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Introduction





“This letter is the principal part of the New Testament and the purest gospel, which surely deserves the honour that a Christian man should not merely know it off by heart word for word, but that he should be occupied with it daily as the daily bread of the soul. For it can never be read too often and too well. And the more it is used the more delicious it becomes and the better it tastes.…”


With these words Martin Luther in the year 1522 began his introduction to the Letter to the Romans in the first edition of the New Testament newly translated by him. We shall hardly be tempted to take the risk of imitating him in this by saying that the Letter to the Romans is plainly the principal part of the New Testament; if one part would have to be called the principal part, then the Gospels, surely, would merit it. But we must agree with Luther in this: that the Letter to the Romans is fateful in the story of the Christian Church. Throughout the centuries of Christian history, the fate of the Church of Christ has time and again depended on the understanding and evaluation of the Letter to the Romans. Why is this? Because in this single literary document what is particular and decisive in the Christian Faith is worked out in the acutest form and presented in a concentrated, instructive manner. Within the entire New Testament, even within the whole Bible, nothing approximates so closely to a theological treatise as this epistle—although it was written as a genuine letter addressed to a definite congregation.


We know little more about this earliest period of the congregation in Rome to which Paul was writing than what we are able to deduce from this letter. The Community was founded neither by Paul nor even by one of his special fellow-workers (Timothy, Silas, etc.); in all probability not by an apostle at all. It had already existed for some time and presumably had its origin in the assembling in Rome, the metropolis, of Christians from various parts of the world. It consisted of former Jews and Gentiles. On account of its life of faith it had a good name everywhere, though without taking, at that time, any leading part.


How is it that Paul is writing a letter to them?


The apostle to the Gentiles feels that his task in the East has in the main been fulfilled. The call of his Lord directs him to the West. He wants to travel to Spain via Rome, and the purpose of the letter is to serve as a preparation for his first visit to Rome. The Roman Community is to aid him in his mission to Spain; therefore he must gain its confidence and make clear to it what is in his mind concerning the proclamation of the Gospel. This accounts for the didactic character of the letter. It is not polemical like Galatians, Colossians or the second letter to the Corinthians; unlike both the letters to the Thessalonians or the first epistle to the Corinthians, it is not written mainly from a pastoral interest, or as a letter of encouragement like the one to the Philippians, but—and this is what is special about it—as a real letter of instruction. In this letter too, as in all others of Paul, there is a passionate wrestling; not with an opponent, however, or a danger within the community to which it is addressed, but with foes and perils that are found in every man and also with adversaries quite outside the Christian Community. Thus among all the epistles of Paul this is the least dated, the letter which concerns us most directly in exactly the same way as it concerned those in Rome.


The place and time of its composition we can, of course, quite definitely determine within the history of the apostle Paul, though only approximately in regard to the year. Paul is facing his last journey to Jerusalem, whither he wants to take the proceeds of the collection which he has gathered in Greece for the poor of the original Community. His third missionary journey lies behind him; his labours in the East have been concluded. In spite of this fairly accurate dating, the statements of scholars concerning the precise date fluctuate between 54 and 58 A.D. The place of composition is very probably Corinth. For a long time it was looked upon as settled among scholars that chapter 16 did not belong to the original letter, since Paul could not possibly have had so many acquaintances in a Community unknown to him; this ending of the letter must, although undoubtedly deriving from Paul, have slipped by a mistake into the epistle. To-day another opinion is held, which regards the reasons for its belonging here as stronger than those against. The final verses of chapter 16, on the other hand, have in all probability been added by a later hand, though in content they fit very well into the whole.


The structure of the letter is clear and simple. Following the preamble, in which the apostle introduces himself and seeks to get into touch with this Community, he at once proceeds to the first main theme: the lost state of mankind without the redemption of Christ, both of the Gentiles and the Jews; they are sinners both of them. Then follows the second main theme: the unfolding of the message of Jesus Christ’s redemption. This twofold first main part is then followed by two more: Part Two which deals with God’s plan for the world as revealed in Christ in the light of the Jewish people, and Part Three, which draws the consequences from Christ’s message for the practical life. At the end he comes back again to the beginning: the apostle tells the Roman Community about his missionary plans and assures himself of their friendship.


That is the framework of the letter. But what life it breathes! What a power of the Spirit must have been alive in this Paul to have been able to dictate such a work in a few nights. Paul has supplied the material and pointed the way for the whole of Christian theology and all Christian thought with these sixteen chapters. Here is said the fundamental thing about man’s misery and God’s help, man’s vain striving for the goal and God’s wisdom and mercy, about God’s gift to all those who will receive it, and the task arising out of this gift; and it is said in a way that no one else could say it before Paul or since. There is probably no document of human spiritual history where passion of feeling, power of thought and inexorableness of will are so permeated by one another as here. In the face of this volcanic original production in which everything surges red hot out of the depths of the divine mystery of love, the cheap contrast between life and doctrine, theology and piety, passes away. To be sure, Paul is a theological teacher and thinker; but he is one whom we cannot follow without having our whole life set in motion. To be sure, Paul is an apostle, evangelist, missionary and pastor to thousands; yet he takes time off for a few nights to summarize the Christian doctrine for a Community which he wishes to use as a base for a most audacious missionary enterprise; and all theological teaching since can draw the best from this nocturnal dictation as out of an inexhaustible reservoir.


Yet in all this the main thing has not been mentioned. In this letter of Paul to the Romans God Himself wants to speak to us. The Pauline teaching is the means through which God Himself wants to teach us; Paul’s epistle to the Romans is a letter from God to us, mankind to-day. It remains the great problem of interpretation, hitherto never entirely solved, how to unite these two things: the keen attention to what Paul wanted to say to that Community then, and the search for what God wants to say to us through Paul to-day. In the end the question is whether the reader will really allow God to speak to him, or whether he evades God by hiding behind “Paul”, behind “the past”. The little theological dictionary at the end of the book has been written to aid the reader in this task of making it contemporary, and he may consult it profitably while still reading the exposition of the text.















Part One

The Righteousness of God through Faith in Jesus Christ (chapters 1-8)











The Apostle and his Commission (1:1-7)




1Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God 2which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the holy scriptures, 3the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David according to the flesh 4and designated Son of God in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord, 5through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about obedience to the faith for the sake of his name among all the nations, 6including yourselves who are called to belong to Jesus Christ;





7To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints:


Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.





In ancient times a letter began with the sender’s name and greetings. This does the same. But one thing becomes clear at once: this man does not write in a private capacity but as the representative of his Lord. His name disappears beneath that of his principal, and his greeting contains already the great message which he has to deliver. He introduces himself as someone who has and wants nothing for himself. The commission which he has received is his life. He is a messenger and nothing else.


His mission has its basis in the ancient revelation contained in the Scriptures of the Old Testament but whose real content is actually the Son of God, the man Jesus from the tribe of David who, nevertheless, is the Son of God through the Holy Spirit, one with him in essence (Phil. 2: 6). Only through and since the resurrection from the dead, which set him free from the weakness of the flesh, has this sonship manifested itself in power. The Son is the sum and substance of the good News, for the delivery of which he, this Lord, has graciously prepared and set apart Paul as his servant. It is good news for all. Although it deals with Israel’s Messiah promised in the Old Testament, it is also meant for the Gentile nations; for he wants to be known and acknowledged by all as the Lord. Paul introduces himself to the Roman Community as the one who has been commissioned to win all Gentiles for Jesus. They, the Romans and he, although they have never seen one another, are from the very beginning surrounded by the one grace and love of God the Father, revealed in Christ the Lord and communicated through the Holy Spirit.


In this the theme of the whole letter is already indicated. From God’s side the lordship of Christ, the revealer of God’s love; from man’s side the “obedience of faith”. Faith is Christ really becoming my Lord, and Christ cannot become my Lord in any other way save by my knowing and my acknowledging him in whom God claims me as his own. This act of becoming Lord is God’s programme for humanity and the world, which is not only to be proclaimed by his envoy but also realized by him.







The Persons and the Subject-Matter (1:8-17)




8First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is proclaimed in all the world. 9For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention you always in my prayers, 10asking that somehow by God’s will I may now at last succeed in coming to you. 11For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you, 12that is, that we may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith, both yours and mine. 13I want you to know, brethren, that I have often intended to come to you (but thus far have been prevented), in order that I may reap some harvest among you as well as among the rest of the Gentiles. 14I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish: 15so I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.


16For I am not ashamed of the gospel: it is the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, “He who through faith is righteous shall live.”





The strictest objective approach is here also completely personal. First of all the apostle is grateful to God for what has happened to the Roman Community. Paul knows nothing of a faith which is so concealed that nothing of it is visible. The whole world speaks of the faith of the Roman brethren, and this calls for gratitude. The Holy Spirit who arms him for prayer and service is the same one who binds him in heart with the Christians in Rome, and so he is longing for personal fellowship with them. Fellowship, however, is mutual exchange. He too, the apostle, wants not only to give but also to receive. The apostle is no prince of the Church who only gives out, but a brother desirous of encouragement from his fellow-brethren. Yet this humble man thinks in continents as he reflects on his task. At the beginning and end of his letter he allows us to have a look at his world-embracing strategy of mission. He is the fisher of men in the grand style. Thus runs his commission from the very start (cp. Acts. 9: 15-16). How could he who, as the first to be entrusted with the mystery that the Gentiles as well as the Jews were destined for the redemption of the Messiah (Eph. 3), pass by Rome, the metropolis of the world!


What Rome meant then is almost beyond our comprehension. We must imagine as one all the capital cities of our own day together, from New York and London to Tokyo. He, the Jewish itinerant preacher, is to conquer Rome for Christ. By what means? By the message of a Galilean who was executed as a criminal! In face of the wisdom and might of Rome, to set up the “foolishness of the Cross”, this glorification of the powerless one! But the apostle’s thought barely touches upon what might have been so natural, namely, the failing of his courage when confronted by this contrast. There are no inferiority complexes here and no false humility, but an unbroken consciousness of power. “I am not ashamed; for it is the power of God.” The Gospel is not only an epoch-making power but a power for salvation; its effect reaches into eternity, just as itself derives from eternity. Thus it is for everyone. God’s truth, God’s will and God’s love know no frontiers; even the greatest oppositions of blood and history which split humanity apart lose all meaning in face of it. There exists only one frontier, only one exclusive condition: faith. “To everyone who has faith.” Christ uses force with no one. This Lord can only become Lord in the free obedience of faith; if there is one thing that cannot be enforced, it is trust.


“The righteousness of God.” Out of the understanding of this phrase, whose meaning had lain buried for several hundred years under an alien human tradition of religion, was born the Reformation. From the moment Luther understood again the meaning of the righteousness of God, he was called to be the Reformer of Christendom. “Then I suddenly felt that I was born again and entered through open doors into paradise”, he wrote. The righteousness of God is not his judicial righteousness but that which he royally bestows; not—as the contrast is presented later—a righteousness from the works of the law, but righteousness by faith. To believe means to receive. Here it concerns the righteousness received and freely granted, the unique righteousness founded on the gift of God. Yet in the same way this faith is also the goal; the divine revelation also leads to faith.


Once more the theme of the letter is indicated in a new form. This concerns God and his will. Wherever his will is realized, there is the righteousness of God. It is nothing else but what in the Gospels is called the “reign of God” or the “Kingdom of God”. But this reign of God is not realized in man’s own activity but solely in the action of God. And yet it concerns the realization of God’s will among mankind, in men’s lives, and thus the action of God whereby man is delivered into the power of God, in which the inmost resistance of man is broken and the decisive obstacle to the dominion of God is therefore removed.


The righteousness of God is realized in faith. He who believes lives by God’s word and action alone; he receives his life from God’s hand as a lease and he lives it as his liegeman.









A. All Mankind’s Need of Redemption (1:18-3:20)




God’s Wrath and Judgment on the Gentiles (1:18-32)




18For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of men who by their wickedness suppress the truth. 19For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse; 21for although they knew God they did not honour him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. 22Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals or reptiles.





Before developing more particularly the contents of Christ’s Gospel, the apostle raises the question of who it is who is to receive it. It is the man without God, the godless person. Without the grace of Christ, man is indeed a godless creature in the sense that he opposes God’s truth in his actions and thoughts, and is therefore also denying to his fellowman his right. Yet he is not a godless creature in the sense that he gets rid of God in general. Man is always under the power of God, either of his grace or his wrath. God’s wrath is the 44adverse wind” of the divine will which he comes to feel who runs into it. God also reveals his nearness to the godless creature precisely in his wrath, thereby declaring that he is not mocked.


Thus there is no human existence without a relation to God. The pagan religions testify of this, too. They would not exist if God did not at first and inescapably declare himself to everyone since the dawn of humanity in his works, in nature and history. The denial of such a “general revelation” preceding the historical revelation of grace in Jesus Christ can appeal neither to Paul nor to the Bible at large. It contradicts the fact of responsibility. If man did not know God, how could he be responsible? But he is responsible, for he knows about God on the strength of the divine self-revelation. The apostle does not speak of a past, now buried, possibility but of something actually present; for it is true of everyone that he is inexcusable in his godlessness. It is true of every godless man that he does not give the honour to the God who made himself known to him, but obscures the divine revelation by the productions of his own undisciplined imagination and arbitrariness. Man cannot excuse himself by pleading that he could not know God prior to his revelation in Jesus Christ; he could very well know him, namely his majesty as Creator and therefore also the fact that he belongs to God. It is his selfishness, however, which prevents this knowledge from becoming practically effective. He does not want to submit and has no intention of being grateful. Thus the pagan religious world originates as the result of God’s revelation and man’s sin. Its distinctive mark is image-worship, the failure to distinguish between Creator and creature, the darkening of man’s innermost being by his cutting himself loose from God.


This is the exchange by which man in his presumption has made of himself a fool and a madman.




24Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonouring of their bodies among themselves, 25because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.





26For this reason God gave them up to dishonourable passions. Their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural, 27and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in their own persons the due penalty for their error.





28And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a base mind and to improper conduct. 29They were filled with all manner of wickedness, evil, covetousness, malice. Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malignity, they are gossips, 30slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 31foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.


32Though they know God’s decree that those who do such things deserve to die, they not only do them, but approve those who practice them.





The original perversion of man’s relationship to God is followed by the perversion of all human relationships. This happens by God’s will, it is the effect of his wrath. The basic relationship among men is that of the sexes. For in that way God gives every man his life. Thus the perversion of the diving relationship is especially recognizable in the perversion of the sexual relations. The apostle calls things by their names. Missionary earnestness is incompatible with prudery. But the unmasking of sexual sins is followed by the total picture of the destroyed human fellowship. The result of the stock-taking runs: Man knows indeed the divine command, just as he knows of God from the revelation of his works, yet he takes no notice of it but lives and loves in opposition to God’s order. That is the fatal “exchange” which out of what God has created makes that which is sinful and which gives the real life of man its character. Just as the honouring of the Creator is the proper and highest meaning of life, so the idolatrous dishonouring of the Creator and the unnatural, inhuman violation of his creation is the horrible paradox into which man has fallen.







God’s Wrath and Judgment on Jews and Gentiles (2:1-29)




1Therefore you have no excuse, O man, whoever you are, when you judge another; for in passing judgment upon him you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the very same things. 2We know that the judgment of God rightly falls upon those who do such things. 3Do you suppose, O man, that when you judge those who do such things and yet do them yourself, you will escape the judgment of God? 4Or do you presume upon the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience? Do you not know that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? 5But by your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed. 6For he will render to every man according to his works: 7to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honour and immortality, he will give eternal life; 8but for those who are factious and do not obey the truth, but obey wickedness, there will be wrath and fury. 9There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek, 10but glory and honour and peace for every one who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek. 11For God shows no partiality.





Is not the picture drawn in the first chapter a caricature of humanity? Are there not also, besides those who sink into evil and delight in it, others who by their indignation separate themselves from evil? Yes, if they only did this! For in reality they themselves participate in evil which they perceive and condemn so severely in others. The knowledge of the good is not the good itself. Paul is now thinking—especially, yet not exclusively—of the Jews. Their better knowledge of God’s will allows them to believe that they themselves are better and that they will therefore escape God’s judgment of wrath. But God never asks about knowledge but about action. He does not ask Christians about their knowledge, but their action; not even a Christian knowledge will help on the day of judgment; for when a man is judged the decision depends exclusively on what he has done. There is, therefore, the difference between those who stand on the day of judgment and those who fail when God will judge according to the action.


What is said here in the second chapter is not revoked later on. At the day of divine judgment actions are decisive. This does not stand in opposition to the doctrine of grace and faith developed in the subsequent chapters but is, on the contrary, at one with it. The question is not whether the doing of good is decisive, but whether one arrives at the doing of good by one’s own strength. The curse of moralism is not the fact that the action is being undertaken seriously, but the self-deception of the unredeemed man who regards the action as done in his own strength. That he confuses his knowledge of the good with the doing of the good—this is what makes him untruthful; the Pharisaism of correct doctrine, the hypocrisy which mistakes the idea for the reality.


It is brought to the surface at the divine judgment; nothing stands on the day of judgment except the reality of the good. That this is simply the gift of God is proved by the continuation of the epistle. The day of judgment reveals what is good and what is evil; thus responsibility is ultimately the same as having to give an account of oneself before God. The thought of the judgment debases the good will only when prospect of reward and fear of punishment determine the action. There can be no question of this here; the thought of judgment is not the motivation for the action, yet it secures to the action its eternal gravity. But much has still to be said concerning the real reason for the action.




12All who have sinned without the law will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law. 13For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified. 14When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. 15They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them 16on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.





“Lawless”, being without the Law; this is the presumptuous Jewish description of the Gentile. But Paul destroys this presumption of the Jew who possesses the Law. It is not the possession of the Law which decides, but quite simply action. God’s revelation is not given in order that one should know it, but that through it He may become the Lord. Thus the absence of the Law among the Gentiles is not the deciding fact. The same truth which was previously expressed as a prohibition is now put in the affirmative: if there are Gentiles who do what is commanded in the Law, then they too will be acknowledged for it on the day of judgment. The knowledge of the divine will has not been withheld from them; it follows upon every revelation of God in which the Creator shows himself to each one, so that no one can excuse himself by saying he has never been able to know the will of God. It has already, however, been said of them that “they know the decree of God” (1: 32). There is a law written in the heart; in their God-created natural disposition they are a law unto themselves.


Paul here takes up the then current idea of the “natural law”, but immediately connects it with his thought of creation. God has written his law into everyone’s heart; everyone knows something of right and wrong, good and evil. Thus there also exists a conscience, which according to that secret rule judges the action, consenting or rejecting. But how things are in actual fact will be revealed at the judgment which Jesus Christ will carry out at the last day. Until then, what was true in that accusing and excusing remains hidden. Paul expressly declares that this doctrine of judgment belongs to the message of salvation with which he has been commissioned.




17But if you call yourself a Jew and rely upon the law and boast of your relation to God 18and know his will and approve what is excellent, because you are instructed in the law, 19and if you are sure that you are a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, 20a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth—21you then who teach others, will you not teach yourself? While you preach against stealing, do you steal? 22You who say that one must not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23You who boast in the law, do you dishonour God by breaking the law? 24For, as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”


25Circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law; but if you break the law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. 26So, if a man who is uncircumcised keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision? 27Then those who are physically uncircumcised but keep the law will condemn you who have the written code and circumcision but break the law. 28For he is not a real Jew who is one outwardly, nor is true circumcision something external and physical. 29He is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal. His praise is not from men but from God.





Previously Paul has explicitly addressed himself to the law-less Gentiles. He now turns to the Jews who know the Law; whose ways of thinking he knew well, of course, from his own days of Pharisaism. He knows the proud feeling of the man who possesses and understands the God-given Law, the consciousness of superiority of him who has been instructed in it from his youth, who is therefore called to be a teacher and leader. But this knowing better must prove itself in action; if he does not do it then it has repercussions on the possessor and makes him all the guiltier.


Since becoming a disciple of Christ, Paul knows that all mere orthodoxy, all mere knowledge concerning God’s will, is not only nothing but less than nothing. The more knowledge, the more obligation. The maintaining of revealed doctrine becomes blasphemy if it is not borne out by the corresponding testimony of the life. He who is always appealing to the word of God without his life and conduct corresponding to this knowledge of God, dishonours God’s name, making him an object of mockery and hatred. It is just those who know so well how to talk about God who make his name hateful among men, because their lives darken the picture of God and turn it into a caricature. The Lord is judged by the life of his servants, and this is truer the more zealously they appeal to him. The life of this people of God does not arouse desire in the world to know this God and to belong to him. The result of their enterprises of conversion is an absolute negative.


Yet do they not, after all, have the written word and the sacrament of circumcision? Have they not proved themselves to be God’s people by this double possession? Certain as it is that it is something tremendous to be called by God in this way, they do not become thereby God’s people. One is not a real “Jew”, someone truly belonging to God, because of the external marks as such, but by the spiritual reality. Just as it is not the knowing of God’s will which avails before God’s judgment but solely the doing of his will, so it is also not the fact of having been circumcised, the external receiving of the sacrament, which determines one’s membership of God’s people, but that which has become real in the heart, at the centre of the person, in the life dependent on God. “Wherever God’s Word may be preached, his precepts remain a letter and dead words so long as they are not received by men with a pure heart; only where they pierce to the soul do they become, so to speak, changed into Spirit” (Calvin). Membership badges without loyalty and obedience are of no value. Attachment to the Church without discipleship is the husk without the kernel.


Does everything therefore depend on the practical life and not on religion? Rightly understood, yes. Yet not in the way a moralism of the Enlightenment understands it. In reality it is only a question of the “practical life”, the doing of good. But who really does what is good? Where are the men, Jews and Gentiles, who can stand before the claim of the divine law, who at God’s judgment might hope for a favourable verdict in accordance with their deeds? The right kind of doing good is the same as true religion, namely the life of the person, of the heart, from and in the Word of God—which is the same as life in the Holy Spirit. Where this happens, then everything is well with man and his relationship to God, just as God wants it to be. Man in that position is such that God can praise him: “Well done, good and faithful servant, enter into the joy of your master.” But where is this man?







The Privilege of the Jews no Excuse (3:1-8)




1Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? 2Much in every way. To begin with, the Jews are entrusted with the oracles of God. 3What if some were unfaithful? Does their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God? 4By no means! Let God be true though every man be false, as it is written,


“That thou mayest be justified in thy words, and prevail when thou art judged.”





In the previous chapter Paul destroyed the false presumption of the pious Pharisee who considered himself superior to the rest of mankind and exempted from Divine judgment by his knowledge of God’s revealed will and the sign of the divine covenant ratified on him. Neither offers any protection against God’s righteous judgment. Man cannot hide himself from God’s demand either behind his theological and biblical knowledge or his Church membership and his participation in its sacraments. Where the ultimate question concerns the saving or damning relationship to God, other standards apply. But this does not mean that what the Jew actually possesses is meaningless. The difference between him and the others is indeed a tremendous one; for he has been entrusted with God’s Word of revelation. To dispute this superiority, which makes Israel the chosen people, would never occur to Paul.


It has pleased God to make Israel the custodian of the divine treasure of revelation. No one can contend with Israel for this special rank in the history of mankind. Israel has the Bible, and the Bible is the fountain of revelation; whoever drinks from it is healed. This gift of God is independent of what the Jewish people, to whom it was first given, do with it. The Gospel remains God’s word however corrupt may be the Church that offers it. God’s truth shines only the brighter against the dark background of the human lie. God’s fidelity is greater than man’s faithlessness. Yes, it is in the light of the fidelity and truth of God that we first see how deeply all humanity is entangled in unfaithfulness.




5But if our wickedness serves to show the justice of God, what shall we say? That God is unjust to inflict wrath on us? (I speak in a human way.) 6By no means! For then how could God judge the world? 7But if through my falsehood God’s truthfulness abounds to his glory, why am I still being condemned as a sinner? 8And why not do evil that good may come?—as some people slanderously charge us with saying. Their condemnation is just.





It is part of God’s incomprehensibly wise government of the world that he can also use man’s evil doings for the purpose of his kingdom, which is the essence of everything that is good. He who used the betrayal of Judas as a means for revealing his saving faithfulness can also, as Paul will demonstrate still more clearly in the eleventh chapter, include Israel’s disobedience in the fabric of the history of redemption (Heilsgeschichte). Men’s sinfulness constitutes no hindrance to God. But shortsighted, frivolous men stumble over this most profound truth, inferring from it that sin is not contrary to God. Since they do not want to accept the message of God’s unlimited grace, they attribute to its proclaimer the blasphemous doctrine that one should quietly continue to sin, for thereby one only illuminates God’s greatness the more. Like this one can, by giving free rein to human logic, make a dreadful heresy out of any biblical truth. What we ought or ought not to do is one thing; what God is able to make of our wrong is another. The one, like the other, results from God taking it seriously; but human capacity of thought can never deal with it. God is the judge of every wrong; yet he is also the one who can bring good out of evil. The two things ought to remain unconfused; they both hold true, whatever our logic may do with them.


And now Paul has reached the stage where he can strike the decisive blow against every kind of human presumption, so that he may crush it before going on to speak of what the whole letter points to: God’s gracious act of reconciliation in Jesus Christ.







God’s Judgment on Sinful Humanity (3:9-20)




9What then? Are we Jews any better off? No, not at all; for I have already charged that all men, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, 10as it is written:





“None is righteous, no, not one;





11no one understands, no one seeks for God.





12A11 have turned aside, together they have gone wrong; 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,





16in their paths are ruin and misery,





17and the way of peace they do not know.”





18“There is no fear of God before their eyes.”


19Now 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. 20For no human being will be justified in his sight by works of the law since through the law comes knowledge of sin.





The Jews and Greeks, those who know the revealed will of God from Holy Scripture and those who do not know it, the elect to whom has been entrusted the holy treasure of God’s word, who from their youth have been made familiar with it, and all the rest who do not possess this advantage—they all live “under the power of sin”. This is the common denominator of all, however great the differences may be in other respects. The difference between the people of God and the others is great and ought not to be denied; but it is nothing when the question is raised: What about the last and decisive thing? How will you appear then, before God’s judgment? The verdict then can only run: Guilty. We have to expect absolute condemnation. This terrible verdict concerns all in so far as they appeal to the Law, in so far as they wish to appear in their own righteousness.


Much still remains to be said about what “under the law” means. Meantime the final result is simply announced: Whoever wants to place himself opposite God on the ground of the Law as the one who is to fulfil God’s demand in his own strength, must now hear what his prospects are. His condemnation is certain.


Paul no longer demonstrates this from experience. He has already done so in the first and second chapters. Here it is sufficient for him to cite the verdict, of the Old Testament Scriptures. One thing is said in different ways: If one goes to the heart of the matter, then man, every man, is in a bad way. The façade may look more or less magnificent—even Paul does not overlook the difference between decent people and riff-raff—yet the inner state is the same: Godlessness. There are “moving staircases” in the undergrounds of our great cities which move downwards whether one stands still or is walking on them. Whoever happens to stand on these stairs is on the downward move even though he is trying to walk up. The same is true of those who live “under the law”. To be sure, there are a thousand possibilities here of going up and down, differences which in their place may be quite noticeable. But it alters nothing as to the general direction. It goes down irresistibly towards the judgment. Once one stands opposite God on the ground of the Law—God demands of man that he shall fulfil his command—then the direction is fixed; godlessness is present in spite of every kind of moral or religious exertion. Why this is so we shall hear later. The question we are concerned with here is: Is there then no other possibility, no other “ground” on which we are able to stand?


Before giving an answer to this main question we must first remove the misunderstanding that the Law itself was to blame for this dreadful position of man. The Law, God’s command, cannot help us once sin is present. It is the delusion of moralism, even of religiously “deepened” moralism, that man can extricate himself from sin by treating God’s command seriously in practice, climbing up it, as it were. The following chapters will thoroughly destroy this delusion. Yet this does not mean that no importance at all is to be attached to God’s Law on the path of salvation by which God leads us. The Law cannot make us righteous, but it can reveal to us what is wrong. Through the Law comes the knowledge of sin. This is no small matter. If there still had to be something other than the way of the Law, we do not bypass the Law to reach this other thing but only go right through the Law. The Law, taken seriously, breaks the arrogance of man; yes, it breaks man himself. But only as someone who is broken, as a person who is thoroughly shaken, as someone who has come to the end of his tether, can he understand what has to be said to him now as being the one and all of the Gospel message.
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