
Letter to the Romans 
Study 4: The Bad News

After making the argument that religious people are no closer to God’s 
righteous standard than irreligious people, Paul anticipates a few questions that 
his listeners might ask in response. 

1. What good is it to be of Jewish descent or to adhere to Judaism (v. 1)? 

Paul argues that it has great value because the Jewish people were the ones with 
the advantage of having the Holy Scriptures which no other nation or people 
group possessed. However, the value of this was one of responsibility rather 
than security. Just because you’re religious doesn’t mean that you are righteous. 

2. If God’s people are unfaithful, does that put God’s reputation and credibility 
on the line? Can the unfaithfulness of God’s own people compromise or ruin 
God’s character (v. 3)? 

Paul explains that God’s people do not determine God’s character. We are called 
to reflect His character, but He doesn’t need us to be faithful to prove His own 
faithfulness. All of God’s promises are secure because of His own faithfulness.

3. If our unrighteousness magnifies the righteousness of God then is His wrath 
towards us unfair and unjustifiable? If our failures make God’s perfection 
look even greater then why would He condemn us (v. 5)? 
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Paul again explains that God is a perfect judge who judges by a set standard. He 
simply can’t excuse unrighteousness. He doesn’t need us in order to increase 
His righteousness, and actually His righteousness is also magnified in His 
judgement and wrath towards sinners.

4. This is really just an extension of the previous question, but if my evil 
magnifies the grace and glory of God and His goodness then wouldn’t it 
honor God more when I sin so that He shows more grace (v. 7-8)? 

Paul doesn’t even mess with such a ridiculous question. He simply declares 
God’s condemnation is always just. He certainly doesn’t need us to sin more so 
He can prove His own goodness.

After addressing these potential questions, the apostle Paul now concludes the 
argument that he has been making since v. 1:18 which is that everyone (Jew and 
Gentile; religious and irreligious; churched and non-churched) is guilty of sin 
and therefore fails to have a right standing before a Holy God. While the Jewish 
people were privileged to have been given the special revelation of God, they 
are not granted any special immunity from the judgement of God. They too 
share the common condition of man described here in this passage.

Dr. Timothy Keller provides a mental image of this common condition by 
asking us to imagine three swimmers trying to swim from Hawaii to Japan.  1

One can't swim at all so he drowns as soon as he hits deep water. The next is a 
weak swimmer. He makes it sixty feet before he sinks and drowns. The third is a 
championship swimmer with years of training under his belt. He swims well 

 Timothy Keller, Romans 1-7 For You (The Good Book Company: 2014), 67.1
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for a long time but after forty miles, he's struggling. At fifty miles, he's sinking. 
Shortly after that, he drowns. 

Now, is one swimmer more drowned than the others? No! It doesn't matter at 
all who swam further; none were anywhere near Japan, and each ends up as 
dead as the other. 

It doesn’t matter how good we’ve attempted to make ourselves; none of us are 
even close to reaching God’s righteous standard, and we are all equally 
condemned to drown in God's wrath. Paul provides an argument from Old 
Testament scriptures that, “None is righteous,… no one understands, no one seeks 
God,… and no one does good.” 

NO ONE UNDERSTANDS

No one fully comprehends the weight and depth of our tragic situation as 
sinners who must stand before a Holy God in a cosmic judicial courtroom. 
Instead, we have become experts at ignoring and denying what lies ahead for 
all of us. And perhaps the most popular way in which we ignore or deny our 
judgement before God is through our confidence in our own goodness. Our 
goodness is often a greater hinderance to our salvation than our badness. 

John Gerstner writes:

“Nothing now stands between the sinner and God but the sinner’s ‘good works’. 
Nothing can keep him from Christ but his delusion… that he has good works of 
his own that can satisfy God… All they need is need. All they must have is 
nothing… But alas, sinners cannot part with their virtues. They have none that 
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are not imaginary, but they are real to them. So grace becomes unreal. Their eyes 
fixed on a mirage they will not drink real water.”   2

NO ONE SEEKS GOD

We see people all around us who seem to be genuinely seeking God, but 
Scripture tells us that no one seeks God. We see desperate people all around us 
and assume they are seeking after God, but many seek Him without genuinely 
seeking Him for who He is. There are many people who are seeking for purpose 
in life, happiness, and relief from various circumstances, but we must not make 
the false assumption that those who seek the benefits of God are truly seeking 
God Himself. Man in his depraved condition does not seek God, but only what 
God might have to offer. Therefore, we can rightly conclude that any man who 
has truly found God was first sought by God Himself. Salvation begins with 
the seeking and choosing by God rather than the seeking and choosing of man.  

NO ONE DOES GOOD

And while we can obviously see many good things that various people do all 
around us, God’s perspective (as usual) goes much deeper and sees more 
completely the fullness of every action performed by man. Unlike us, God not 
only sees the external behavior of man, but He also considers the inward 
motivation for man’s every behavior. Therefore, to do good according to God’s 
perspective is to do something that outwardly complies with His commands 
but that also inwardly is motivated by a heart that seeks to please God out of a 
complete love for Him (heart, mind and soul). 

 John H. Gerstner, Theology for Everyman (Moody Press: 1969), 72-73.2
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That is why Paul later writes:

For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. (Romans 7:18)

For whatever does not proceed from faith is sin. (Romans 14:23)

So Paul declares that no one does what is truly good, and then he gives the 
summary statement that explains our condition saying, “There is no fear of God 
before man’s eyes.” We fail to fear and honor God as He ought to be honored. 

Grasping our depravity reveals our desperation leading to our dependence on 
nothing else but God. We are unable to do anything that will in itself please 
God. Our depraved condition leaves us speechless and condemned without any 
excuse or defense to offer on our behalf. We stand guilty and will find it 
impossible on the day of judgement to refute the overwhelming evidence of our 
sin stacked against us. Therefore, silence is the proper spiritual condition of the 
man who knows he has no hope of saving himself from the judgement and 
wrath of God. Honestly, what kind of defense do we have to offer before a 
perfect and holy God? We are dependent on help and desperately need hope.   
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