
OCTOBER 17
Lesson 5: We Are Not Righteous (Romans 3:9-20)

9 What shall we conclude then? Do we have any advantage? Not at all! For we have already made the
charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under the power of sin. 10 As it is written:

“There is no one righteous, not even one;
11     there is no one who understands;

there is no one who seeks God.
12 All have turned away,

they have together become worthless;
there is no one who does good,

not even one.”[a]
13 “Their throats are open graves;

their tongues practice deceit.”[b]
“The poison of vipers is on their lips.”[c]

14     “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.”[d]
15 “Their feet are swift to shed blood;
16     ruin and misery mark their ways,

17 and the way of peace they do not know.”[e]
18     “There is no fear of God before their eyes.”[f]

19 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. 20 Therefore no one will be declared
righteous in God’s sight by the works of the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of our sin.

Footnotes
A. Romans 3:12: Psalms 14:1-3; 53:1-3; Eccles. 7:20
B. Romans 3:13: Psalm 5:9
C. Romans 3:13: Psalm 140:3
D. Romans 3:14: Psalm 10:7 (see Septuagint)
E. Romans 3:17: Isaiah 59:7,8
F. Romans 3:18: Psalm 36:1



MAIN GOAL
Students understand Paul’s conclusion: “Jews and Gentiles alike are ALL under the power of sin.”

STRUCTURE
Schedule
As always, this is subject to change each week.
5:30 - Mealtime
6:10 - Announcements & Other Updates
6:15 - Game Time
7:00 - Lesson (See breakdown during lesson)
8:00 - Dismiss



CONTEXT
What Came Before?
If you remember, Paul has been having a conversation with an invisible Jew. Paul begins by
addressing the most important aspects of Judaism: The Law and Circumcision. These are the two
markers of what it means to be chosen by God. Paul asks the same questions that many Jews ask of
him throughout his ministry. This leads to a final question in this argument’s arc - What is the
conclusion?

The Scriptures
Paul goes straight to the Old Testament to support his argument, although to Paul that wasn’t the Old
Testament… it was the scriptures… the words of God that he spoke of at the beginning of his
argument in Chapter 2.

Paul spouts out a smattering of verses mostly found in the Psalms, but also included are Ecclesiastes
and Isaiah. Apparently, this is the longest series of verses quoted in the New Testament! You can see
these in the footnotes of the passage above. I encourage you to read through these passages to gain
a better context to what Paul was speaking about.

At first sight the arrangement of the quotations appears to be haphazard. But a closer
look uncovers a certain structure. The phrase "there is no" links the quotations in verses
10b-12, which establish the general point of universal human sin. In verses 13-14, Paul
focuses on sins of speech, referring to a different organ of speech in each of the four
lines. Verses 15-17 then enumerate sins of violence against others. Verse 18, finally,
returns to where Paul began, using "there is no" to state basic human disregard for
God.

- Douglas J. Moo, NIV Application Commentary: Romans, 2000

Hermeneutics?
Hermeneutics is the study of how one interprets scripture. A proper hermeneutic would be to begin
with context (as opposed to the first question being, “How does this apply to me?”). We must know
the audience, know the author, and understand where a passage fits within the larger body of it’s
work, then we will be able to properly understand the heart and message of a verse without taking it
out of context. This also helps us avoid “cherry picking” verses to support our argument. Some have
accused Paul of doing that very thing, though, in verses 10-18. If we were to have a deeper reading
of these passages, most (if not all) refer to wicked nations or the unrighteous people in Israel. These
verses from the Psalms and Isaiah aren’t speaking to the typical Jew who desires to honor God. So,
why does Paul use them then in reference to ALL Jews? I’ll refer to Dr. Moo for this explanation.

Paul deliberately chose to take his words from these contexts in order to make a subtle,
but important point: in light of Christ, all Jews must now be considered to be in the
category of the "wicked." The original readers of Romans would be well aware that the
words Paul quotes apply only to the wicked, and they may well have wondered at first
about how Paul can apply them to all Jews. But then they would realize the rhetorical
point that Paul is making: All Jews (along with all Gentiles) are "unrighteous."

- Douglas J. Moo, NIV Application Commentary: Romans, 2000



Under Sin
Paul easily could’ve said we are all sinners here, but instead chooses to phrase it, “all under the
power of sin.” This has some important implications as opposed to being sinners or that people
simply commit sins. Paul is pointing to the fact that we do more than just sin, but rather we ALL are
ruled by sin before Jesus Christ enters our life. This is master/slave language. Paul is wanting his
audience, namely Jews but Gentiles also, to realize that we aren’t simply people who do wrong
things. We are people who are mastered by wrong.  As he will say later, not even the Law has the
power to defeat sin. It is only through Jesus Christ that we are given power over sin. But if we are to
have power over something, that also means we begin under it.

The Conclusion
Paul is very clear about the conclusion of his argument with the Jews. They are no greater than the
Gentiles and all are unrighteous - ALL are under sin. This is a very difficult statement for a Jew to
hear. They believed their righteousness was from their chosenness: The Law and Circumcision. But
Paul has been building the case that this is not how righteousness works. Righteousness comes from
RIGHT living. If there is any WRONG, then there is punishment.

The Purpose of the Law
This topic will be discussed more in later chapters, but Paul begins to address the Law’s purpose
here.
The Law was given to Israel for a couple reasons. First, it was given to show the right way to live - to
show righteousness. The secondary purpose behind that was if Israel lived righteously, then the world
would see God and his original design. Israel was given the opportunity to return to the garden
through the Law. The Law even gave them a place (The Temple) where God would dwell with them,
but they could only be with him in their righteousness.

The Law, however, taught something else… The Law taught Israel what wrong is too. To know what is
right, we must also learn what is wrong. Therefore, Paul shares that Israel became “conscious of our
sin.”



LESSON
Recap - P. Josh (5min)

Read Romans 3:9-20

Table Questions: Paul’s Conclusion (Romans 3:9) (5min)
● Read Romans 3:9

● What is a Jew and Gentile? What makes them different?
A Jew is a person who is born in the line of Abraham, or has done certain acts to be adopted
into the Jewish community (circumcision and other rituals). A Gentile is anyone who isn’t a
Jew. The major difference is one (Jews) was chosen by God to bless the world.

● In verse 9, Paul says Jews and Gentiles alike are under sin, what does this mean?
First, this means that there is a common ground between both Jew and Gentile. Furthermore,
there is a common ground within all of humanity - we are all under sin. Second, and more
specifically, to be under sin means to be ruled by it. Just as a slave is under his master, Paul is
saying we are slaves to sin. Paul is simply beginning this conversation of slavery. He will speak
more to it later in the letter.

● What does it mean to us, in today’s world, that we are all under sin?
We’re all under sin means we are all slaves to sin. We’re not just sinners. We’re not just people
who commit sin. Before Christ, we are ruled by sin. This tells us two things:

○ 1. Sin is powerful. The NIV takes some liberties and adds the words powerful here, but
it’s very true that what Paul is referring to is the power sin has over us.

○ 2. We are slaves. It’s a facade that humanity can ever rule itself. We’re always ruled by
something else. Greed, anger, sex. Sin rules over us, and we need someone to take
over the rule.

The Power of Sin - P. Josh (5min)
I’m going to spend some time feeding off of the conversation we previously had as it leads us into the
next conversation. We are no match for sin. We need someone to provide us rescue.

Table Questions: As It Is Written (Romans 3:10-18) (10min)
● Read Romans 3:9-18

● Look at the letters (or numbers) in your Bible. Where does Paul copy these words from?
These words come from passages of Psalms, Ecclesiastes and Isaiah… but mostly Psalms.
The letters (or numbers) throughout the passage refer to specific passages that Paul is quoting
from the O.T.

● In verses 10-18, what words, phrases or themes do you see repeated? Why are these
important?
One phrase repeated is “no one”. This is Paul reiterating his message that we’re all alike.
We’re all “no ones”.



A theme can be found in verses 13-17. Paul talks about how all of the body reflects how we
serve our master, sin. Throats, tongues, lips, mouths, feet, minds (know). When we are ruled
by someone (or something) we often imitate them in the way we live.

● Read Romans 1:28-32. How are these verses connected to Romans 3:10-18?
In Romans 1, Paul forms a description of what fallen humanity looks like. In Romans 3, Paul
similarly paints a picture of fallen humanity. In Romans 1 we see the result of what takes place
in Romans 3. What is even more fascinating is how Paul is connecting Jew and Gentile, where
Romans 1 is targeted at Gentiles and Romans 3 to Jews.

● What is Paul’s overall message?
Simply put: There is no one who is righteous because we can do nothing to receive
righteousness.

A Common Ground of Sin - P. Josh
We all start somewhere… and it’s with sin. Ultimately because we’ve all rejected God. Just as Paul
talked about the Gentiles who rejected God, even those who were chosen by God have rejected him.

Table Questions: No One Is Righteous (Romans 3:19-20) (10min)
● Read Romans 3:9-20

● What do you think Paul is talking about in verse 19? Try and picture where someone would
wait silently waiting to be held accountable for what they’ve done.
Paul is actually verbally drawing a picture of a person who is standing before a judge waiting
for a verdict. There is nothing more that can be said, only to wait in silence for how one will be
held accountable for his/her actions.

● In verse 20, we see the phrase “no one” again. What is Paul trying to say?
The obvious answer is that “no one” will be declared righteous before God. We are all sinful.
But we must recognize Paul is trying to connect his language to what the Old Testament
scriptures say… Our common ground is that we’re all “no ones”. We’re all sinful and in need of
someone to overcome our sin.

The Need for a Savior - P. Josh
The state of humanity is crying out for salvation! For many of the youth they have a relationship with
Jesus Christ, but what Jesus does is more than make us moral people. The Jews knew God and
followed him morally! What makes a Christian different from everyone else is the heart behind which
they are moral...


