
Impertinent Questions
Romans 3:1-20

Impertinent questions.  That’s our starting point this morning.  
Disrespectful, rude, inappropriate questions.  By those whom 
Jesus has been condemning for their hypocrisy.  Remember 
where we have been in this book of Romans.  Paul has 
condemned the self-righteous Jews who thought themselves to 
be righteous before God though they judged others for doing the 
same things they did themselves.

Rom. 2:1  “Therefore you are inexcusable, O man, whoever 
you are who judge, for in whatever you judge another you 
condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things.”
His point was easy to understand.

Rom. 2:3. “And do you think this, O man, you who judge those 
practicing such things, and doing the same, that you will escape 
the judgment of God?”Those self-righteous Jews, of course, took 
great confidence in the outward expression of their religion, 
namely circumcision.  They used that sign of the covenant as a 
badge that itself was sufficient to guarantee their favor with God.  
And Paul has some strong words to say about that as well, which 
we studied last Sunday morning.  The external badge, the sign, 
has no value apart from the evidence of a heart that God has 
changed.  So last week we read and studied,

Rom. 2:28  “For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is 
circumcision that which is outward in the flesh; 29 but he is a Jew 
who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the 
Spirit, not in the letter; whose praise is not from men but from 
God.”

How could those self-righteous hypocrites possibly respond to 
that?  With impertinent questions.  Questions mention to 

challenge the apostle in his judgments, questions meant to 
discredit and reject the very point which the apostle has declared 
so forcefully.  Questions filled with arrogance, with self-serving 
pride, and with a defensiveness that is characteristic of those 
whom we today might label as bullies or abusive.  So they 
challenge Paul with a total lack of respect and honor.  And Paul 
answers their questions directly.

Actually, what those who fell under Paul’s rebuke and 
judgement are trying to do is to excuse themselves, to justify 
themselves.  They are seeking to avoid any responsibility or 
culpability for their sin.  They are clearly,

I. LOOKING FOR EXCUSES.
And they do so with a series of four questions which Paul 

answers.  The first question…

A. If circumcision is of no value, what is the advantage of 
being a Jew?
They understood what Paul said in Chapter 2.  And they didn’t 

like it.  They were proud of their religious heritage, and boasted of 
their external sign of circumcision.  That’s what made a Jew a 
Jew, so they thought.  So they reasoned that if you discredit 
circumcision, you discredit any advantage before God that the 
Jews might have had.

Understand the attempt of this question, to undermine Paul’s 
teaching.  If Paul answered the question, “Yes, you’re right, there 
is absolutely no advantage to being a Jew,” then the popular and 
political uproar would likely have silenced him in disgrace, even to 
the point of death.  So this is a trick question.  Paul doesn’t fall for 
the trick.  He answers, “there is great advantage in being a Jew.”

v.1-2
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God has revealed himself in the written word, to the nation of 
Israel.  They had the Scripture, the words of God, the inspired, 
inerrant words of God.  There was great advantage in that!

Paul enlarges on that simple answer later.  Speaking of the 
people of Israel, he says in,

Rom.9:4  “...to whom pertain the adoption, the glory, the 
covenants, the giving of the law, the service of God, and the 
promises; 5 of whom are the fathers and from whom, according to 
the flesh, Christ came, who is over all, the eternally blessed God. 
Amen.”

Paul is masterful here.  The Jews couldn’t escape 
responsibility for their sins.  And actually, Paul magnifies their 
responsibility.  They had been given great advantages, but they 
didn’t use them!

They, among all the nations, had the very words of God.  The 
Messiah came to them.  The gospel came to them, first.  But they 
rejected all their advantages, and thus were to be charged with 
even greater guilt.

Then the second question, again an attempt to escape 
responsibility for sin.

B. If some Jews don’t believe in God, then God has been 
unfaithful, hasn’t he?
v.3

Paul’s direct answer,
v.4

Their point is that God had made a promise to the Jews.  A 
covenant promise.  “I will be their God and they will be my 

people.”  The promise was salvation.  “I will save them from their 
sins.”

But not all of the Jews believed.  Not all had faith.  Therefore, 
according to Paul’s adversaries, God must have been unfaithful.  
And if God is unfaithful, the guilt isn’t so heavy upon the people.  
It’s really God’s fault for what has happened to Israel.  It’s a clever 
argument. 

Paul would have none of that. 
v.4  

“God forbid,” as the King James emphatically puts it.  
Absolutely not, with the strongest language of rejection.  Certainly 
not!  Don’t ever blame God for your sin!  Don’t ever justify yourself 
and your own actions before God. 

Instead, just said to God, “Yes, sir.  I’m guilty.  I’m a liar, you 
are speaking the truth.”

Paul quotes from Psalm 51, David’s prayer of confession after 
being confronted with his sin about the murder of Uriah and the 
adultery with Bathsheba.  This prayer, this psalm, is a perfect 
example of confession, and all attempts to make excuses are 
completely absent.  Without rationalizing his sin, without excusing 
it, without passing any blame, David just pleads for mercy.

Ps. 51:1  “Have mercy upon me, O God, According to Your 
lovingkindness; According to the multitude of Your tender mercies, 
Blot out my transgressions. 2 Wash me thoroughly from my 
iniquity, And cleanse me from my sin. 3 For I acknowledge my 
transgressions, And my sin is always before me.” 

Then David identifies God as the one against whom he has 
sinned.  Surely, he sinned against Uriah the Hittite, having him 
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killed and committing adultery with his wife.  Surely he sinned 
against Bathsheba, seducing her into immorality.  But by 
comparison, his sin was only against God.  So great was the 
offense against God, they he said,  

Ps. 51:4  “Against You, You only, have I sinned, And done this 
evil in Your sight-- That You may be found just when You speak, 
And blameless when You judge.” 

That’s the verse Paul quotes in Romans 3:4.  With such 
appropriate encouragement and challenge to us.  People of God, 
always let God be proven right and let yourself be called a liar!  
Let God’s judgment prevail without objection and without defense, 
for God’s judgment’s are always right. 

Stop trying to defend yourself!  When you go into God’s 
courtroom, you don’t need a defense strategy.  You only need to 
plead guilty and throw yourself on the mercy of the court. 

Sinful men, on the other hand, look for excuses to avoid 
accepting responsibility for their sin.  The third question. 

v.5-7 

The question could be stated this way, 

C.  If God shows his righteousness through our sins, how 
can he condemn us for those sins? 

These Jews were trying to escape the judgment of 
condemnation which Paul has announced.  They heard Paul 
preaching the gospel, noting that God does demonstrate his 
righteousness through our sins.  God’s righteousness is made 
clear by our own unrighteousness.  God’s righteousness is made 
clear by the coming of Jesus Christ as a penalty for our sins. 

Since God has occasion to show forth his righteousness 

through our sins, it wouldn’t be just for him to condemn us for 
those same sins, would it? 

Paul understands that this question is the heart of rebellion 
and dishonor, even blasphemy to God.  And so he has to write 
down a disclaimer.  He records in writing that he is not 
considering the truthfulness of this question at all.  He says, “I 
speak as a man.”  I am using a human argument. 

He is answering their question, but is very careful not to speak 
against any of God’s attributes, especially his justice.  He answers 
with a strong and powerful declaration of that justice, 

v.6 

The Jews, knowing the Scripture, had to understand that God 
would judge the world.  So Paul points out to them their own 
inconsistency.  God will judge the world.  And he will do it with 
perfect justice.  The same idea is repeated in, 

v.7

In other words, “Why does God condemn me, if my actions 
are enhancing his truthfulness and his glory?”  The fourth 
question is very much connected to that.  It’s a question that Paul 
will come back to later in Romans. 

v.8 

The question is, 
D.  If God shows his goodness through our sin, why can’t 
we continue to do evil? 
The whole of chapter 6 is an explanation of the answer to that 

question.
Rom. 6:1  “What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin 

that grace may abound? 2 Certainly not! How shall we who died 
to sin live any longer in it?”
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Rom. 6:15  “What then? Shall we sin because we are not 
under law but under grace? Certainly not!” 

We’ll come back to that question in a few weeks, but let me 
answer it here as Paul does.  “Certainly not.”  “God forbid.”  “Their 
condemnation is deserved.” 

You cannot justify sin on the grounds that good will come from 
it.  Never.  You cannot present an excuse to God to avoid the 
responsibility of your own sin.  Never.  You cannot blame God.  
You cannot blame anyone else.  The responsibility for your sin 
lies with you.  As Paul continues, we read that, 

II. GOD HOLDS EVERYONE RESPONSIBLE FOR THEIR 
SINS.

v.9

The conclusion to this dialogue and series of questions is 
simple.  God has charged all men with sin, Jew and Gentile alike.  
And the “we” there is a personal one.  Paul is not merely talking 
theoretically about Jews and Gentiles.  He’s talking, or writing, to 
the church at Rome.  The “we” would be all the readers of this 
book, ourselves included.  

A.  God charges every human being with sin. 
The word “charge” in verse 9 is a legal word.  It is the 

accusation written up by lawyers of an offense against the law.  It 
is a legal indictment, calling you to give an account before a 
judge.  Everyone, Jew and Gentile, are under sin.  All men are 
under the indictment of the law.  No one can stand before God, on 
his own, and say, “I’m innocent.” 

If God were to ask you, “Why should I let you into my heaven,” 
not one of you could answer correctly, “Because I have lived a 

righteous life.”  None of you can obtain your salvation by means 
of law-keeping.  On the contrary, every one of you faces an 
indictment of sin, for crimes that are punishable by death. 

Do you remember that second question we ask of new 
members who join the church, the same question we ask our 
covenant children as they profess their faith and are admitted to 
the Lord’s table?  It is a question all of you who are members 
have answered?  “Do you confess that because of your sinfulness 
you abhor and humble yourself before God, and that you trust for 
salvation not in yourself but in Jesus Christ alone?”

That is the foundation of a true, Christian testimony.  You 
accept the charge God has presented against you.  You plead 
guilty!  And none of us can escape that guilt.

B. God describes every human being as sinful.
Paul uses a series of OT quotations, mostly from the Psalms, 

but also from Ecclesiastes and Isaiah. 
v.10 

That’s from Ecc.7:20 and Ps.53:3.  The point is obvious.  NO 
ONE can come before God on the basis of his own 
righteousness. 

v.11  Now the effect of sin upon the mind and the will is 
described.  No one understands.  The mind is blinded.  And the 
will is perverted.  No one seeks God.  And Paul reaches a climax 
in, 

v.12 

The repetition is intentional, and obvious.  No one seeks God.  
All have turned away.  No one does good.  Not even one.  They 
are worthless, unprofitable, useless, corrupt. 
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Then the sins are listed specifically, the indictment is spelled 
out, with reference to five different bodily organs, four associated 
with the words that we speak.  Paul’s message is obvious--our 
depravity is so often displayed with the words of our mouths. 

v.13-15 

Throats--full of death, an open tomb.  Tongues--masters of 
deceit.  Lips--full of poison.  Mouths--full of cursing and bitterness.  
And then, the feet--swift to shed blood. 

Those quotations are from Psalm 5, Psalm 140, Psalm 10, 
and then Isaiah 59. They are further described, still quoting from 
Isaiah 59:7-8 

v.16 
v.17 

And the grand conclusion comes as a quote from Psalm 36, 
v.18 

The fear of God is certainly the beginning of all wisdom, and 
the absence of such reverent fear is the heart of rebellious sin.  
The fear of God means that God is constantly at the center of 
your mind, and your life is characterized by the all-pervasive 
consciousness of your dependence upon him and responsibility to 
him.  The absence of such fear means that God is excluded from 
your mind and his influence is removed from the consideration of 
your actions.   

No indictment could be more inclusive and decisive than the 
charge here made.  Every man, without exception has sinned and 
fallen short of the glory of God.  There is no one perfect.  No one 
who even comes close.  And no one, therefore, will be able to be 
saved by the law. Instead, as Paul makes so clear,

III. GOD’S LAW DEFINES OUR RESPONSIBILITY FOR SIN.
v.19-20 

“Whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the 
law.”  Or literally, “in the law.”  Most commentators agree that Paul 
is not here referring simply to the Jews as those “in the law”, as 
opposed to Gentiles who had not received the law.  Instead, he 
refers to everyone, Jew and Gentile, those who had received the 
written law of Moses through the nation of Israel, and those 
Gentiles in whose hearts that same law had been written.  That 
seems obvious by the words Paul uses in verse 19.  Words of 
universal application.  “Every mouth” will be stopped,” silenced.  
“The whole world held accountable,” guilty before God. 

We are all in the law.  We are all subject to the requirements of 
the law.  And we are all called to account by the law, silenced by 
its judgment.  The law says, “Silence,” and we remain silent 
before the judge.  The law of God is not a means of salvation, but 
rather, 

A.  The law of God is a legal indictment. 
The law identifies sin, and it indicts guilty lawbreakers.  The 

law is the grand jury which hands down indictments.  The law is 
the prosecuting attorney who prosecutes those indictments.  The 
law is the constitution and the statutes which define those 
indictments. 

The law is the basis of our accountability to God.  We are 
compelled by God’s law to give an answer to the judge.  Yet 
standing before the all-knowing judge, we have defense, no 
excuse.  Even further, as the next verse says, “by the law is the 
knowledge of sin.” 

The law tells us our responsibility.  And it identifies our failures.  
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As Paul will write later, 
Rom. 7:7  “What shall we say then? Is the law sin? Certainly 

not! On the contrary, I would not have known sin except through 
the law. For I would not have known covetousness unless the law 
had said, “You shall not covet.” 8 But sin, taking opportunity by 
the commandment, produced in me all manner of evil desire. For 
apart from the law sin was dead.” 

The law identifies sin.  Therefore,  

B.  The law of God condemns, not acquits, the guilty. 
You will not be justified on the basis of your law-keeping.  You 

will not be declared “not guilty” by God the judge on the basis of 
your good works.  You will not be saved, and you will no gain 
entrance into heaven on the grounds of your own efforts.  The law 
does not justify, it condemns.  

v.20 

And having arrived at that point, let me introduce the subject 
of the sermon next Sunday.  Having come to the realization that 
“no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the 
law,” having studied this awful, universal description of mankind 
upon whom God looks down from heaven, and having been 
taught all men are under the condemnation of the law, what does 
Paul write next? 

Rom. 3:21  “But now the righteousness of God apart from the 
law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, 22 
even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to 
all and on all who believe. For there is no difference; 23 for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 being justified 
freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 
25 whom God set forth as a propitiation by His blood, through 
faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His 
forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously 

committed, 26 to demonstrate at the present time His 
righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one 
who has faith in Jesus.”    

Rom.3:27  “Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what 
law? Of works? No, but by the law of faith. 28 Therefore we 
conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of 
the law.” 

And so I’ll ask each one of you again the question you were 
asked when joining this church.  “Do you confess that because of 
your sinfulness you abhor and humble yourself before God?”  But 
that is only half the question.  If you say yes to that first half, then 
you will be drawn to the second half, “Do you confess...that you 
trust for salvation not in yourself but in Jesus Christ alone?”
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