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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans
The Law of Faith – Romans 3:9-20
 Paul’s Thesis on the Universality of Human Sinfulness

Part Three
Note: This is our final E91 class meeting until Wednesday, Jan. 9, 2008,
 when we will continue our study of Romans.  Merry Christmas!!!
Romans 3
9 What then? Do we have an advantage? Hardly! – for we have already established that Jews and Greeks are all together under sin, 
10 as it is written:” There is no righteous person, not even one.

11 There is no one with understanding. There is no one who seeks God. 
12 All have turned aside, together they have become corrupted; there is no one who shows kindness, there is not even one.” 
13 “Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive.” 
    “The venom of vipers is under their lips.” 
14 “Their mouth is full of cursing and bitterness.” 
15 “Their feet are hasty to shed blood.”

16 “Ruin and misery lie in their paths, 
17 and the path of peace they have not known.” 
18 “There is no fear of God exist before their eyes.”

19 Now we know that whatever the law says it addresses to those who are within the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world might be under indictment to God. 
20 Therefore all flesh (humans) shall be made righteous before him.”  From the works of the law comes an acknowledgement of sin through Law. [sin is through the Law].
Notes on the Greek

Verse 9 – What then? Do we have an advantage? Hardly! This is supported by both S. K. Stowers and Fitzmyer, while Dahl suggests that the statement denies any possibility of defense. 
The Greek verb in question (proechein) has the basic sense of “hold before.”  It is also used intransitively in the sense of “jut out,” “be prominent” and hence “to surpass,” “have an advantage.”  In the middle it means “hold before oneself” and so comes to have the metaphorical sense of “put forward as an excuse.”  Hence the best attested form occurring in the present context, proechometha, can be understood in a variety of ways:
1. “put forward in excuse” by Dunn 1.144, 146-47), the phrase then means “What excuse then can we put forward?”  But this then requires an answering “Nothing,” which the following Greek phrase ou pantos (“certainly not”)hardly supplies. 
2. As a true passive, giving the sense, “Are we (Jews) at a disadvantage?” (Fitzmyer 330-31). An understanding in this sense, followed by ou pantos taken as a firm denial “Certainly not”; leads in well to the following response (v 9b), which states simply an equal subjection of Jews and Gentiles under sin. But nothing in the wider context to this point has suggested an inferior situation for Jews. 
3. Modern English put it: “Do we have an advantage?” as in the RSV and NSRV; this is just like the Latin Vulgate of the NT.  The translation “Hardly!” seeks to convey the sense of ironical understatement that then seems to be implied “under sin,” such as the Greek phrase hyph’ hamartian (“under sin,” as in Rom 7:14, Gal 3:22).  This evokes at first sight the distinctive Pauline sense of “sin” as an enslaving power, so prominent in later parts of the letter (Rom chapters 5-8).  The context, however (esp. “We have already charged” and “stand guilty,” see v19) suggests the more forensic sense of “guilty” (Zeller, The Righteousness of God, 79-80).  But the word “guilt” was not used in the Greek NT and that it is more accurate to say “under indictment to God.”
Verse 10 – Biblical Argument or Catena

Here for the first time in the NT, Paul introduces the scriptural catena (series of scriptural references supporting an argument) beginning at v 10.  Romans 3:12-18 are all quotes from Psalms and Isaiah.

Verses 11-12 – “There is no one with understanding.  There is no one who seeks God.” The words with minor modifications repeat the “there is no one” refrain.  This agrees with LXX Psalm 13(14):2b-3, and is repeated in LXX Psalm 52(53):2-3.
Here we must note that the meaning is more important than the exact words of the LXX. These words of the Psalms say clearly that sin is the ignorance of God. 

Verses 13-14 – “Their throat is an open grave; they use their tongues to deceive…” This agrees exactly with LXX Psalm 5:10. “The venom of vipers is under their lips.  And it agrees exactly with LXX Psalm 139:4 (140:3). “Their mouth is full of cursing and bitterness”: modeled upon LXX Psalm 9:28 (10:7).

Verses 15-17 – “Their feet are hasty to shed blood.  Ruin and misery lie in their paths, and the path of peace they have not known.”  This is a somewhat modified and incomplete rendering of LXX Isaiah 59:7-8; for the first phrase, cf. also Proverbs 1:16.

Verse 18 – “There is no fear of God before their eyes.”  This agrees exactly with LXX Psalm 35(36):2.

Verse 19 – “Now we know”   Paul’s use of this expression (oidamen) to express (what he hopes will be) a commonly accepted proposition, whatever the law says.

“Those who are within the law”  In the first instance “law” here as in other places (nomos) must have the sense of “scripture as a whole” (cf. 1 Cor 14:21), and this is confirmed by the combined witness of the catena of texts just set forth.  In the second instance, “those within (en) the law” must refer to those who have their pattern of life determined by the law (of Moses) – that is, the Jews.  As so often in Romans (cf. 3:27; 7:21-23; 8:2), Paul plays upon the ambiguity in nomos; are “under indictment” before God.  The Greek word hypodikos, occurring only here in the NT, has the sense of “already awaiting condemnation” (cf. Cranfield 1.197).

Verse 20 – Works of the law: This is the first appearance in Romans (cf., however, the singular to ergon tou nomou in Rom 2:15) of the phrase erga nomou which appears regularly in polemical contexts in Paul (full form: 3:28; Gal 2:16; 3:2, 5, 10); and in  shorthand ex ergon (Rom 3:27; 4:2, 6; 9:12, 32; 11:6).  The phrase designates “deeds demanded by the law” in the sense of works listed in the law as to be carried out by human beings.  That Paul is using a technical term of the post-biblical Jewish tradition is suggested by the appearance of Hebrew equivalents in Dead Sea Qumran literature: (4Q for 1:7; cf. also IQS 5:21; 6:18; lQpHab 7:11 and especially 4QHalakhic Letter 4QMMT 113 ), a context where the “reckoning” of “righteousness” is also mentioned (line 117). In Paul the overtone is of “performance” or “doing the works of the law”; cf. Rom 4:4-5; 10:5; Gal 3:10-12).  The stress upon “performance,” however, does not mean that the attempt to perform (perfectly) the requirements of the law is itself sinful.  
On the other hand, “works of the law” ought not be restricted solely to those particular observances of the law (esp. circumcision, food laws, calendar observance) that served, in a sociological sense, as “identity markers” of Judaism over against the Gentiles (so esp. Dunn, Romans 1.153-54 [later publications show a somewhat broader perspective]; see Reference; see further, Westerhoim, Israel’s Law 116-21; Fitzmyer 337-39).
Shall no flesh or human being: The Greek ou pasa sarx, where the LXX Psalm 142:2 translates the Hebrew (143:2) more literally as “living being.”  Sarx (“flesh”) may be a deliberate Pauline alteration; cf., however, this is common in Hebrew and has a parallel in I Enoch 81:5: “ … show to all your children that no one of the flesh can be just before the Lord; for they are merely his own creation.”   From the works of the law, comes an acknowledgement of sin (that sin is) through (the) Law. Paul offers about the ill effects of the law (see also Rom 4:15; 5:20; 6:14; 7:5) before formally sorting out the connection between the law and sin in Romans 7:7-25.

 The Law of Faith

A letter from Philemon

My dear brother, 
Peace and joy in Jesus Christ our Lord. 

What is meant by the Law of Faith in Romans 3?  It is an easy question if we remember that St Paul had one aim to establish and that is the Righteousness of God.  This is clear to me as we read that both the Jews and the Gentiles were unfaithful to the two laws:


- The Law of Moses and is covenant


- The Natural Law written on the human heart


When we trespass either, we become unfaithful but that is the very reason to reveal God’s Righteousness.  We are unfaithful but God is always faithful.  We say that God cannot change and we look at this in the abstract concept of the immortal and unchangeable nature.  But reading the Bible correctly, you will notice that the Bible never used the concept of nature for God.  The word “nature” is not in the Bible and you must help me as an educated man to discover its history and why do we use it for God.  You told me long ago, and I treasure everything you say, that nature is a philosophical word which was used by the fathers of the church to silence Arianism.  I think that what is used for apologetic purposes should be avoided when we try to establish a positive and a love relationship with God.  We have to be aware of that for two reasons:

The first is that apologetic arguments or definitions are used to silence an error.  We may agree with me that avoiding an error does not build up a love relationship which is not about avoiding errors but is for communion and participation.

The second reason is that apologetic arguments whether they are philosophical or not are directed to the human mind to correct its way of thinking but not to lead it to the pure meditation of the God who is above all our definitions. 

I read one of your old letters and I find these words which you have quoted from a lecture by one of your Tutors who taught you Syriac and the words of this quotation are very sharp, “when we try to define God who is above every definition we commit blasphemy without knowing that we are blaspheming the One who is beyond definitions.” 
Here my dear brother and once more, I quote from your old letter where you say, “that the basic difference between God and us is that God is not subject to a nature which defines his actions, but humans are subjected to their nature which they cannot even overcome or contradict without loss and suffering.” If what we said is correct, let us be clear that we are not dealing with the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ who is subjected to a nature which dictates his actions. 

You stated in the same letter that in God, “nature and person are the same and that God does not reveal a nature but as Three Persons, God reveals his personal life as a communion of love.”  Let it be so, and in this context, what is the Trinitarian revelation of the Righteousness of God and why do I think that this is the Law of Faith?

First of all, the Trinitarian revelation is revelation of love in the divine life.  It is personal love of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  If this is so, then, let us be clear that love and faithfulness do not demand from the weak and the fallen lover to be anything but to be loved as a weak and fallen sinner.
This same love does not exercise love in return of the love of the weak and the sinner, but, here, as I avoid using the word nature,  I just see that the faithfulness of God’s love is the same power of God who has created all out of nothing.  I see this as an exercise of what is divine and so is unrelated to anything we know about humans.

This Trinitarian revelation had two great actions:

A) The Incarnation, Crucifixion, Resurrection and Ascension of the Son.

B) The out pouring of the Holy Spirit to dwell in us forever.  

You told me that one of the fathers of the church said that God the Father put his two arms round us, the Son and the Holy Spirit. (This comes from St Ireneaus about 190). What a great vision his man had because both of the two great missions of God did not come at our request or [because] God was subjected to demands of a nature, but the two great acts were the goodness which does not look for the good of the weak and the fallen but ignores the sinful nature of humans who are slaves to sin and cannot respond freely to God’s share generosity which we call also grace.
This moves me to dance alone because the brothers cannot share this with me.
Do you agree that the Trinity and the Trinitarian revelation of Trinitarian love is an enemy of concepts?  I say this because love is not a concept, love is the very life of God. Thus the Father sent his only Son, out of love to show us that becoming human like us is the revelation of love. He became what he is not, a human, in order to prove to us that he truly and sincerely loves us.
Here is my main objection to any form of legal (Forensic) understanding of the Good News:

A) If God took the initiative, then, his action is that of love and is not a re-action to what happened to us.

B) This can become certain if we remember that God the Father sees us all the time in his Son Incarnate and sees us not as nature but as the beloveds and the brothers of his only Son.

This is what we have to call right and righteousness; God had no inner need to satisfy or the demands of the Law.  St. Paul says, “Now the righteousness of God has been revealed apart from the Law.” (Rom 3:21) 

Second, the Trinitarian revelation is a revelation of love and that love communicates its own life to the unworthy.  There has been not one day in my life that made me know that I am qualified for anything that comes under grace.  You have translated for me portions of the book by Mark the Hermit (5th century, “Against those who claim that they will inherit the kingdom of God by their good works”).  I have since then told you that the only qualification of the grace of God and of his love is to be a sinner.  Now, I think that since then, I did not cease to be a sinner.  I am lazy, my life comes before Christ, I have not chosen death as the best option rather than to ignore the divine love and in this I am not living all the time in the presence of Jesus Christ our Lord.
But I know that God does not treat me according to my deeds because he cannot deny his love even when he enters into judgment with me.

Because of that let me expand the words of St. Paul, the Law of Faith.

1. The Law of Faith is what is in the Torah itself, God abides by his promises.

2. The Law of Faith rules our good works in exchange of God’s faithfulness.

3. The Law of Faith demands faith not as a condition but as a journey and a walk with God.

4. The Law of Faith demands faith because this is the only way to come to God where our faith interacts with God’s revelation.

5. The Law of Faith is to be seen and perceived in the life of Abraham and the rest of the OT people who all point to the one who was faithful even to the death of the cross, our Lord Jesus Christ.

I hope to see you soon in Egypt.

 May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you.

Philemon a sinner

23 Jan 1970  
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