9 
 
 

c. Rom. 3:13b – Psalm 140:3 
 
 

d. Rom. 3:14 – Psalm 10:7 
 
 

e. Rom. 3:15-17 – Prov. 1:6, Isaiah 59:7-8 
 
 

f. Rom. 3:18 – Psalm 36:1 
 

3. Consider the imagery used in these references, particularly 13-18. Does that 
impact your understanding of Paul’s argument? Why do you think he ends it 
with the reference in v. 18 to “no fear of God before their eyes”? 

The conclusion with “no fear of God” seems to create a dramatic conclusion to 
this litany by highlighting the fundamental sin that Paul pointed two in chapter 1 
of rejecting the powerful Creator God in exchange for worship of the Creation—
often themselves as an individual. The preceding passages related to deception, 
curses, bitterness, and violence have their roots in a rejection of who God is, 
instead embracing the idol of self.  
 
4. Re-read v. 19-20 out loud. He returns to the theme of the law. But notice, he 

goes on to say the “whole world” and “no human being” will be justified by 
works of the law. Does this surprise you? How would you summarize Paul’s 
arguments made thus far in Romans? 
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Clearly, there is none righteous. The references to the OT drive home his 
conclusion that Jews have failed to live up to the law. As pointed out by Kruse 
and others, in context, many of these OT passages contemplate some righteous 
individuals and condemn the wicked (often comparing faithful, believing Jews to 
the rest of the world or their unfaithful brothers). Paul removes that distinction. 
Eliminating any potential advantage. As a result, Jews or Greeks, both need the 
salvation that he talks about through the Gospel in Rom. 1:16-17.  

Apply – How does this change me? 

Section 1: Bad Logic 
 

1. Do any of Paul’s arguments in v. 1-8 sound familiar to excuses you have made, 
or you have heard others make that in some way would diminish the weight 
of sin? How does Paul’s response inform how we can handle such thoughts or 
even statements from others?  

 
 
2. Paul describes the Jews having received the “oracles of God,” can be 

translated as “the very words or God,” as an advantage of great value. The 
challenge was how some of the Jewish people understood the meaning/value 
of this special gift, ascribing more value to their receipt than to walking in 
obedience to them. Do you see a temptation in our church or our culture to 
fall into misplaced value for the Word of God or the things of God?  

 
 
3. While Paul is rebutting some bad arguments in these verses, he is also 

pointing to a powerful picture of a righteous, faithful God. How should this 
shape your view of God?  

 
 
Section 2: No One Righteous 
 

1. Paul leaves no doubt in v. 9-20. There is none righteous. This picture is pretty 
grim. But he is writing this to a church who he has already extolled for their 
faith and reputation. Why would they need to hear this? What is there for me 
to learn from this today?  

 
 

2. Re-read Rom. 1:16-17 out loud. Does the promise of salvation for both the Jew 
and the Greek in 1:16 strike you differently in light of Rom. 3:8-20? Does it 
make you feel differently about your salvation, or perhaps does it renew your 
gratitude for what God has done?  
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Respond – What’s my next step? 

1. Has anything in this passage challenged some bad logic or perhaps some 
excuses you find yourself inclined to make regarding sin and 
unrighteousness? How can this passage help you combat that going forward?  
 

2. Do you ever feel a temptation to cling to a culture/lifestyle of church rather 
than to a relationship with God (repeating the missed opportunity for the 
Jews of the “oracles of God”)? How can you overcome this? How can you 
encourage others to do the same?  
 

3. Many people in our society have embraced a notion that certain sinful 
behaviors are the result of societal/cultural factors or perceived oppressive 
forces in the world beyond an individual’s control. How might you respond to 
someone who tells you they believe this? What have you learned about God 
today that would be an encouragement to them?   

Additional Resources: 

 
Podcast:  Knowing Faith Podcast: Episode #120: A Massive Problem 
 

 
 
 

https://open.spotify.com/episode/0wVTDo0lwNxJtB8tr3DNnS?si=7b9eb43591d24648

