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August 14, 2016 THROUGH THE LAW IS THE KNOWLEDGE OF SIN

ROMANS 3.9-20 (WITH PS 14; ISA 59.1-21; LK 18.9-14)
1.18–2.29 - the whole world–Jew and Greek–are under sin. The nations (1.18-32) as well as the Jews (2.17-29). The
Jews have participated in the sins of the nations and stand in the dock with them as sinners.

Basic issue: There are Jews who represent the Israel collectively who believe that just because they are Jews–they
are the people of God defined by the Law–that they are protected/shielded from the condemnation of God. Not so.

Must keep/be doers of the Law (2.13). There are uncircumcised (Gentile) doing the Law (i.e., Gentile Christians)
because the Law is fulfilled in union with Christ. Provokes question: Any advantage to being a Jew? (3.1)

“Yes, because the Jews have been entrusted with the words of God.” Salvation is from the Jews (Jn 4.22). “No, this
privilege doesn’t give you a pass to be unfaithful.”

Who is Paul’s target?
3.9, “Are we better off?” “We” = Paul with his kinsmen according to the flesh, the Jews. (Cp. 9.3ff.) Also 3.19: “The
Law” (= quotes from Scripture) speaks to those “in the Law,” that is, the Jews (cp. 2.12).

Paul identifies with the Jews. He is not an outsider who has an axe to grind against the privilege of the Jews. Cf. Phil
3.5.

“Are we any better off?” “Not at all.”

Better off than whom and with regard to what? 
Not better off with regard to accountability for their unfaithfulness. Their participation in the sins of the nations is
just as condemnable and will be judged by God.

“Under sin” is to be a part of the kingdom of sin; it is to live under sin’s tyrannical kingship. More than a personal
problem (though that is the effect of this kingdom’s presence in the world). Jews and Greeks as organized people live
under the tyranny of sin.

Reign of sin is particularly intense among the Law people, the Jews. They are under sin and in them sin has become
“exceedingly sinful” (7.13).

Why quote the Psalms and Isaiah?
Must take seriously the contexts of all of the passages Paul quotes. He is not “proof texting” in a way that excises
these passage from their original context so that he can “prove a point.” He doesn’t distort Scripture.

Five quotes in 3.10-18 are from Psalms with an allusion to a Psalm in 3.20. Drawing from six Psalms.

Why the Psalms? Is there a connection between them that helps us make sense of Romans 3? Yes.

All are Davidic Psalms in which David (and those united to him) stand as the righteous over against his enemies who
seek his destruction. David in the first 5 Psalms David is not universalizing unrighteousness. (Does in 3.20.)

Consistent thread: Those who attack God’s Anointed/Messiah are unrighteous and will be punished and the righteous
who look for God’s righteousness to be revealed will be delivered.

Paul’s aim is Israel’s sin: their rejection and murder of Jesus, the seed of David, their Messiah and YHWH in the
flesh. Paul is putting the Jews on the side of the enemies of “David.” 

3.10-12 = Psalm 14(/53).1-3. Deals with “the fool” who says (literally), “No, God.” Fool rejects the authority and
wisdom of God to follow his own way (see Proverbs).

The “unrighteous,” those who “do not do good” = the group of people who are enemies of God’s Anointed, who are
eating up God’s people as they eat bread and do not call upon God (i.e., prayer/worship; Ps 14.4).
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David is assured that God is with the generation of the righteous and he will be their refuge (Ps 14.5, 6). David’s
prayer: salvation will come out of Zion.... (14.7)

3.13-14 = Pss 5.9; 140.3; 10.7 - Focus on the mouth and what comes out of it.

Ps 5 - contrast between David and evildoers. Prayer: YHWH will lead David in his righteousness because of his
enemies because enemies throats are open graves. Exposes dead bodies which spreads uncleanness/death, keeping
people from entering the presence of God. Pharisees do this in their proselyting (Mt 23.15). Whitewashed tombs (Mt
23.27).

David and his people take refuge in YHWH.

Ps 140 - another prayer of deliverance from evil men. Imagery of serpents associates enemies with the serpent.

Righteous man will be guarded and dwell in the presence of God (Ps 140.11-12). 

Ps 10 - the cry of the righteous, afflicted man wanting deliverance from the wicked. Wicked don’t believe that God
will judge them (Ps 10.11; like the Jews!), but David is confident God will deliver in his righteousness (Ps 10.18).

Focus on the mouth. What came out of the mouth of Israel? Blasphemy against YHWH and his Christ and the
judgment of death. Condemnation to death and curses, mockery, and bitterness (cf. Mt 27.39-44).

Isa 59 - speaking to Judah about the injustice that fills their land; their sins have cut them off from God. But YHWH
will send a redeemer to Zion (Isa 59.20). He will put on righteousness.... (Isa 59.17)

Judah’s injustice: shedding innocent blood and rejecting the way of peace. Killing Christ and rejecting his way.

Ps 36: The wicked are self-confident and flatter themselves in their own eyes so that they cannot see their iniquity.
(36.2). Self-justifying and refuse to acknowledge God’s standards. They plot evil.

3.19 - These Scriptures speak to those to whom the Scriptures have been entrusted: the Jews. Rejecting YHWH’s
Anointed has put the Jews in a special place of condemnation. They should know that you don’t stand against
YHWH and his Anointed with impunity (cf. Ps 2).

Gentiles are rightly condemned. But the Law is revealing that the Jews are even more so under sin.

3.20 - the reason: “Because....” Refers to Ps 143, a judgment scene in which covenant lawsuit is being brought.

Entering into judgment - bringing a person in court to decide who is righteous and who is guilty. David doesn’t want
YHWH to bring a suit against him.

When God’s people’s enemies brought a suit against them, God was on their side and would condemn the enemies.
But if YHWH is bringing you into court to judge between himself and you, guess who is going to be found
righteous?

No one can stand on his own before God in the face of his prosecutorial accusations and say, “I am righteous!”
Anyone called into court for a trial by God himself will be condemned.

What has Israel done? Israel has entered into judgment with YHWH himself. How? They have stood over against
YHWH in the flesh and condemned him. Paul is saying, “Do you think your status as the Law people will help you in
this scenario? You have used the Law entrusted to you by YHWH himself to condemn YHWH! Having dragged
YHWH himself to court, do you think you will be found righteous just because you have the Law.”

1. Apart from the mercy of God in Christ Jesus, we don’t stand a chance in God’s court.


