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Sunday 18 February 

‘The verdict’. Romans 3: 1-20 

 

Heavenly Father, may the words of my lips, and the meditation of all our 

hearts be always pleasing to you our Lord and Redeemer, Amen 

Introduction 

It’s always a challenge to preach on Romans, Paul’s most theologically 

sophisticated letter, but especially as part of a mini-series such as this, since 

often, by this stage, the listeners can feel weighed down by the enormity of 

the concepts and the dense language.  Theologians often joke (if that is not an 

oxymoron) about John being the graveyard of the academic, well I sometimes 

think that Romans is the graveyard of the congregation. 

But that is to be pretty unfair on Paul, for whom this letter represents the most 

considered, and arguably eloquent, exposition of his thought.  Unlike many of 

the other letters, written at times in haste and frequently in anger or 

exasperation, Romans is a much more mature expression of his core conviction 

that salvation is through Christ crucified.  Only faith, faith in Jesus, our Lord, 

our redeemer, son of God can bring us into God’s loving embrace.  The whole 

of this letter is intended to reinforce the central message of justification by 

faith. 

So, in the previous weeks of this series on Romans 1- 3, we have heard about 

the wrath of God and the judgment of God.  Today we are thinking about ‘the 

verdict’.  One could say that today is the last of the themes which highlight all 
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of our sinful weakness before next week’s focus on the good news of God’s 

righteousness.  One more week to go then … 

The passage we are thinking about this morning though addresses a 

fundamental concept for Paul.  It is important to remember that Paul is 

constantly trying to manage two very different audiences: on the one hand, 

the Jewish Christians who have come to faith with a profound knowledge of 

the Law and understanding of the Jewish concept of God; and, on the other, 

the Gentile Christians who have come to faith without any of that (what one 

might call) baggage.  It is easy to see that tension in other Pauline epistles, 

such as Galatians where he is at pains to correct the readers to understand 

that ALL are one in Christ Jesus, and others, such as Corinthians, where he tries 

to remind the readers that there are important lessons to observe from the 

Law. 

And this concern to be, in inverted commas, ‘fair’ to both constituencies is 

evident in our passage this morning.  Paul is trying to emphasise that no matter 

who you are, all of us fall short of God’s standard.  All, whether Jew or Gentile, 

are subject to the same guilty verdict: we have all sinned.  So, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, he starts by addressing the Jewish readers who may have 

thought that by virtue of being Jews, God’s chosen people, that they may have 

an advantage when it comes to God’s judgement.  Quite the contrary Paul 

insists.  The whole of the first section of our reading vv 1 – 9 is devoted to 

pointing out that even though they were given the Law, which in itself should 

have been an advantage, in practice, they are just as unfaithful and 

unrighteous as those who did not have that advantage. 

Moreover he stresses that anyone who thinks that by behaving in an 

unrighteous way escapes judgment because it helps demonstrate God’s 
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righteousness then they definitely have another thing coming.  So, verse 8 

Those who may say ‘let us do evil that good may result’, their condemnation is 

just!  Paul’s point is that to say, as a Jew, that to have the Law is somehow a 

‘get out of jail free card’ could not be further from the truth.  So he says in v 9, 

‘what shall we conclude then?  Do we have any advantage?  Not at all’.  

Remember of course that Paul was himself a Jew, a fervent persecutor of 

Christians, so he above many could have been the first to highlight any 

advantage from being a Jew. 

Not at all – in fact he means not in a million years!  V 10: all of us, Jew and 

Gentile alike are under the power of sin.  It is perhaps worth pointing out in 

this context, that Paul’s concept of sin is not just wrong doing, or making the 

wrong choices.  For Paul, as the excellent commentary of Paul Ziesler 

emphasises: ‘sin is not just a wrong act, or a series of wrong acts or even a 

wrong disposition, though it includes or is manifested in all these.  The point is 

… that sin is a power that so grasps men and women that they are profoundly 

unfree.  Both repentance and forgiveness are important, but they are not 

enough.’ 

Looked at in this way, it is perhaps easier to understand why Paul is so much at 

pains to contrast sin and the Law with faith and grace.  For Paul, sin is much 

more than individual acts of rebellion or weakness; it is an all-consuming, all-

devouring power that prevents us from having a right relationship with God.  It 

is in this sense that we are all children of Adam and that is why there can be no 

advantage to being Jewish.  We are all human, and for Paul, to be human is to 

be subject to the power of sin.  Consequently, all are guilty.  The function of 

the Law (that is the Jewish law which they thought leads to salvation and a 

right relationship with God) is in fact to demonstrate how much we need 
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salvation and a right relationship with God.  Rather than being the means to 

the end, it in fact serves to highlight just how much we need to be saved!  So 

verses 19 and 20: ‘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.  Therefore no-one will be declared righteous in 

God’s sight by works of the law; rather, through the law, we become conscious 

of our sin.’ 

In other words the Law shows us how far short we fall from the standard that 

God wants us to achieve.  Even if some individuals can demonstrate 

faithfulness or righteousness, nevertheless that cannot dilute the judgment 

against all of humanity, that we are subject to the power of sin.  The law is not 

the answer! 

 

So what does all of this mean for us?  Well, as we shall see in the subsequent 

themes in this series, everything we have heard and read up until now focuses 

on the shortcomings of the Law, it is not sufficient.  Works, in the technical 

Pauline sense of adhering to the Law as a means of salvation, is just simply not 

enough.  Only faith in Christ crucified is sufficient, but we will hear more about 

that next week!  What this passage we have read this morning emphasises is 

that none of us can escape God’s fair, just indictment of us as guilty sinners. 

But where does that leave us?  I think, on this first Sunday in Lent, it is an 

entirely appropriate point for us to consider and reflect on how far short we 

fall, how we make wrong decisions, how we fail to live up to Christ’s 

demanding standards.  I think these weeks of Lent are a fruitful time for self-

examination and for prayerful self-criticism.  Paul’s challenge to us is to remind 
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us that we should not deceive ourselves into thinking that we can earn God’s 

grace and salvation by doing good things.  It is absolutely not doing good things 

– works of the law – that brings us into a right relationship with God.  Quite the 

contrary!  What we need to remember is that justification is through faith 

alone.  Through faith we are saved, and as a consequence of this transformed 

relationship with God, we are changed people so, if we do good things (which 

we should) it is because it is in the essence of such changed people to do good 

things. 

I appreciate that this is all pretty hard work and requires probably more 

concentration than we might have at 10.15 on a Sunday morning, but my point 

is that in these weeks of Lent we have an ideal opportunity to meditate, to 

pray and to think deeply of what it means to be Christian, to be a disciple, to 

be a follower of Christ crucified. 

So let me leave you with a couple of thoughts.  First, from an individual 

perspective, we should remember both that we are justly held accountable by 

God for our sins, but also that through faith, through God’s grace and mercy 

we are redeemed by Christ’s death on the Cross and so forgiven.  May we live 

every day conscious of our failing and our redemption so that all we do is to 

serve God.  As Paul writes, sin no longer has dominion over us! 

Secondly, and perhaps more challengingly, we also need to consider how as a 

collective, as a group of people, whether at home, at work, with friends, how 

without realising it, unconsciously, unwittingly, we build structures, 

relationships and environments which can undo our individual good.  What I’m 

trying to say, not very well I suspect, is that we need also to be aware of what 

one might call ‘structural’ sin.  Structural inequality, post-code health care or 

education lotteries, gender pay inequality – all these are arguably incidences of 
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structural sin.  No one person is obviously identifiable as the cause of such 

things, they ‘emerge’ or ‘happen over time’, but, they are, sadly, the 

consequence of human behaviour, human relationships, human interactions of 

what we, collectively, do.  These are the enduring manifestations of sin – to 

use Ziesler’s words again: a power that so grasps men and women that they 

are profoundly unfree.  And in this, we are all equally subject to Paul’s guilty 

verdict! 

 

So let me end with a prayer by Dietrich Bonhoeffer written shortly before his 

execution: 

O God, early in the morning I cry to you.  Help me to pray and to concentrate 

my thoughts on you: I cannot do this alone. 

In me there is darkness.  But with you there is light; I am lonely, but you do not 

leave me; I am feeble in heart, but with you there is help; I am restless, but 

with you there is peace.  In me there is bitterness, but with you there is 

patience; I do not understand your ways but you know the way for me. 

Restore me to liberty and enable me so to live now that I many answer before 

you and before all.  Lord, whatever this day may bring, your name be praised.  

Amen. 


