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A. The World Condemned (3:9-20) 

 

This is the conclusion of the first section of Romans dealing with 

condemnation and the revelation of the wrath of God (1:18-3:20).  It is the 

final answer to the question “Is the world lost?” It sums up the ultimate 

reason why all men need the righteousness of the gospel (1:16-17). 

 

“Up to this point the writer has been dealing with classes of men – the 

pagan, the moralist, the Jew. Against the pagan he has brought the witness 

of creation; against the moralist the witness of conscience; against the Jew 

the witness of scripture. Now in this section he will summon to the bar of 

God all the world, both Jews and Gentiles. The procedure will be judicial and 

the language like that of the courtroom.” (McClain, The Epistle to the 

Romans, Outlined and Summarized, 20) 

 

1. The charge (3:9): “both Jews and Greeks are all under sin.”  

 

3:9 What then? Are we better than they? Not at all; for we have 

already charged that both Jews and Greeks are all under sin; 

 

Paul asks if the Jews are better off than the Gentiles and then 

concludes that they are not. He then gives the reason why; “for (gar - ga,r ; 

see note on 1:17) both Jews and Greeks are under sin.”   Paul doesn’t say 

everyone is a sinner, he will say that later. Rather, he says all are “under sin.” 

This expression is all-encompassing. Men are under everything that goes 

with sin. They are under guilt, condemnation, sin’s power, and its final destiny 

- hell.  Paul proves his point by quoting six OT passages. 

 

2. The Indictment (3:10-18) 

 

There are fourteen counts in Paul’s indictment that can be divided into 

three sections; (a) man is depraved in character (3:10-12), (b) in speech 

(3:13-14), and (c) in conduct (3:15-18).  
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a. Man is depraved in character (3:10-12) 

 

3:10 as it is written, "THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, NOT EVEN 

ONE; 

3:11 THERE IS NONE WHO UNDERSTANDS, THERE IS NONE 

WHO SEEKS FOR GOD; 

3:12 ALL HAVE TURNED ASIDE, TOGETHER THEY HAVE 

BECOME USELESS; THERE IS NONE WHO DOES GOOD, THERE IS 

NOT EVEN ONE." 

 

(1) There is none righteous (3:11; cf. Ps. 14:1c, 2b-3). 

To be righteous means to be right before God. It means to measure 

up to His standards. “Righteousness is the criterion by which sin is judged 

and the absence of righteousness means the presence of sin” (Murray, 103). 

Paul says that no man meets God’s criteria in having a right standing before 

Him. 

 

(2) There is none who understands (3:11; cf. Ps. 53:3). 

No man left to his own reasoning apart from illumination understands 

spiritual things. There is no movement in man’s mind toward spiritual truth.  

 

(3) There is none who seeks after God (3:11; cf. Ps. 53:3). 

Although men may sense a spiritual vacuum, or believe in the existence 

of a supreme being, aspirations to know God are dead.  
 

(4) All have turned aside (3:12; Ps. 14:3; 53:4). 

The picture intended is like a caravan that is traveling through the 

desert but has gotten off route. In one way or another all men have deviated 

from the right way of God (McClain, 94). Romans 1:18 and following 

elaborated on this idea. 
 

(5) They have together become unprofitable (3:12). 

The Hebrew word translated by the Greek for “unprofitable” is used 

of milk that has turned sour or fruit that has become rotten. 

 

(6) There is none who does good (3:12). 

Although men do good things, no one, as a course of life, can be said to 

“do good.” 
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b. Man is depraved in speech (3:13-14) 

 

3:13 "THEIR THROAT IS AN OPEN GRAVE, WITH THEIR 

TONGUES THEY KEEP DECEIVING," "THE POISON OF ASPS IS 

UNDER THEIR LIPS";   

3:14 "WHOSE MOUTH IS FULL OF CURSING AND 

BITTERNESS"; 

 

(7) Their throat is an open tomb (cf. Ps. 5:9).  

This could either mean that death, filth, and all types of uncleanness 

come out of the mouth (as the following phrases elaborate upon) or, it could 

mean that the throat is open like a grave, always ready to consume. In 

Jeremiah 5:16 it says of the Chaldeans, “Their quiver is like an open tomb,” 

i.e. it is destructive.  

 

(8) With their tongues they have practiced deceit. 

“Have practiced deceit” in Greek is in a verb tense that indicates 

continuous action. In Hebrew (Psa. 5:9) it is literally “they make smooth 

their tongue,” i.e. they flatter.  

 

(9) The poison of asps is under their lips (cf. Ps. 140:3). 

The bite of the adder brings pain, suffering, and death.  So does the 

tongue (cf. my notes on Ja. 3) 

 

(10) Their mouth is full of cursing and bitterness (cf. Ps. 

10:7) (cf. my notes on Ja. 3). 

 

c. Man is depraved in conduct (3:15-18). 

 
 

3:15 "THEIR FEET ARE SWIFT TO SHED BLOOD,   

3:16 DESTRUCTION AND MISERY ARE IN THEIR PATHS,   

3:17 AND THE PATH OF PEACE THEY HAVE NOT KNOWN."   

3:18 "THERE IS NO FEAR OF GOD BEFORE THEIR EYES." 
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(11) Their feet are swift to shed blood (cf. Isa 59:7ff.). 

The life of their fellow man is nothing in their estimation. At the 

slightest provocation, men are willing to murder.  

 

(12) Destruction and misery are in their ways. 

Not only do they kill, but their life is characterized by bringing 

destruction and misery to others.  

 

(13) The way of peace they have not known (Isa. 59:7). 

They do not frequent the way that leads to peace.  

 

(14) There is no fear of God before their eyes (Ps. 36:1). 

Man’s actions prove that he does not reverence or have any piety 

towards God.  

 

Notice the many parts of the body that Paul says are corrupt: the 

throat, tongue, lips, mouth, feet and eyes. “This list serves to affirm what 

theologians speak of as total depravity, i.e., not that man in his natural state 

is as bad as he can possibly be, but rather that his entire being is adversely 

affected by sin. His whole nature is permeated with it.” (Harrison, EBC, 39). 

“Character is what man is. Speech is what man says. Conduct is what man 

does” (McClain, 97).  The taint of sin is associated with everything in man. 

 

3. The Verdict (3:19-20): “every mouth shall be stopped, and 

the entire world will be guilty before God.” 
 

3:19 Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those 

who are under the Law, so that every mouth may be closed and all the 

world may become accountable to God;   

3:20 because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in 

His sight; for through the Law comes the knowledge of sin. 

 

In verses 10 –18 Paul has quoted numerous places in the OT which he 

now calls in general terms “the law” (3:19).  

 

God designed the law to shut up every man who thinks he is righteous 

and hold him accountable to God. (“so that” in 3:19 expresses the purpose of 

the law). The law reduces men to silence.  
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“God deals with Israel in his law not just to make things plain to 

Israel, but to make things plain to the "whole world." God speaks to Israel so 

that "every mouth may be stopped." Yours and mine. Israel is a microcosm of 

our conscience. Israel is a theater where we can watch our own spiritual 

struggles played out in history – and learn what they mean and how to 

respond to them. This is one reason why the early church never gave up the 

Old Testament, even though Christ has come and fulfills all the Old 

Testament hopes.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  10:5-13 , may 18, 2003 - John Piper. © Desiring God. 

Website: desiringGod.org)  

 

When God declares His verdict upon the world, there isn’t any 

rebuttal. The cry of innocence is not heard. Nobody screams that God isn’t 

fair or that they have been unjustly accused. The world is silent, for the 

evidence against them is overwhelming.  

 

When we say someone is guilty, we mean that they did what they are 

accused of doing. When Paul says we are guilty, it also means that we are 

accountable to bear the consequences (the penalty) of our guilt.  

 

Verse 20 begins with “because” (translated as “therefore” in some 

versions) and gives the reason why men are guilty. . . “because by the works 

of the law no flesh will be justified in His sight” (cf. Gal. 2:16; 3:11). The law 

could justify the righteous man, but it cannot pardon the sinner. The only 

thing that the law can do is to bring the knowledge of sin (cf. Ro. 5:20; 7:7 

ff.). Therefore, men remain in their guilt. 

 

After reading Paul’s discussion on sin, our conclusion should be, “I am a 

sinner.”  “If you learned that, you learned the lesson that God wants you to 

learn” (McClain, 100). 

 

Paul will now go on to explain how the gospel meets the need of sinful 

man.  
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