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There is a standard account of the structure of Paul’s argument in Romans 1-4, and it runs more or less as follows. In this section, Paul unfolds a single, carefully constructed and broadly coherent argument, proceeding in orderly fashion from the revelation of the wrath of God to the claim that righteousness is by faith, together with its scriptural confirmation. Having demonstrated the universality of sin, which exposes Gentile and Jew alike to the rigours of the divine judgment, Paul announces the saving divine intervention and its human correlate, which is faith rather than works of law – a claim that is supported by appealing to the scriptural example of Abraham. On this analysis, Romans 1.18-4.25 falls into two main sections, one negative, one positive, one depicting the human plight (1.18-3.20), the other the divine solution (3.21-4.25). The negative section is enclosed between the initial announcement of the righteousness of God (1.16-17) and its later resumption (3.21-31): and these two textual brackets appear to guarantee the unity and coherence of the argument they enclose.
This conventional analysis might be subjected to a number of qualifications. If, as is widely believed, Paul’s “righteousness of God” motif refers to God’s own saving action or covenant faithfulness, this may result in a more theocentric version of the basic scheme. If, for Paul, “faith” is in the first instance the faith or faithfulness of Christ (cf. 3.22, 26), then the outcome will be a more christological emphasis, which may be read back into the Habakkuk citation in 1.17 (so that the “one who by faith is righteous” is identified with Christ), and read forward into chapter 4 (so that Abraham’s faith typologically prefigures the faith of Christ). Alternatively, if Abraham is significant primarily as the founding father of a people of God embracing Gentiles as well as Jews, one might propose a more ecclesiocentric version of the basic analysis of Romans 1-4. There might also be discussion about whether the unfolding of Paul’s argument, from “plight” (1.18-3.20) to “solution” (3.21-4.25), really corresponds to the logic of his thought. If the logic moves in the opposite direction, from the divine saving action to an understanding of the problem it addresses, then one might choose to emphasize that Paul’s argument starts, logically as well as rhetorically, with the announcement of the divine righteousness in 1.16-17. The conventional bipartite analysis of Romans 1-4 allows for a range of exegetical possibilities.

Yet there is still a question about whether this analysis is right – whether it is really the best available way to construe the connections between the various units of discourse. The conventional analysis seems to result in a number of serious anomalies. Although these have all been noted before, they have not been satisfactorily explained. Are they perhaps symptomatic of a failure to comprehend the dynamic of Paul’s argument? Do they come to light at points where our sense of the overall argument is in tension with what Paul actually says? If so, then the problem may lie not so much with Paul as with his exegetes. As we shall see, the anomalies melt away if we construe the entire argument of Romans 3-4 (but not 1-2) as an exercise in scriptural interpretation and hermeneutics.
Six Anomalies
Paul’s argument in Romans 1-4 poses a number of serious problems.
(1)  The relative lack of explicit christological statements is remarkable in a section which is so widely understood as the definitive account of the Pauline gospel. In spite of important christological statements in the introduction (1.1-15) and the sequel to this section (5.1-21), references to christology are largely absent not only in the “negative” part of the argument (1.18-3.20; but cf. 2.16) but also in its “positive” counterpart (3.21-4.25). Admittedly, there are in 3.22-26 references to “[the] faith of Jesus Christ”,  “the redemption which is in Christ Jesus”, “his blood”, and “the one who is of the faith of Jesus”. It is striking, however, that all four references occur in prepositional clauses that qualify statements about divine action; agency is not attributed to Jesus himself. More significantly, explicit christological statements are again entirely absent between 3.26 and 4.24-25 – in contrast to the earlier reflections on the Abraham narrative in Galatians 3, where christological statements abound (cf. Gal.3.13, 14, 16, 19, 22-29 passim). Even in Romans 3.27-31, where Abraham is not yet in view, the christological references of the previous verses are lacking in Paul’s ongoing discussion of righteousness and faith, law and works. This “christological reticence” of Romans 1-4 demands an explanation.
(2)  A second anomaly may be found in Romans 1.18-32. This passage denounces the “impiety and injustice of people who unjustly suppress the truth” (1.18), and who consequently worship idols and succumb to a range of sexual and social sins (1.19-32). On the conventional analysis of Romans 1.18-3.20, Paul here seeks to demonstrate the universality of sin among the Gentiles. Yet it is not clear that he actually does so. After the initial reference to “people who unjustly suppress the truth”, the objects of Paul’s critique are referred to only by way of third plural pronouns and verbs, so that the exact scope of the critique is left vague. No doubt he is speaking in the first instance of Gentiles rather than Jews: but does he speak here indiscriminately of all Gentiles? Perhaps he does, but if so he does not make this clear. The universality of sin is at no point either affirmed or denied. Rather, this passage presents a genealogy or history of sin, an account of sin’s origin which is at the same time an analysis of its nature. Sin, it is argued, originates in the primal decision to pervert the original divine self-disclosure into the worship of idols. Following this original sin, God abandoned the idolators to the consequences of their actions – the breakdown of order in the spheres of sexuality (vv.24-27) and social life more generally (vv.28-32). In both cases, a loose analogy is drawn between the original and the subsequent sins. There is an “exchange” of the true God for idols, and consequently there is an “exchange” of the other for the sexual partner of the same sex (vv.25, 26-27: note the use of metēllaxan in both cases). In the social sphere, the “unfitting mind” (adokimon noun) to which they were “given up” stems from the fact that they “did not see fit [ouk adokimasan] to acknowledge God” (v.28). The whole passage is based on a conflation of conventional Jewish polemic against idolatry with the Stoic claim that God is accessible to humankind in and through the created order. Idolatry – that is, normal non-Jewish religious practice – is traced back not to ignorance, as in more conventional Jewish polemic, but to a perversion of an original divine self-disclosure. The passage leaves open the possibility that, having previously “worshipped and served the creature rather than the creator” (v.25), one may transfer one’s allegiance back to the creator. It does not lead one to suppose that only a new divine saving intervention can remedy the situation.
(3)  In Romans 2, third plural discourse (vv.7-16) is enclosed by passages of direct address in the second person singular (vv.1-6, 17-29). The addressee is initially represented simply as a critic (vv.1-5; ō anthrōpe pas ho krinōn, v.1), then, in more concrete terms, as a Jewish teacher of the law (vv.17-24), and finally as a Jewish male who maintains the soteriological value of his circumcision (vv.25-29). In each case, the addressee is actually or potentially a transgressor. The critic stands self-condemned, since he is guilty of precisely the sins that he condemns in others (v.1). The teacher of the law declaims loudly against stealing, adultery and idolatry, but is secretly implicated in just these practices (vv.21-23). The male Jew is warned that his eternal well-being is jeopardized by transgression of the law, irrespective of his circumcision (vv.25-29). In the first two cases, the addressee is guilty of serious transgression; in the third, transgression is a hypothetical possibility against which the addressee is warned. The three addressees overlap, but they cannot straightforwardly be identified with each other. To some degree, each retains his individuality: the critic is not necessarily identical to the teacher, or the teacher to the individal whose transgression is still a hypothesis. Most significantly, it is not clear how these passages of individual address contribute to an argument which is supposed to indict the entire Jewish people, following the supposed indictment of all Gentiles in chapter 1. These three singular addressees lack any obvious representative significance in relation to the Jewish people, either singularly or collectively. It is true that, in v.1, every critic is said to be guilty of precisely the sins that he criticizes in others. Yet this point is not substantiated, and, especially in the case of the teacher of the law, Paul’s accusations seem purely contingent. In this vivid caricature, Paul introduces us to a learned, pious, reverent figure with a mission to illuminate the darkness of human ignorance with the light of the Torah – and then shocks us by denouncing him for his own notorious transgressions, which, as scripture says, dishonour the divine name among the Gentiles (2.24, citing Is.52.5). Paul may here insinuate that people like the hypocritical teacher of the law are not uncommon, but in himself the teacher represents no more than a possibility – the possibility that one may know the law, be an expert in it indeed, and yet fail to obey it. It is not clear how this sharply individualized portrayal can contribute to an argument supposed to demonstrate that all Jews, like all Gentiles, stand guilty before God.
(4)  In Romans 2.1-11, Paul emphatically asserts the impartiality of the God who, one day, will judge the human race in its entirety. Jews and Greeks alike will be judged purely on the basis of their good or evil deeds, and there will be representatives of both groups on either side of the great divide. In the second half of the chapter, Paul explains how this can be the case; it is here that the portrayal of the hypocritical teacher finds its place. While Gentiles are without the law whereas Jews know the law, the difference between them is in fact only relative. Gentiles may unknowingly fulfil the law’s requirements, and show thereby that the law is written on their hearts. Their faculty of conscience also bears witness to this, since it takes the form of an ongoing internal monitoring of conduct in the external sphere, resulting in self-praise or self-blame (vv.14-15). On the other hand, Jews like the hypocritical teacher may possess the law yet fail to obey it (vv.17-29). A Gentile who unknowingly observes the requirements of the law deserves to be regarded as a true Jew, circumcised in heart if not in flesh (vv.26-29). Paul’s argument here is indeed universal in its scope, but what is said to be universal is the double possibility of salvation or condemnation. There is not the slightest indication that Jews and Gentiles all alike stand guilty before God: indeed, such a view is apparently rejected when “glory and honour and peace” is promised “to everyone who does what is good, the Jew first but also the Greek” (v.10). How does this relate to the clear affirmations of universal guilt in the very next chapter? The problem cannot be resolved along the lines laid down by Augustine, who argued that the Gentiles on whose hearts the law is written are Gentile Christians in whom the new covenant of Jeremiah 31.31-34 is fulfilled. This is an implausible interpretation, since the function of the law written on the heart is to compensate for complete ignorance of the written law (cf. Romans 2.14), whereas Gentile Christians are expected to be familiar at least with the second table of the decalogue (cf. Rom.13.9). Even if this interpretation were correct, however, the problem would remain: Romans 2 seems singularly ill-suited to contribute to an argument purporting to demonstrate the universality of sin.
(5)  An anomaly of a different kind is to be found in Romans 3.1-8. The problem here is simply the obscurity of the argument. In recent exegesis, it is typically argued that Paul here draws back from the critique of a certain Jewish covenantal theology that he has developed in chapter 2. Divine impartiality notwithstanding, God’s covenant with Israel remains intact: references to God’s faithfulness, truth and righteousness (vv.3-7) relate to God’s maintenance of a covenant that intends Israel’s salvation, in spite of Israel’s unfaithfulness to the “words of God” in which that covenant was communicated (vv.2-3). The point of vv.5-8 would then be to insist that the final condemnation of disobedient members of the covenant is not incompatible with divine faithfulness. Paul here attempts to harmonize the themes of impartial divine judgment and covenant faithfulness, although his harmonization seems to take the form of assertion rather than demonstration. He also introduces the concept of the “righteousness of God” (theou dikaiosunē, v.5), which will recur in an explicitly christological context in vv.21-22. This covenant-centred interpretation marks an improvement on older readings, which could only suppose that the questions posed in vv.5, 7 are essentially frivolous or incoherent. (How can God punish justly punish us if our sins serve to display God’s own righteousness?) Yet the covenantal interpretation fails to explain why God’s righteousness is here asserted in abstraction from the gospel. It also overlooks the fact that the exemption from the divine wrath that is rejected here is a crucial element of the gospel itself (cf. Rom.3.23-26; 5.9-10). And it can make little or nothing of the citation in v.4 from Psalm 51. Whether or not this interpretation is adequate, however, the contribution of Romans 3.1-8 to an argument supposedly demonstrating the universality of sin remains obscure.
(6)  In Romans 3.9-20, Paul does at last assert that sin is universal, or, more precisely, that the law leaves the entire world – Jews as well as Gentiles – in a position of guilt before God, exposed to the inevitability of divine judgment. Paul’s announcement of the righteousness of God through faith of Jesus Christ is set against that background (cf. 3.22). Romans 3.21-31 is, indeed, generally regarded as the locus classicus of the distinctive Pauline doctrine of justification by faith. Here, older interpreters found their correlation between justification and pure grace, stemming from the cross of Christ in which the divine wrath was propitiated (cf. vv.25-26). They also found the dogmatic assertion that “a person is justified by faith without works of law” (v.28). More recent interpreters have highlighted the motifs of “the righteousness of God”, the “faith[fulness] of Christ”, and the justification of Gentiles as well as Jews (cf. vv.22, 26, 29-30). What is not clear, however, is why this highly compressed statement of a “Pauline doctrine of justification” is followed by a scriptural elaboration of this doctrine that is two and a half times the length of the original statement. In conventional readings, the initial statement and the scriptural elaboration are held together by their concern with anthrōpos, the human being who is justified by faith apart from works (cf. 3.28; 4.6). Yet the “anthropological” emphasis does not persist beyond Romans 4.8; thereafter the emphasis lies on Abraham’s fatherhood of Gentiles as well as of Jews (cf. 4.11-12, 16-17, 18). Is Paul here composing an apologia for the presence of uncircumcised Gentiles within the church? Is it indeed the main function of the doctrine of righteousness by faith to enable him to do so? The scriptural exegesis would then serve Paul’s apologetic strategy. Yet it would remains unclear how the initial statement and the scriptural proof relate to one another.
On the conventional analysis, Romans 1.18-4.25 is a bipartite structure, in which an account of the human problem (1.18-3.20) is followed by an announcement of the divine solution (3.21-4.25). We have seen that such an analysis results in a number of anomalies. It fails to explain the lack of explicit christological references in these chapters. It ignores the fact that 1.18-32 is concerned not with sin’s universality but with sin’s genesis. It cannot explain why, according to Romans 2, sin is a purely contingent reality and not an inescapable fact of the human condition. It can find in 3.1-8 only an abstract covenantal theology whose contribution to the unfolding argument is marginal. And it cannot adequately account for the preponderance of scriptural exegesis in the “positive” half of the argument.
The anomalies disappear if we detach Romans 3-4 from chapters 1-2 and see this section as outlining a double-sided scriptural hermeneutic in which scripture is construed as speaking with two fundamentally different voices. With one voice, scripture condemns and denounces human sin, which it assumes to be a universal fact of the human condition: this voice can be described as “law”, although it may be heard in texts other than the Torah (cf. 3.9-20). With its other voice, scripture speaks of a divine saving action that is equally universal in scope, and (above all) of the human response that the divine action intends and elicits – a response whose logic is articulated in the lapidary utterance of the prophet Habakkuk (cf. 1.17b), and, more expansively, in the Genesis Abraham narrative. Paul’s doctrine of righteousness by faith is an exegesis of these texts, and nothing more than that. His doctrine of the universality of sin is similarly grounded in the scriptural testimony, and, for that reason, enters his argument at precisely the point where he begins to engage explicitly with scripture (3.1-4). Thus, scripture does not confirm Pauline dogma – as though the dogma could be stated independently and only subsequently issued with scriptural backing. Scripture here is primary rather than secondary. When Paul speaks on the basis of non-scriptural premises, he reaches somewhat different conclusions: that is why the early discussions of sin’s genesis and of divine impartiality cannot be fully harmonized with the scriptural doctrine of sin’s universality that Paul constructs in 3.1-20. In Romans 3-4, then, the point is to outline a radical scriptural soteriology in which “law” has been displaced from the central position by “faith”.
In what follows, I shall focus primarily on Romans 3.1-8, emphasizing the disjunction between this passage and the two preceding arguments (1.18-32; 2.1-29), and the integral connection with 3.9-20. Romans 3.1-8 is not a somewhat cryptic digression: it is the key to Paul’s whole argument, since here for the first time he engages with the message of scripture, which he describes as God’s speech, “the words of God” (3.2). The crucial exegetical point is that the references that follow to “the faithfulness of God”, “the truth of God” and “the righteousness of God” all derive from the initial reference to “the words of God”. In scripture God speaks, and what God speaks is an indictment of the entire human race. What is at issue is whether what God says is true, whether God is in the right in his scriptural indictment of the whole world.
The words of God and the truth of God
The doctrine of the universality of sin is stated with all appropriate rhetorical force in Romans 3.9-12:
We have already asserted that Jews and Greeks alike are all under sin, as it is written: There is no one who is righteous [ouk estin dikaios], not even one. There is no one who understands. There is no one who seeks God. All have turned away, together they have become worthless. There is no one who does good, not even one.

Here, the four negative ouk estin statements correspond to Paul’s affirmation that “Jews and Greeks alike are all under sin”.(“All under sin” is also echoed in the scriptural “all have turned aside”.) The rhetorically impressive repetitions are in fact Paul’s own creation, based on Ps.13[14].1-3:

The fool said in his heart, there is no God.

  They are corrupted, they practise abominations,

  there is no one who does good [poiōn chrēstotēta], not even one.

The Lord looked down from heaven upon the sons of men,

  to see if there is anyone who understands or seeks God.

All have turned away, together they have become worthless,

  there is no one who does good, not even one.

In Romans 3.12, Psalm 13.3 LXX is quoted verbatim (or almost so, depending on a minor textual problem), but the preceding verses of the psalm are treated selectively and with significant modifications. Paul takes the first of the psalm’s two identical statements to the effect that “there is no one who does good...” (Ps.13.1c), and substitutes for it the statement that “there is no one who is righteous...” (Rom.3.10). This substitution is motivated by the desire to avoid the repetition found in the psalm itself, and to place at the beginning of his catena a term that is of fundamental importance in the argument of Romans as a whole. The second and third of the series of ouk estin statements are created by Paul out of a pair of participles in Psalm 13.2. The Lord looks to see if there is anyone who understands or seeks God, and the following verse describes the negative outcome of this quest. Paul reads the outcome into the quest itself, so that “... if there is anyone who understands or seeks God” becomes: “There is no one who understands, there is no one who seeks God”. The structure of the negation in Psalm 13.1c (= v.3b) is extended into Paul’s rendering of v.2b, by the simple device of substituting ouk for ei in the phrase, ei estin suniōn, and by repeating the ouk estin (in place of ē) in the phrase that follows. The resulting series of identically constructed negations aptly summarizes the psalm’s negative verdict on “the sons of men”, and the omissions and substitutions heighten its rhetorical impact.
In 3.13-18, further material from the psalms and from Isaiah is assembled so as to present an analysis of sin in terms of various bodily organs: throat, tongue, lips, mouth (vv.13-14), feet (vv.15-17), eyes (v.18). It is, however, the material from Psalm 13 that bears the greatest weight within Paul’s catena, since this passage alone asserts sin’s universality – the point from which the catena set out (“... Jews and Greeks alike are all under sin”, v.9) and to which it returns (“... so that every mouth should be stopped and the whole world should be liable to God’s judgment”, v.20). At the outset, it is Paul who first asserts sin’s universal scope: “we have already charged...” (v.9). At the conclusion, it is “the law” which reiterates this message, speaking in and through the psalmists whom Paul here presents as authoritative commentators on the law (v.19). That means, however, that Paul presents himself as another commentator, marshalling the words of his predecessors and repeating what they said in his own words. What is at stake in this passage is the law’s negative verdict on humankind, and thus the true meaning of the law itself. According to Paul, the voice of the law as articulated by its later scriptural commentators rules out the more optimistic interpretation, which is that the law’s true sense is to be found in the “works” – actions and abstentions – it prescribes as the way to the goal of “righteousness” (cf. v.20). The optimistic reading of the Torah is a misreading: “Therefore by works of law shall no flesh be justified before him, for through the law comes knowledge of sin” – knowledge, that is, of sin as the final determinant of humans’ standing before God. Romans 3.9-20 is concerned to articulate not a general doctrine of the human condition but the true meaning of a text. The law is referred to no less than six times in vv.19-21, confirming that Paul asserts his doctrine of sin’s universality not on his own authority but only as a commentator on a text.
Having established that the emphasis in Romans 3.9-20 is on the meaning of a text and not on sin per se, the next step is to integrate 3.1-8 into this argument, and to show that vv.1-20 constitutes a single coherent account of the scriptural testimony to sin’s universality. In vv.1-8, the later references to “the law” (vv.19-21) are anticipated in references to “the words of God” (ta logia tou theou, v.2) and to “your words” (en tois logois sou, v.4). These references to God’s words anticipate the catena of vv.9-18, as the later references to the law summarize it. Thus, scripture is explicitly at issue from the outset of Romans 3, whereas in chapters 1 and 2 the fundamental statements about the universal knowledge of God and divine impartiality are not premised on scripture. Scripture’s message is uncompromising: “There is no one righteous, not even one” (3.9). Arguments based on non-scriptural foundations help prepare the way for the annihilating scriptural judgment on humankind, but their conclusions are far less radical. When Paul states that “the advantage of the Jew” is seen first and foremost in the possession of “the words of God” (3.1-2), he thereby signals a shift onto distinctively scriptural terrain.
The link between vv.9-20 and vv.1-8 is implied initially in the continuation of the question-and-answer format and in the claim that “we have already accused [proētiasametha] Jews and Greeks as all being under the power of sin” (v.9). Paul here claims to repeat something he has said before (cf. Gal.1.9). But he has said nothing of the kind in Romans 1-2. He refers here quite specifically to his statement in Romans 3.4, where he moves from a preceding reference to the unfaithfulness of “some” Jews to an affirmation of the falsehood of “every human”:

Let God be true, and every human a liar – as it is written: “... so that you might be justified in your words, and overcome when you are judged.”  (3.4, citing Ps.50.6 LXX)

In the initial correlation of divine truth and human falsehood, the “and” (de) has the force of “in that”: “Let God be true in that every human is a liar”. God’s truth is manifest in universal human falsehood, just as God’s righteousness is manifested in human unrighteousness (cf. Rom.3.5). Why? Because the truthfulness of God is the truthfulness of the scriptural logia tou theou, and because what God says in and through the scriptural words is that every human is a liar: “There is no one who is righteous, not even one... With their tongues they deceive” (3.9, 13). God’s truthfulness is dependent on human falsehood in the straightforward sense that God’s words assert human falsehood, so that their own truth stands or falls with this assertion.
Paul’s reference to the falsehood of every human is itself derived from scripture. Psalm 115 LXX opens as follows:
I believed, therefore I spoke;
  I was greatly humbled.

I said in my astonishment [en tē ekstasei mou],

  Every human is a liar! [pas anthrōpos pseustēs]  (Ps.115.1-2)

The affirmation, “I believed, therefore I spoke” is cited elsewhere, in 2 Corinthians 4.13, where Paul claims to embody in his ministry “the same spirit of faith” (to auto pneuma tēs pisteōs] as is expressed in the psalm text;  his self-identification with a scriptural author is here unusually close. The clear allusion in Romans 3.4 to the very next verse may imply that Paul finds in the psalm precisely the correlation between pistis and universal human falsehood or guilt that is writ large in Romans 3 as a whole. The one who believes the divine word of grace also finds in that word a disclosure of universal human depravity, and it is this appalling and humiliating discovery that is emphasized both in the psalm text and in Paul’s allusion to it. Even before Paul’s explicit citation from Psalm 50 LXX, universal human falsehood is implicitly presented as a distinctively scriptural doctrine, counter-intuitive and shattering to natural human self-esteem.
The citation from Psalm 50.6 makes explicit this focus on scripture as such; for Paul clearly connects “so that you might be justified in your words” with “the words of God” that constitute the scriptures (cf. Rom.3.2, 4). As in the catena (3.9-18), the assumption is that the divine words as recorded in scripture constitute a devastating indictment of the entire human race. The question was raised whether the unfaithfulness of some Jews makes it impossible for 

God to remain faithful to his own words (3.3; cf. 9.6, 11.1); and the response is that this cannot be the case, since the manifest unfaithfulness of “some” is actually a mere symptom of a universal human malaise which it is precisely the function of God’s words to bring to light. The implied questioner assumes that the logia tou theou are essentially positive in content, and that Israel’s unfaithfulness might pose an obstacle to their realization (v.3); Paul’s response assumes that the scriptural words of God are essentially negative in content, and that Israel’s unfaithfulness is actually a vindication of God’s truthfulness in those words. Throughout these verses there is the closest correlation between the faithfulness, truthfulness or righteousness of God on the one hand and the words of scripture on the other. It is the role of the citation to make this correlation explicit, for there it is envisaged that God will be “justified in his words” – that is, that humans will come to acknowledge God’s righteousness in his words, the truthfulness of the scriptural indictment of humankind. The hopōs clause of v.4 is identical in function and sense to the hina clause of v.19:
Let God be true, and every human false – as it is written: “... so that [hopōs] you may be justified in your words and overcome when you are judged.

We know that what the law says it speaks to those who are under the law, so that [hina] every mouth may be stopped and the whole world should be liable to God’s judgment [hupodikos...tō theō].
The dramatic image here is of a lawsuit in which humankind loudly complains that the universal divine indictment contained in scripture is unmerited, but is finally forced to concede its truth and its justice. God’s truth is bound up with “what the law says”: God is true if and only if what the law says is true. Like Paul’s own statement in 3.19, the citation from Psalm 50 articulates the final intention of the law’s utterances, which is to persuade their addressees that the God who speaks in them is speaking the truth about the human condition. Like the word of the gospel, the voice of the law intends its own acknowledgment as true.
On this reading, the question addressed in Romans 3.5-8 is whether the condemnatory divine words of scripture are really God’s last word to the human race. The question is a deeply serious one; it is the question that has to arise at this point in the argument. To paraphrase v.5: if our unrighteousness shows that God is indeed righteous in his words, the words of scripture that indict us, then – what next? The questioner has been led inexorably to the edge of a precipice, and naturally wishes to know whether God really intends to carry out the scriptural death sentence. The Pauline response is comfortless (vv.5-6). Would God be unjust in executing his wrath, as some foolishly suppose? Indeed not, for the execution of God’s wrath is precisely the logic of divine judgment – a logic about which (for Paul) there is general agreement: “We acknowledge that the judgment of God is in truth directed against those who do such things” (Rom.2.2). Paul’s uncompromising response provokes in v.7 a more assertive and individualized version of the question posed in v.5. If the truth of the divine indictment is manifested in my participation in universal human falsehood, why is God not satisfied with this glorious manifestation of his truthfulness? Having conclusively vindicated his accusation, why does he still feel the need to annihilate me? Why does he not consider the option of extending his mercy? Again Paul offers no comfort, but takes the opportunity to vindicate himself over against his critics (v.8). If the questioner were right to imply that we have a claim on the divine mercy, the consequence would be that we could brazenly persist in our evil ways in the sure knowledge of final divine good – a claim that is slanderously attributed to Paul himself. In conclusion: we all stand unprotected and exposed before the divine judgment in which the scriptural indictment of humankind will be vindicated and executed (cf. v.9a).
This interpretation of Romans 3.1-8 rests on the identification of the logia tou theou (v.2; cf. v.4) with the words of the law as articulated in the catena (vv.9-20). The great advantage of this interpretation is that Romans 3.1-20 can now be seen as a single coherent argument focused on the negative voice of scripture which, at this point, would seem to be scripture’s only voice. This interpretation means that the current tendency to identify the divine faithfulness, truthfulness and righteousness asserted here what is later said to be revealed in the gospel must be abandoned. The theou dikaiosunē of v.5 is not to be identified with the dikaiosunē theou of v.21, for the one is a righteousness of God manifested in and through the law, whereas the other is a righteousness of God manifested apart from law – though attested by the law and the prophets. Here and elsewhere in Romans, contemporary interpreters seem  to blunt the force and blur the contours of Paul’s sharply antithetical patterns of speech. In the current, largely justified reaction against conventional protestant exegesis, there is a danger of overlooking a basic formal feature of Pauline theological rhetoric.
The Hermeneutical Matrix of the Gospel
In Romans 3.1-20, Paul is engaged both in interpreting scripture and in constructing a hermeneutic – that is, a construal of the scriptural message in its totality, to serve as a framework for further acts of interpretation. He is here concerned with individual texts only insofar as they articulate the voice of scripture as a whole, and in the catena he rewrites them and assembles them into a new configuration with that end in view. Texts from the psalms and Isaiah are understood as inner-scriptural commentary on the law, and the message they deliver is radically negative in its undifferentiated verdict on humankind. As we have seen, Paul’s argument takes this radically negative turn precisely when he addresses himself to the topic of scripture, the logia tou theou. Yet scripture has a second voice, in addition to the voice of the law. In Romans 3.21, a “righteousness of God” is announced that is “apart from law”, and yet is also “attested by the law and the prophets”. Its attestation by the law – that is, the Torah or pentateuch – is the theme of Romans 4, where far-reaching conclusions are drawn from the claim of Genesis 15.6 that Abraham “believed God, and it was reckoned to him as righteousness”. What of its attestation by the prophets? In Romans 4.7-8, Paul also cites Psalm 31.1-2 LXX:
Blessed are those whose iniquities are forgiven,

and whose sins are covered.


Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not reckon sin.

The same Book of Psalms that communicates the divine indictment of humankind here communicates the divine forgiveness. Yet the prophetic text that is most significant for Paul’s argument is not from the psalms but from Habakkuk: “The one righteous by faith will live” (Hab.2.4, cited in Rom.1.17). It is this text – together with Genesis 15.6 – that provides Paul with the correlation of “righteousness” and “faith” that is so fundamental to his argument. The Pauline doctrine of righteousness by faith does not present itself as a “Pauline doctrine” at all, but rather as exegesis of scripture. As we shall see, Habakkuk 2.4 generates not only the initial “righteousness of God” statement in Romans 1.17 but also the further development of this statement in 3.21-31. If 3.21-31 is also in its own way exegesis, then Romans 3-4 as a whole is exclusively concerned with hermeneutical construction: for what is at stake is not just individual texts but a double-edged construal of the entire scriptural message.
How does this account of Paul’s argument in Romans 1-4 resolve the anomalies we identified in more conventional accounts?
The first anomaly consisted in the “christological reticence” that characterizes Romans 1.16-4.25, in sharp contrast to the material that precedes and follows this section (1.1-15; 5.1-21). The solution to the problem is that from 3.2 onwards Paul is concerned with the logia tou theou, and more specifically with the construction of a scriptural hermeneutic for his gospel. Paul therefore operates here on almost exclusively scriptural terrain; only in 3.21-26 and 4.24-25 does he allow his exegesis to be affected by his knowledge of what God has done in Christ. Paul does not learn from scripture that the righteousness of God has “now… been manifested”, or that it is a righteousness “through faith of Jesus Christ” (3.21-22). But he does learn from scripture – from Habakkuk and from Genesis – that righteousness is by faith, that this faith is elicited by God speaking about God’s saving action, and that this faith is universal in scope, since the divine word is addressed to Jew and Gentile alike. Paul also learns from scripture that this God’s saving action is occasioned by the divine indictment of the whole world. Scripture provides a prior soteriological logic that enables Paul to interpret what has now taken place in Jesus Christ. Yet his primary focus here is on the scriptural soteriology itself, in relative abstraction from Jesus Christ. When Paul writes, “We consider that a person is justified by faith apart from works of law” (3.28), his language is informed more by his construal of scripture than by christology. At the end of chapter 3 and throughout almost all of chapter 4, the concern is with the scriptural foundations of christology and gospel, not with christology and gospel per se.
The second anomaly concerned Romans 1.18-32, which offers an account of the origins of sin but does not straightforwardly contribute to an argument about sin’s universality. As we have now seen, Paul regards it as an exclusively scriptural doctrine that all humans stand indicted by God as sinners. Romans 1 prepares the way for this conclusion by arguing that those who commit idolatry and the sins that follow from it are “without excuse” (anapologētous, v.20), since their actions stem not from ignorance but from a knowledge of the divine nature and will which they deliberately suppress. The argument is based not on scripture but on the Stoic motif of divine self-disclosure through the created order, and on the corresponding belief that humans go astray insofar as they turn aside from this divine self-disclosure and fail to live in its light. Paul draws on this Stoic material in order to explain the scriptural doctrine that humankind in its entirety stands indicted by God (cf. 3.1-20). If Gentiles are simply ignorant of the existence and will of God, then the scriptural assumption of universal accountability could not be maintained. For that reason, Paul in Romans 1 again and again emphasizes that Gentiles are not ignorant but do what they do knowingly. What is knowable about God was manifest to them (1.19); knowing God, they did not glorify him as God (1.21); they exchanged the truth of God for a lie (1.25); they did not see fit to maintain their knowledge of God (1.28); knowing God’s judgment on their sinful actions, they nevertheless approved them (1.32). The motif of universal knowledge of God is not itself scriptural in origin, but it is employed here to explain the universal accountability presupposed in the scriptural indictment.
The third anomaly concerned the passages of direct address in chapter 2, where the figures of the critic, the Jewish teacher and the unspecified Jewish male lack the representative character they would require if Paul were already arguing that all Jews as well as all Gentiles are “under sin” (cf. 3.9). In reality, their role is to prepare the way for that exclusively scriptural doctrine, by showing that serious sins may disfigure the lives even of those who inveigh most loudly and credibly against them. Paul does not need to show that every teacher of the Torah is guilty of theft, idolatry and temple-robbery (cf. 2.21-22), but he does wish to show that the distinction between the righteous and the unrighteous is not quite as clear-cut as the righteous typically assume. As a matter of empirical experience, Paul implies, sin turns out to be remarkably prevalent even within the bastions of respectability.
The fourth anomaly arose from the apparent assumption in Romans 2 that Jews and Gentiles remain free to choose either the way of virtue that leads to eternal life or the way of vice that leads to judgment. Once again, Paul’s argument makes good sense if it is seen as preparatory to the account of the scriptural indictment in 3.1-20. Here, the basis is a shared belief in a future universal judgment: “We know that the judgment of God is in truth against those who do such things” (2.3). A universal judgment is presupposed in Paul’s account of the scriptural indictment of humankind, and so too is the assumption of divine impartiality, explicitly stated in 2.11 and fundamental to the whole chapter. The motif of the obedient Gentiles does not conflict with chapter 1, since Paul does not there presuppose that sin is universal, and it only conflicts with chapter 3 if we overlook its limited function. The obedient Gentiles serve to illustrate the logic of impartial divine judgment:
Circumcision is indeed valuable if you practise the law; but if you are a transgressor of the law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. So, if an uncircumcised person keeps the requirements of the law, will not his uncircumcision be counted as circumcision?  (2.25-26)

The divine impartiality asserted here is also presupposed in Paul’s reading of the scriptural indictment, although there it will take the form of universal condemnation (cf. 3.20). Throughout 1.18-2.29, Paul draws on a variety of sources – Stoicism, ordinary social experience, a general belief in post mortem judgment – so as to provide additional support for the exclusively scriptural argument of 3.1-20.
The fifth anomaly consisted in the obscurity of Romans 3.1-8 and the difficulty of integrating it into Paul’s argument. As we have already seen, the passage makes excellent sense as introducing the theme of the scriptural indictment, marking the turn from the preliminary arguments of chapters 1-2 to the exclusively scriptural argumentation of chapters 3-4.
The sixth anomaly consisted in the disproportion between the initial account of righteousness by faith (3.21-31) and the scriptural proof that follows it (4.1-25). The usual assumption is that Paul asserts that righteousness is by faith on his own authority, and then, subsequently, proceeds to supply scriptural confirmation of his teaching. Yet Paul would not agree that the doctrine of righteousness by faith is characteristically his. The idea of correlating “righteousness” and “faith” is not his own, for he has derived it from scripture, and especially from Habakkuk 2.4. In his own statements, Paul composes a series of variations on Habakkuk’s theme, with its reference to the person who is righteous by faith:
kathōs gegraptai: ho de dikaios ek pisteōs zēsetai  (Rom.1.17b
dikaiosunē gar theou en autō apokaluptetai ek pisteōs eis pistin  (1.17a)

dikaiosunē de theou dia pisteōs Iēsou Christou  (3.22)

dikaion kai dikaiounta ton ek pisteōs Iēsou  (3.26)
logizometha gar dikaiousthai pistei anthrōpon  (3.28)

hos dikaiōsei peritomēn ek pisteōs kai akrobustian dia tēs pisteōs  (3.31)

dikaiōthentes oun ek pisteōs  (5.1)

dikaiosunēn de tēn ek pisteōs  (9.30)

hē de ek pisteōs dikaiosunē  (10.6)

(Incidentally, the common origin of these statements in Habakkuk 2.4 makes it unlikely that the dikaiosunē theou is anything other than the human “righteousness” constituted by the divine saving action.) Within Romans 4, Genesis 15.6 provides the basis for a similar set of Pauline variations.
ti gar hē graphē legei; episteusen de Abraam tō theō kai elogisthē autō eis dikaiosunēn (Rom.4.2)
logizetai hē pistis autou eis dikaiosunēn  (4.5)
legomen gar, elogisthē tō Abraam hē pistis eis dikaiosunēn (4.9)

patera pantōn tōn pisteuontōn di’ akrobustian eis to logisthēnai autois dikaiosunēn  (4.12)

katenanti hou episteusen theou tou zōopoiountos tous nekrous  (4.17)

dio elogisthē autō eis dikaiosunēn  (4.22)

ouk egraphē de di’ auton monon hoti elogisthē autō alla kai di’ hēmas, hois mellei
  logizesthai, tois pisteuousin epi ton egeiranta Iēsoun  (4.23-24)
In Romans 4 Paul’s righteousness-by-faith language is based on Genesis 15.6; in Romans 3 and elsewhere, on Habakkuk 2.4. Thus, in Romans 4, Paul’s preference for the substantive pistis is countered by the presence of the verb pisteuein in the Genesis text: the verb is replaced by the substantive on two occasions (4.5, 9) but otherwise holds its own (4.12, 17, 24). Habakkuk’s ek pisteōs is the one element in the two scriptural texts whose exact form Paul characteristically preserves. Habakkuk 2.4 plays a comparable role in Romans 3.21-31 to Genesis 15.6 in Romans 4; the assumption that Paul first states “his” doctrine of justification by faith in his own words, and only then turns to scripture for support, turns out to be untenable. Scripture is present from the outset, since Paul’s doctrine of righteousness by faith is an exercise in scriptural exegesis.
In Romans 3-4, Paul uses particular texts to present an antithetical construal of the message of scripture as a whole, so as to serve as the hermeneutical matrix of his gospel. In Romans 1-2, certain presuppositions of the negative side of the scriptural message are elaborated and defended on more general grounds. Romans 1-4 is in no sense the Pauline gospel itself, although “the gospel” is the central theme of the letter’s introduction (1.1-4, 9, 15, 16-17). Rather, Romans 1-4 is prolegomena to the gospel that Paul hopes to preach also in Rome – that is, “the gospel of [God’s] son” (1.9). The gospel as such does not appear here, since it is a message that must be spoken and heard at a particular time and place, rather than one that can be made generally accessible in written form. Yet possible future debates in Rome are perhaps anticipated in the rhetorical questions of chapter 2, and in the question-and-answer format that is a recurrent feature of chapters 3-4. Christians at Rome will no doubt await the arrival of this apostolic virtuoso with keen interest.
