What in the World is God Doing?
Part 6: The True Jew and You
Romans 3:1-4
9 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God. 

Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision? 2 Much in every way. To begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God. 3 What if some were unfaithful? Does their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God? 4 By no means! Let God be true though every one were a liar, as it is written, “That you may be justified in your words, and prevail when you are judged.” 

Paul has been arguing that rightness with God comes only by trust.  To prove that trust in God’s provision FOR US is the only way to be right with God, Paul has condemned both Gentiles and Jews as ungodly (having the deadly congenital heart disease) and unrighteous (showing constant symptoms of the disease).
Paul has promised the religious moralist that God will judge the heart as well as the hands.  God, Paul promised, sees every secret thought of every human being.  The moralist dumbs down God’s demand for a clean heart, focusing on outside-the-cup appearances, but God never ever relaxes his demand for perfect Godliness. 

Man was created to render perfect submission to God and experience perfect delight in God.  Adam’s rebellion insured that all human flesh became obedient to their pursuit of felt needs.  What do we mean by felt needs? “I don’t like this person, or that situation, and I demand change for the sake of my own happiness. I will do or say whatever it takes (within reason, of course) to get what I need.”
With Adam’s rebellion, God-worship was replaced with self-worship (ungodliness).  Self-worship resulted in seeking after created things and other creatures as our means of personal happiness (unrighteousness).

But in our text this morning, Paul stops his prosecution of Jewish Covenant Nomism (God helps ethnic, circumcised Jews who help themselves) for a brief moment.  He anticipates the argument from his imaginary opponent, “Paul, you have gone too far by claiming that we children of Abraham are under the same judgment as Gentiles!  

What over-the-top ideas was the apostle spreading? He wrote in 2:9-11, “There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For God does not show favoritism.”  
The Jew understood the “do good, get good” principle of the Law.  But certainly God showed favoritism to his chosen people.  Otherwise, why would they BE chosen?

Then, he finished chapter two by re-defining the word Jew, “A man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code …” (v. 29).  This is a radical claim to people trusting in ethnic heritage, religious ceremonies, and a grace-plus-my-faithful-works religion!  Is Paul a self-hating Jew?
The Jewish listener has to ask, “…what is the Old Testament all about? Why did God bother to choose Abraham and establish his descendants, the Jews, as a special covenant people if there is no advantage to being Jewish? And why did God institute circumcision? If Paul is right, [Jewishness] is pointless.”  Either God isn’t faithful to his promises or Paul must be wrong in his conclusions. 

The apostle answers he is not wrong and God is not unfaithful to his promises.  Who is this imaginary Jewish listener with whom Paul has been dialoguing?  How does Paul know the opposition’s argument so well and anticipate their objections?  Paul is not only a Jew by birth, but a Pharisee by training and a former prosecutor of the Jesus movement.  Paul the apostle is arguing with Saul Paulos of Tarsus, the Pharisee of Pharisees.   

I. WHY BOTHER? (3:1)
A. True Jew
1. Then what advantage has the Jew? Or what is the value of circumcision?
2. In chap. 2, Paul, writing from the vantage point of the fulfillment of salvation history in Christ, has asserted that possession of the law and circumcision—in a word, being Jewish—makes no essential difference for the day of judgment.

3. Paul has finished his argument with ungodliness for now.  God will judge ALL the unrighteous.  Is God right or wrong?  

4. The word advantage speaks of an additional plus over and above the natural ethics he has described in 1:19, 20; 2:14-17.
B. Faithful God
1. This defense of Judaism is a defense of God's faithfulness.  God hasn't changed regardless of man's response, be that response either self-centered works of unrighteousness or grace/trust.  

2. What is the significance of true Israel, of "the circumcision" (3:1)?  The original text includes the definite article “the” and could be translated, “What is the value of (true) circumcision to the (truly) circumcised?”

3. If true Israel is an inward vs. outward distinction, why do we have all these rules on outward behavior starting in Eden and restated in excruciating detail in the Mosaic Law?

4. Paul’s argument over the next few chapters will be, “Behavior modification is NOT the name of the Game.  The Law positively modifies outward behavior but it cannot change ungodliness."  

5. Paul is seeking to encourage the true Jew with the promises of God and to educate the merely-outward Jew as to why life is so tough ('hebel' of Ecclesiastes) – intentionally tough, cursed by God – so we can rest in the grasp of God’s grace rather than relying on our control of circumstances and our desperate need to manage our sins.  

6. God’s faithfulness to his promises is absolutely crucial.  It is the fundamental principle of life, the universe, and absolutely EVERYTHING!  Without a faithful God, there is no Good News; there’s only a happy fantasy.
7. How could God make salvation promises to and through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and yet judge their children to be guilty and worthy of eternal punishment?  Did God lie?  Did he change his mind?  Is God unfaithful?  Is God unreliable?
8. “Paul, you can re-define ‘Jew’ all you like; make your ‘outward/inward’ distinction” says Paul’s accuser. “But if you cannot answer this fundamental question of God’s faithfulness to his people, then either you or wrong or God is wrong.”

II. ORACLES (3:2)
A. God Speaks
1. To begin with, the Jews were entrusted with the oracles of God.
2. The Jews’ advantage extends to a significant number of matters. In addition to the one advantage listed here in verse 2, he lists several more in 9:4–5: “adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; … the patriarchs, and of their race according to the flesh, … Christ.” 

3. God’s righteousness is not without testimony. The Jews received God’s oracles. God himself has sworn by himself that he is righteous and faithful to his chosen people. 
4.  “For people swear by something greater than themselves, and in all their disputes an oath is final for confirmation. 17 So when God desired to show more convincingly to the heirs of the promise the unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it with an oath, 18 so that by two unchangeable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled for refuge might have strong encouragement to hold fast to the hope set before us. 19 We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters into the inner place behind the curtain, 20 where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf, having become a high priest forever after the order of Melchizedek” (Heb. 6:16-20). 
5. The word oracles means the same thing in OT, in NT, and in pagan literature: divine utterances, words spoken directly by God to men.  Paul is making a very plain statement about the OT’s divine inspiration.  Scripture is NOT man’s communication about his experiences with God!  Scripture is God’s direct communication to man about God.  And God communicated directly to his chosen people.
6. God said in Deut. 4:8, “What other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today?”
7. Ps. 147:19–20, “He has revealed his word to Jacob, his laws and decrees to Israel. He has done this for no other nation; they do not know his laws.” 
B. God Promises
1. By the context of the passage, we know that Paul has more than just the totality of God’s oracles in mind.  He is particularly concerned with God’s promises.
2. “Paul has probably chosen to use [oracles], rather than …‘the Scriptures,’ because he wants to highlight those ‘sayings’ of the OT [where God makes promises] to his people. This nuance is suggested also by the words “unbelief” and ‘unfaithfulness’ (v. 3) to designate Israel’s failure and the words ‘faithfulness’ and ‘reliability’ to denote God’s commitment.”

III. FAITHFULNESS (3:3-4)

A. “Some” Vs. “True Jew” (3)
1. Has God been over judgmental to Abraham’s children in light of His oracles?  No.  There is a distinction between the unfaithfulness of some and God’s faithfulness. 
2. 3 What if some were unfaithful? Does their faithlessness nullify the faithfulness of God?
3. The implied answer is “NO!”  God is always faithful.  He is faithful to judge faithlessness and faithful to reward faithfulness.  Paul is distinguishing between the merely ethnic Jew and the “true Israel,” the grace/trust operators (The righteous live by trust).
4. Can you see the ironic contrast between his use of the words “unfaithful” and “faithlessness” here in verse 3 with his use of the word “entrusted” in verse 2? 
5.  “This faithfulness of God, a concept that Paul picks up from the OT, refers especially to God’s commitment to carry out the terms of the covenant with Israel. In contrast, then, the Jews’ ‘faithlessness’ [means] particularly their failure to meet their covenant obligations.”

6. What Paul is building up to is the argument that Messiah was a promise of God to his people and most of Abraham’s children rejected Messiah (chapters 9-11), becoming branches broken off from life in the vine.   

7. Does the refusal to trust God’s gracious promise mean God is faithless?

B. Declared Righteous (4)
1. 4 By no means! Let God be true though every one were a liar, as it is written, “That you may be justified in your words, and prevail when you are judged.” 

2. Paul’s answer is emphatic.  It is a shout with an exclamation point.  “Good heavens NO!” or “Not on your life!” or “NO WAY!”  God being faithless?  RIDICULUS!
3. Though every human being can be condemned as a liar under God’s legal demand for total perfection, God himself is true to his words of either judgment or blessing. 

4. Then the apostle returns to the OT for proof.  He quotes a portion of Psalm 51.  Ps. 51:4-6 reads, “4 Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you may be justified in your words and blameless in your judgment. 5 Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me. 6 Behold, you delight in truth in the inward being, and you teach me wisdom in the secret heart.” 

5. Psalm 51 is David’s moving confession of his stealing Bathsheba and having her husband killed to cover up his adultery. Verse 4b is a purpose clause in which David expresses the intention either of his confession (v. 3) and of his sin (v. 4a). 

6. This purpose is that God might be “declared right,” or “justified” in the in his judgment of David (cf. 2 Sam. 12:9–14) and “be clear” in his judgment of him. 

7. What makes Paul’s quotation of this verse difficult is that the negative application of God’s justice in the Psalm—God is right when he judges sin. Paul sees this as a positive argument, not a negative one (vv. 3–4a).

8. What it says about God is that God is absolutely right, regardless of what man does or doesn’t do.  It is a positive attribute about God, with very negative results for lost sinners, be they Jew or Gentile. 

9. Paul says the same to Timothy, “…if we deny him, he also will deny us; 13 if we are faithless, he remains faithful— for he cannot deny himself” (2 Tim. 2:12b-13). 

10. 2 Samuel 12 tells the story that moved David to write his song of confession, Ps. 51.  In it, God sent Nathan the prophet to tell David a story of a rich man who stole a poor family’s pet lamb and cooked it because he was too greedy to butcher a lamb from his own flock.
11. David got very angry and yelled out, “As the Lord lives, the man who has done this deserves to die, and he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.” 

12. Nathan then leveled his eyes on the angry king and said, “You are the man! Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘I anointed you king over Israel, and I delivered you out of the hand of Saul. … 9 Why have you despised the word of the Lord, to do what is evil in his sight?” (2 Sam. 12:7-9).
13. Suddenly, the speck in someone else’s eye became the log in David’s eye.  David went from righteous law-maker and a spotter of hypocrisy in others to ungodly, unrighteous law-breaker.
14. David sought to justify himself as law-giver and to justify the poor man whose lamb was stolen.  But God judged that David despised the word (the oracles) of the Lord.

15. What is Paul’s point in quoting David’s great song of confession and repentance?  Ultimately, it will be that both Jew and Gentile are sinners.  No one is justified in God’s sight.  In 2:19 he says, “Now 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” (3:19).

16. As one of my favorite teachers paraphrases Paul, “Just shut up!”  The righteousness of God has been seen in his dealings with the OT failures of faith who lived by promise.  All have been proved to be unrighteous; God is justified in declaring all to be unrighteous.  

17. Hope is not in outward Jewishness but INWARD Jewishness.  The first ray of hope is hopelessness.  The light for which Koheleth searched in the "vanity", the declaration of rightness Job sought (Job 40-41) among his works/righteousness accusers, comes out of hopelessness.
18. David's admission of ungodliness; "Against you and you only have I sinned" is "I am ungodly" and "I am a murderer, an adulterer, a liar; I despise God’s Word and I admit it."  

19. We must accept the faithfulness of God no matter the condition; David could have protested God shouldn’t have put a gorgeous woman on the rooftop for him to see.  Instead, David owned up to his ungodliness and unrighteousness.
God IS faithful.  He is faithful to himself in both his severity and in his kindness.  But his kindness cannot be found in Covenant Nomism (God helps the circumcised who sincerely try to keep his Law).  It can only be found by beginning with the hopelessness of the true Jew and fleeing to the hope of David’s greater Son.
Paul wrote to the Galatians, “We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners;  yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified” (Gal. 2:15-16).

God is faithful to proclaim through his perfect Law, “You are the man!” But, in faithfulness to his kindness and loyalty love for his people He also proclaimed, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.”  Jesus, the True Jew, earned the praise of God and offers it to all who will but trust into his perfect life and sacrificial death.
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