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Introduction

There was an old song I remember from when I was younger.  It was entitled: “Bad, Bad, Leroy Brown”.  Now, the question that naturally follows is: “Just how bad was Leroy?”  Well, the song goes on to say: “…Baddest man in the whole dang town, badder than old King Kong, meaner than a junkyard dog…”  The point of the song was that Leroy was reaaal bad!  Romans 3 is about man’s “badness” or what makes a person bad in the first place, since man was created to glorify God and to enjoy him- - and doesn’t by nature.
Now if you are too young to remember Jim Croce (and I’m starting to feel more of this age thing when I tell people about certain songs like this and I get the glazed look from my students!), you are probably not too young to remember the last time you did something bad or foolish and were told just how foolish you are/were!

Remember the last time you did something foolish and wrong and your parents, friends, or teachers took the time to tell you just how foolish and wrong you were in what you did?!  Those times when someone takes it upon themselves to tell you just how bad and sinful you are is always for our good, but we do not necessarily like it!  In fact, we feel about one inch tall!  Sometimes we might feel this way when reading Romans 3, but Paul has written it under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit for our good – yet we don’t always like it!
No one likes talking about the true condition of man since Adam’s fall.  No one should enjoy talking about man’s great problem of depravity and sin.  Yet in order to understand God’s grace to us in Jesus Christ, as low as we might feel, we need to hear about our depravity and sinful condition “in Adam” by birth.

In Romans 3, Paul teaches concerning man’s intensive (deep!) and unrighteous depravity and God’s extensive and undeserved grace!  He gives us the bad news if you will about who we really are as sinners, in order to tell us the glorious good news of our rescue and redemption in Jesus!

Romans 3:9-11: “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, 10 as it is written: "None is righteous, no, not one; 11 no one understands; no one seeks for God.”

Remember in our previous study on Romans 2, the Apostle Paul was telling both Jews and Gentiles that “True Jews” were those who believed the promises of God and were spiritually circumcised in their hearts.  Paul wanted the congregation at Rome to know that both Gentiles and Jews on equal footing before God’s law and therefore before his wrath and judgment because of failure to live up to his holiness.  Now he tells us the reason why we cannot live up to God’s holiness and glory by nature.  He teaches us now in Romans 3 that all men fall short of the glory of God by nature!
Paul goes back to the Old Covenant story, using the Psalms and the Prophet Isaiah, to reveal to both Jews and Gentiles in Romans 3 that no one is righteous, no one seeks after God, and no one fully understands the revelation of God.  In fact, all (both Jew and Gentile) have fallen short of the glory of God, or fallen short of being who they were created to be, glorifying God and enjoying him forever (3:10-23; 1 Cor. 10:31).

Paul tells us in Romans 3 that part of the conflict in God’s great story of which all men are a part by virtue of being created in God’s image and placed in his world, is the reality of dishonoring God and making oneself God living in his world autonomously!  Yet again, the good news is that God in Christ has entered this story to undo the great problem of sin and disobedience.  All creatures deserved judgment and God’s just wrath, but God has provided a Perfect Substitute in the Person of Jesus Christ:

“…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 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.” (Rom. 3:23-26).

In the context of the time period of the first century AD, before the letter to the Romans was written, the Second Temple Jews (this was what the Jews of this time were called when Jesus came to them) thought that man had the ability to keep the Law, but Paul tells them this is without Scriptural support (Romans 2). Paul wants to help the Jews to understand that just because they are in the visible covenant, does not make them immune from the grace of God needed while in the covenant to live before God by His Spirit.  
The real need of all men was grace given by God in the hearts, enabling the sinner to keep the Law of God from the heart (Rom. 2:25-29).
Romans 3:1-8
ESV Romans 3:1 Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? 2 Much in every way. To begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God. 3 What if some were unfaithful? Does their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God? 4 By no means! Let God be true though every one were a liar, as it is written, "That you may be justified in your words, and prevail when you are judged." 5 But if our unrighteousness serves to show the righteousness of God, what shall we say? That God is unrighteous to inflict wrath on us? ( I speak in a human way.) 6 By no means! For then how could God judge the world? 7 But if through my lie God's truth abounds to his glory, why am I still being condemned as a sinner? 8 And why not do evil that good may come?- as some people slanderously charge us with saying. Their condemnation is just.
Romans 3:1-8, is but a preview of Romans 9-11, that teaches more fully God’s electing grace even for those within the covenant.  Paul implies much here in 3:1-8, but we must wait for the full understanding when we get to chapter 9.  But for now, we might summarize these verses that proceed 3:9-26 in this way:
God’s Righteousness can be revealed in his salvation of some in the covenant as well as his judgment on some! God’s righteousness is revealed in the salvation of believing Jews, as well as in the judgment on unbelieving Jews!
Paul is saying that the Jews had benefits of being in God’s covenant but their covenant unfaithfulness did not nullify God’s keeping his promises to those who believed and trusted him (2 Tim. 2:13).  The Jews’ unfaithfulness did historically highlight under God’s sovereignty the depth of man’s depravity even for those under the Law and as those who benefited as being the visible covenant people of God.
Let us remember as we proceed (and we will get into this more in chapters 9-11): 
“Grace, not race” is Paul’s teaching to Israel.
The priority for Paul to both Jews and Gentiles is the priority or emphasis of grace and not race, or where they come from ethnically, although he is an ethnic Jew.  For Paul the term “Israel” has two meanings, and it would be good to keep this in mind as we continue reading and studying Romans (9:6): (1) There is Israel “according to the flesh”, that is ethnic Israel; and (2) There is Israel “according to the Spirit” (2:27-29; 11:25-27; cf. Phil. 3:3).  
Paul wants to highlight the gracious grace of God for both Jews and Greeks - -not merely having the outward, external privileges of covenant people such as Law, prophets, and Word of God- -these they abused and did not follow.
Avoid making the interpretive mistake of seeing a special treatment of Israel or the Jewish nation.  The Jews are special because God used them as an ethnic group through which to consolidate sin through Torah, and bring Messiah to die.  God’s purpose was that through Abraham’s Seed, Israel, Messiah would come and bring together all nations of the earth into one family.  This is God’s “Genesis Project” of redeeming and renewing a new humanity and new creation.

Remember that this interpretation of Paul is not anti-Jewish (or anti-Judaic), because Paul and the disciples and Messiah were Jewish.  Rather, Paul is wanting all of us to avoid philo-Jewishness (or anti-Judaic) tendencies of not seeing God’s big picture of redeeming all of mankind in Adam through the Messiah Christ!

But part of the problem at Rome, as well as what we are guilty of sometimes today in Christ’s Church, is that we get apathetic, or take for granted the privileges we have as Christ’s people apart from grace- - and we must never do that (in essence this is Paul’s argument in Romans 11: Gentiles are receiving grace, but do not get proud about it, but allow it to humble you as it should have humbled the Israelites when they had the special privilege of being God’s people- -more on this in future studies!).
Man’s Intensive and Unrighteous Depravity
Some have called Romans 3:9-23, Paul’s “anthropological pessimism” concerning humanity’s sin problem, but this reveals a false understanding of sin and its effect upon the will, mind, and heart!  This is not pessimism but realism in theology as well as in experience.  
As the people of God we need to be reminded of the deep and intensive problem of sin in us.  We should be reminded that if anyone is ever going to know of God, seek after God, have any interest in God (both Jews and Gentiles!) it will be because God has entered into their depravity by His Spirit, regenerated the sinful and dead heart, in order that it might be alive to God and enable them to receive His completed work for them in Jesus Christ.

Romans 3:9-22

ESV Romans 3:9 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, 10 as it is written: "None is righteous, no, not one; 11 no one understands; no one seeks for God. 12 All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one." 13 "Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive." "The venom of asps is under their lips." 14 "Their mouth is full of curses and bitterness." 15 "Their feet are swift to shed blood; 16 in their paths are ruin and misery, 17 and the way of peace they have not known." 18 "There is no fear of God before their eyes." 19 Now we know that whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held accountable to God. 20 For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin. 21 But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it- 22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.

In order to make this sinful condition particularly plain to the Jews, he reminds them that the depravity of man is not merely a New Covenant concept, but actually derives from an Old Covenant teaching and reality: Psalm 14; 32; 53; Acts 7:51-53.  In Romans 3:9-18, he uses passage from the Old Covenant to show the Jews that this was always the teaching of Scripture. Paul begins with the Old Covenant language of “as it is written”:
Romans 3:10 as it is written: "None is righteous, no, not one; 11 no one understands; no one seeks for God. 12 All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one." 13 "Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive." "The venom of asps is under their lips." 14 "Their mouth is full of curses and bitterness." 15 "Their feet are swift to shed blood; 16 in their paths are ruin and misery, 17 and the way of peace they have not known." 18 "There is no fear of God before their eyes."

Now compare this with the Old Testament Scriptures from which Paul quotes to make his point scripturally and theologically that all are depraved when judged by God’s holy, righteous and good law.

Psalm 14: The fool says in his heart, "There is no God." They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds, there is none who does good. 2 The LORD looks down from heaven on the children of man, to see if there are any who understand, who seek after God. 3 They have all turned aside; together they have become corrupt; there is none who does good, not even one. 4 Have they no knowledge, all the evildoers who eat up my people as they eat bread and do not call upon the LORD?
Psalm 51: Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. 2 Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin! 3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. 4 Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless in your judgment. 5 Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. 6 Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.
Isaiah 59:7-8: Their feet run to evil, and they are swift to shed innocent blood; their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity; desolation and destruction are in their highways. 8 The way of peace they do not know, and there is no justice in their paths; they have made their roads crooked; no one who treads on them knows peace.

Even in the New Covenant, when Stephen proclaims God’s story of redemption and the failure of many of the Jews to believe God’s promises by faith, he ends his preaching with these sobering and severe words that are much like what Paul is saying to both Jew and Gentile at Rome:

Acts 7:51-53: “You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you. 52 Which of the prophets did not your fathers persecute? And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered, 53 you who received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it." 54 Now when they heard these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth at him.

Part of the problem at the Church of Rome, and the reason for Paul’s particular focus and argumentation in his letter, was that Jews and Gentiles were sitting on opposite sides of the pews, not becoming the one New Person they were in Christ Jesus (Eph. 2:11-18).  They had all been saved by grace, but the Gentiles did not trust the Jews and were suspicious of their former ways of religious and cultural life, and the Jews did not understand how Gentile “sinners” could be part of the same church with them because they seemed to be laborers who were hired late in God’s vineyard and yet getting the same pay!  Remember Jesus’ parable from Matthew 20?
Matthew 20:1 "For the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a house who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2 After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard. 3 And going out about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the marketplace, 4 and to them he said, 'You go into the vineyard too, and whatever is right I will give you.' 5 So they went. Going out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour, he did the same. 6 And about the eleventh hour he went out and found others standing. And he said to them, 'Why do you stand here idle all day?' 7 They said to him, 'Because no one has hired us.' He said to them, 'You go into the vineyard too.' 8 And when evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 'Call the laborers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last, up to the first.' 9 And when those hired about the eleventh hour came, each of them received a denarius. 10 Now when those hired first came, they thought they would receive more, but each of them also received a denarius. 11 And on receiving it they grumbled at the master of the house, 12 saying, 'These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.' 13 But he replied to one of them, 'Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? 14 Take what belongs to you and go. I choose to give to this last worker as I give to you. 15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?' 16 So the last will be first, and the first last."

In Romans 3, Paul is addressing both the Jews and Gentiles with the reality of their sin and the grace that was shown to both by faith in being received into God’s Kingdom-Vineyard-Church!

The Gentiles had particular idolatry and unrighteousness that they practiced as blatant pagans that no one would could deny (Rom. 1:18-32).  However, the Jews were just as sinful, because in their self-righteousness, their confidence was in being merely part of the visible covenant people of God, and they took this special position for granted, not taking into account their sin problem.  This is why Paul says in Romans 2:24:
"The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”

In Paul’s letter to the Romans, no one is “not guilty” before God’s holy tribunal, no matter what ethnicity or special providence God had bestowed on you- - all were sinners who needed the work of Christ!

Let’s talk about this concept of depravity, or what has been theologically called “total depravity”.  When we were younger and corrected and criticized by parents and teachers for our behavior, attitudes, or trouble we had caused, it was easy simply to deny our real condition and problem.  In the same way, we do not like to hear of our depravity. Nor do we like by nature the implications of what this means for us.  
Many times we can misunderstand what depravity means.  First of all, we must address the misunderstanding that depravity means that one is as bad as one can be!  We all like to use some mad man like Hitler to prove we are pretty decent people.  We say things like: “I love my mother,” “I keep peace with my neighbors,” “I go to church” (this last excuse was one the Jews to whom Paul was writing would have been familiar in a sense).

But when we say things like this, we show our ignorance of God holiness and his the holy requirements of the Law of God.  This is Paul’s point!  If we were really to search deeply in our hearts under the Law and see if we really and truly love God with all our hearts, souls, and minds, and our neighbor as ourselves, we would realize that we all fall short of this (Rom. 3:23).  And so it is a realization of this depraved condition that helps us to see God’s solution and grace held out to us in the Person and work of Jesus Christ.

We need to remember that…

Depravity does not mean as bad as one could be.  We are not speaking of “absolute depravity” but “total or radical depravity” that is deeply rooted in us.
Because of God’s common grace to all mankind, sin is restrained in mankind.  God does not let chaos rule over the earth and so there are many people who take care of their loved ones, who strive to live at peace with others, and who help old ladies cross the street (Matt. 6:1-33).  Yet no man seeks the Kingdom of God and its righteousness- -first – or as the reason, or foundational principle of love for doing all things for God’s glory in our lives.  True virtue always comes from a heart imbued and infused with God’s love and Spirit (Rom. 5:1-5).
Since the Fall of Adam, when he sinned against God and rebelled against God in the breaking of his commandments, mankind is in a condition of being radically or totally depraved, but not wholly depraved so that man loses the image of God.  Man is still made in God’s image (James 3), but the image has been severely marred and tainted by the rule of sin and the indwelling of sin in men (1:25-32; 1 Cor. 6:10-11).  As John Piper has written:
“When we speak of man's depravity we mean man's natural condition apart from any grace exerted by God to restrain or transform man. There is no doubt that man could perform more evil acts toward his fellow man than he does. But if he is restrained from performing more evil acts by motives that are not owing to his glad submission to God, then even his "virtue" is evil in the sight of God. Romans 14:23 says, "Whatever does not proceed from faith is sin." This is a radical indictment of all natural "virtue" that does not flow from a heart humbly relying on God's grace.
The terrible condition of man's heart will never be recognized by people who assess it only in relation to other men. Romans 14:23 makes plain that depravity is our condition in relation to God primarily, and only secondarily in relation to man. Unless we start here we will never grasp the totality of our natural depravity.”- John Piper
Man is depraved in every aspect of his person: heart, mind, intellect, emotions, and will.  Paul calls this in Eph. 2:1-3: “Dead in trespasses and sins” or “under the power of sin” Romans 3:9.  When one is under the power of sin, there is no hope for that person to be saved and redeemed apart from God’s breaking and killing that enslaving power over a man by His powerful Holy Spirit.  And that is why it is important to remember that:
Only God’s extensive and undeserved grace can change a person; a person cannot decide merely to change oneself.  
It is outside the power and ability of all men to “pick themselves up by their boot straps” and try harder.  Love for God our Creator and our neighbor because of the Holy Spirit should be the foundation for why we do all that we do as creatures!  For depraved sinners, it is a change of the heart that is needed!  John Calvin said concerning depravity:

“Therefore let us hold this as an undoubted truth which no siege engines can shake:  the mind of man has been so completely estranged from God’s righteousness that it conceives, desires, and undertakes, only that which is impious, perverted, foul, impure, and infamous.  The heart is so steeped in the poison of sin that it can breathe out nothing but a loathsome stench.  But if some men occasionally make a show of good, their minds nevertheless ever remain enveloped in hypocrisy and deceitful craft, and their hearts bound by inner perversity” (Inst., 2.5.19).
Notice how Paul clearly defines or “spells depravity out” using Old Covenant teaching:
No righteousness in ourselves (v. 10).
There is nothing in us that desires to do good and glorify God by nature.  We are selfish beings that given the choice between God and ourselves will always choose our autonomous selves!  There is no righteousness inherently in us- - nothing to merit a right standing before a holy and righteous God!
No understanding (v. 11).
There is no understanding of our condition and of God’s requirements apart from God making this clearly known to us by His Word and Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 2:12-16).
No seeking after God (v. 11).
There is no one seeking after God.  It is important to understand this today.  When we as the people of God ask sinners who do not by nature seek after God how they would like to be evangelized, or how they would like to do church, we are already between the two great paws of the roaring lion about to be devoured by him as his jaws shut around us!  No one seeks after the True and Living God unless God draws them to himself (cf. John 6:37-44, 60-67).
It is a myth that men seek after God- -this is patently unbiblical and from our experience we know it to be true.  I am reminded of a quotation from Dr. Michael Horton concerning this lie of sinners seeking God:

“We cannot find God for the same reason that a thief can't find a police officer.” - Michael Horton

“Worthless” (v. 12)

Sinful man is worthless, or without worth with regard to man’s purpose of being God’s creature for his glory alone!  The reason we are worthless is not because we are not beautiful creatures whom God has made, but rather we live for ourselves and not for our Creator and this was the chief end for which man was created!
Notice how Paul then uses our throat, tongues, lips and mouths to show experientially our depravity.  In Romans 3:10-12, he shows that the inclination of our hearts do not have the right affections to love God and to be righteous, understand, and seek God.  In Romans 3:13-18, he shows that we reveal our depravity not merely from our heart’s affections, but also in our outside, external actions and behavior.

Tainted in Throat, Tongues, Lips, and Mouths (vv. 13-14)
If you have the least shadow of a doubt about the inclination of your heart, and the true depravity of your condition, then consider your mouth and how it truly reveals our sinful hearts before God’s tribunal.  We give ourselves away and confess our own guiltiness in God’s court of Law not only by what we think in our hearts, but in what we say! (Isaiah 6; Matthew 15)!
Remember when the Prophet Isaiah was called to preach God’s Word.  The first thing he was aware of in his mission to be a preacher-prophet for God was that he was a man of unclean lips and lived among a people of unclean lips”.  Isaiah was called to preach and proclaim God’s grace and mercy from his lips, but he knew his lips were sinful!  Let’s look at the scene in the throne room of heaven:

Isaiah 6:3-7: And one called to another and said: "Holy, holy, holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!" 4 And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, and the house was filled with smoke. 5 And I said: "Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!" 6 Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a burning coal that he had taken with tongs from the altar. 7 And he touched my mouth and said: "Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.

Jesus also tells the people of the problem of their hearts and lips.  He addresses primarily the Teachers of the Jews who thought (like some of the Jews in the Book of Romans) that they were righteous based merely on their outward actions and he tells them that it is what is inside them (in their hearts!) that makes them unclean before God!

Matthew 15:10-20: And he called the people to him and said to them, "Hear and understand: 11 it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but what comes out of the mouth; this defiles a person." 12 Then the disciples came and said to him, "Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this saying?" 13 He answered, "Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be rooted up. 14 Let them alone; they are blind guides. And if the blind lead the blind, both will fall into a pit." 15 But Peter said to him, "Explain the parable to us." 16 And he said, "Are you also still without understanding? 17 Do you not see that whatever goes into the mouth passes into the stomach and is expelled? 18 But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this defiles a person. 19 For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. 20 These are what defile a person.
Our depravity is not only with our hearts, it is revealed in our mouths - -in what we say!  I once had a teacher who said whenever we say something we regret, we will say quickly “I didn’t mean to say that!” He poignantly reminded us that when we say this we deceive ourselves and others.  Why? Because it was not that we didn’t mean to say something, but rather that we didn’t mean to say what we truly meant!  We should have used our lips to hide our hearts, but rather our lips exposed them.

But Paul doesn’t end with our affections and our lips, he goes on to describe sinful man’s behavior and this is the stuff that keeps the evening news on every evening!  He address behavior!
Behavior (vv. 14-18)- You know the big problem with psychology today?  You know why modern psychology cannot make bad Leroy better?!  There are many things that psychology can assist us in understanding, but there are limits to what it can do for sinners.  
When I taught high school psychology, I used to tell the students that the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistics Manual that psychologists use to name and prescribe disorders) was good for observing different manifestations of depravity and sin patterns and behaviors of the human heart, but it was unable to bring about any real change (It is like the Law of God that can name the problem, but cannot produce righteousness because it has no power to do so- Rom. 8:3-4).

Psychologists without the working of the Holy Spirit can sometimes change behavior and actions through therapy or prescription drugs, but they cannot change the heart of man, which is the root of the problem!  This is not to say psychology is evil, or that prescription drugs cannot aid us at times in our lives.  It is to say that the depraved condition of our hearts can only be changed by God himself.
We can learn new behaviors externally and even be successful at turning over some new leaves in our lives (but truthfully how many “new leaves” have you really turned over in your life without the help of Christ, and just solely for God’s glory?)!  We should remember that the real reason for our existence is to glorify God and enjoy him forever as we love God with all our being and our neighbor as ourselves, and we can never muster up the ability to do this, given all the so-called free will in the world, because we don’t want to do it!  By nature, we want to live to ourselves and for ourselves and that is the bottom line!  

If we are to glorify God and to live out of love, serving God and neighbor, and find the real reason for our existence, it will be because of a work of grace that helps us to realize that we don’t seek after God, that we do not have knowledge or righteousness, that we are guilty of unclean lips, and that we truly fall short of the glory of God and that our only hope is in the Person and Work of Jesus Christ!

This is why Paul brings in what the “Law says” (vv. 19-20).  The Law makes all men accountability to God (cf. Gal. 2:16ff)!  The works that we do, because they do not come from a heart of love for God and neighbor by nature, we cannot do the “works of the Law” (Rom. 3:20; cf. 2:15)- “No one will be justified in God’s sight through works of the Law!”  Why?  Because the Law is powerless to do anything about our sinful condition (Rom. 8:3-4).  Rather, Paul says very clearly, the Law reveals sin- in the Law is the knowledge of sin!
The knowledge of our sin through reflection upon God’s law is the first step in finding hope in God’s extensive and undeserved grace apart from ourselves!

Paul is teaching truth here from Romans in an extremely demonstrative way.  He is teaching Law in order to make us knowledgeable of our sins, yet he is teaching us that Law is what brings us the knowledge of our sins.  The reason why men do not by nature like talking about their depravity is that apart from Christ, they are guilty and condemned by God’s Law!

God’s Extensive and Undeserved Grace
Reformed people and those called “Calvinists” (although John Calvin would have never approved of this) teach a doctrine called “total depravity” and find in Romans 3 the classic summary or text on this subject.  But many of you will ask: “Why spend so much time speaking of man’s sin and depravity- -what good could possibly come from this!?”

The quick answer is that when we truly realize our sinful condition under the power of sin and Law and how we are condemned before God in thought, word and deed (summary of Romans 3:9-22), then by God’s grace, we are ready to hear the good news of God’s gospel and eternal solution to Bad Leroy’s (and our!) big bad problem!

The doctrine was formulated from Scripture historically at the Synod of Dort in 1618-1619, and it was in response to a man named Jacob Arminius who denied that total depravity was a Scriptural teaching.  He and his teaching was condemned at this synod and “five points” were defined in opposition to his five points of teaching (Arminianism is another form of Semi-Pelagianism condemned in the 5th century during Augustine’s time, and contrary to popular opinion, Arminianism is also another form of Semi-Augustinianism).

The “Five Points of Calvinism” are not a complete summary of Reformed teaching or Calvinism by far, but it is certainly an excellent start!  Arminius taught that man was sick, but certainly not dead in trespasses and sins, and therefore had an innate ability when confronted with the truths of the gospel, to believe and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ.  The Synod of Dort condemned this as unbiblical because Romans 3 (and John 3, 6, and other places) makes this impossible for sinners!
The Synod of Dort said that the Scriptures teach that if man is going to choose God and believe upon the Lord Jesus Christ, God is going to have to regenerate man’s heart FIRST!  God will have to act upon man first, then man will believe and freely choose.  Until God acts in the heart in regeneration, man will not believe—rather, man cannot believe!  
Man has no ability, an inherent inability to believe and trust the gospel of Jesus Christ.  But when God acts in the human heart, man responds.  Like Jesus with dead and stinking Lazarus in John 11.  Before Jesus called Lazarus he could not respond to Jesus because he was dead.  When Jesus called Lazarus, he could not have NOT responded!

So the “Five Points of Calvinism” or what is also called the “TULIP” was defined by the Synod of Dort in this way: T: Total Depravity, U: Unconditional Election, L: Limited Atonement, I: Irresistible Grace, and P: Preservation, or Perseverance of the Saints.  I would argue with the synod and other Reformed teachers, that these five stand or fall together!  If we are truly totally depraved as Romans 3 teaches, “not doing good”, “no knowledge of righteousness or God”, and “no seeking after God”, then God must do the seeking and doing good in our hearts!

Therefore, since we are totally or radically (from the root of our hearts depraved), then we must depend on God’s unconditional election from the foundation of the earth (Eph. 1:3-13), Christ’s particular laying down his life for his own, his sheep and shedding his blood for a particular people whom God has chosen (John 10; 17:6-20), in time God will regenerate and give grace to the heart of these whom God has given to Christ, and these will believe and freely choose God and persevere to the New Heavens and the New Earth.

I dare you to try and really remove any one of these five points without the others falling like a castle of playing cards! (that was rough language, but consider it!)
[For an excellent biblical comparison between the “Five Points of Calvinism” and the “Five Points of Arminianism”, go here: http://www.tenth.org/articles/Calvinism.pdf]

After Paul tells us the bad news, and how Leroy is indeed very bad, he then tells the Roman Church and us the good news! Just as man’s depravity was an Old Covenant reality, he now bears witness to another Old Covenant reality which is the righteousness of God revealed to us and received by faith, Romans 3:21-23.  
Paul says clearly that the Law and the Prophets bore witness to the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus for all who believe.  He is telling both Jew and Gentiles, that the righteousness of God received by faith should have come as no surprise- - particularly to the Jews:

“But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it- 22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God…”
The Law is powerless to change our depraved condition, but the extensive and undeserved grace of God can!  The Righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the Law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it!

For both Jews and Gentiles, the righteousness of God is received “by faith in Jesus Christ” (v. 22).  Even Bad, Bad Leroy Brown can be saved when God acts in his heart and he believes by faith God’s promises in Jesus Christ!

From the Old Covenant perspective they should have longed by faith for the day when God’s promises would be fulfilled in their substitute, the Messiah who was foreshadowed in Law, sacrifices, prophets, priests and kings.  From the New Covenant perspective we look back and receive the fulfillment of the Law, sacrifices, prophets, priests, and kings, in the Lord Jesus Christ- -THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD!
What is the Heart of Paul’s Argument in Romans 3? The focus of the real problem: “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  We should remember that the glory of God was man’s purpose in creation as well as Israel’s purpose as a people in the Old Covenant epoch.  In Christ, now this purpose can truly be achieved by accepting the gift of God’s extensive and undeserved grace by faith!
There is an important word with regard to our salvation, we must all remember.  It is “Propitiation”.  Some translations call this “sacrifice of atonement” (NIV), but it is better to know the word “propitiation” because of its theological and Biblical implications.  Basically propitiation is a sin offering of blood that is described at length in the first few chapters of Leviticus and described from a New Testament perspective in the Book of Hebrews, chapters 5-9.  We are justified because of the propitiation by Jesus’ blood (v. 25)!
This means that the blood that was required before God because of our sins, Jesus has offered in His own precious blood for us on the cross.  This is what we mean when you ask a Christian “Why are you saved?” and they respond: “Christ died on the cross for my sins.”  We should be more specific about this.  Christ shed his own blood, even though he was sinless, in order to pay the great debt I owed to God, and in order to redeem me from sin and misery by his own life and death, and secure for me eternal life.

God has accepted Christ’s one time propitiation for our sins; He has paid the debt we owed to God for our sins and transgressions against his holiness and because we fall short of his glory (Rom. 3:22-23).  Read Romans 3:23-26 very carefully and prayerfully:

“…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 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.”

Both Jews and Gentiles have sinned.  Yet God is gracious to us in Christ Jesus if we will receive his grace as a gift.  God gives grace to those who only deserve death and wrath (Rom. 1:18-25; 2:17-24; 3:9-22).  God placed his own and beloved Son on the cross in order to propitiate by his blood the sins of those who would believe (or the elect from the foundation of the world).

God had not formally punished sin since Adam- - he had caused there to be times of judgment in the flood and Sodom and Gomorrah for example, but he had not punished sin once and for all!  The incredible and unbelievable reason? Because in God’s divine forebearance, in the fullness of the times in Christ Jesus, he would show his formal punishment of sin in his own Son on the cross taking the excruciating and eternal pain and punishment of God’s wrath, and show him to be the justifier of those who would believe upon Jesus as their substitute and sacrifice before his holy throne!
God is righteous and just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus!  This is part of our story as Christians.  We must never depend on “how well we are doing” in the Christian life to determine whether we are righteous or not!  We are righteous only because God has judged His own precious Son on our behalf and given to us by faith His righteousness!  There is no righteousness inherent in anyone- -yet God clothes us in the gospel accomplishment of his Son so that we might live in his story knowing we are forgiven and loved. 

Do you feel loved based on the indicative truth and reality of what Christ has done for you? Or do you base your worth, significance and how much you are loved merely on what you are doing for God and others?  God wants us to know that he is indeed the lover of our souls because we are clothed in the righteousness of His Son!
Do you believe God is just in punishing sin and yet the justifier of those who believe in him?  If you believe, then your sins have been punished eternally in Jesus Christ.  If you do not believe, God is still just and will punish you for your sins eternally!  God will punish man’s depravity and the fact that he is culpable for falling short of God’s glory! Yet God punishes his Son in the place of those who will believe in Jesus Christ and receive God’s abundant grace (Rom. 5:17).
The doctrine of depravity from Romans 3 truly traps us all and should cause us to think about our condition before our Creator.  I will end with an appropriate quotation from the great preacher Charles Haddon Spurgeon from the 19th century:

"A mouse was caught by its tail in a trap the other day, and the poor creature went on eating the cheese. Many men are doing the same. They know that they are guilty, and they dread their punishment, but they go on nibbling at their beloved sins." –C. H. Spurgeon

Don’t nibble any more!
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