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To my mother 





Preface 

Why write a book on Romans 1.18-3.20? And why write a book with 
such a negative title as "No one seeks for God"? The first reason for 
doing so is that the section Rom. 1.18-3.20 is a preparation for what Paul 
says about justification by faith. If the bad news of Rom. 1.18-3.20 is not 
understood, there is little chance that the good news of Rom. 1.16-17; 
3.21-26 will be understood. A second and related reason for this investi-
gation is that many Christians, including protestants, have questioned the 
idea of salvation sola fide, sola gratia. They support a salvation by faith 
and works or even a view of salvation by works, independent of faith in 
Jesus Christ. I have often found ministers and theologians appealing to 
Romans 2 to justify such views. So, for example, it is argued that Rom. 
2.6, 12-13 and 14-16 point to a possible way of salvation by works. This 
is a serious issue and needs addressing. My third reason for this investi-
gation is that Roman 2 is often seen as a stumbling block for a 
"Lutheran" understanding of Romans. I have no desire to argue for an 
infallible Martin Luther, but if Romans 2 is indeed a problem for such an 
interpretation, there is again a serious issue to address. The fourth reason 
for this study is that Rom. 1.18-32 has had a particular fascination for me 
in regard to the issues of natural theology and natural revelation. This has 
partly come about because of my previous research in theoretical atomic 
physics. There is no shortage of books written by theologians and 
scientists regarding the knowledge of God possible through observing the 
created universe. In the present work I pay particular attention to what 
Paul in Romans has to say about this issue. 

My present work is not simply a commentary. This can be seen in two 
respects. First, the verses in Rom. 1.18-3.20 are not treated equally. 
Rather I have tried to follow the argument through focusing on certain 
questions issues related to the theme "No one seeks for God". For exam-
ple natural revelation and natural theology are treated in some detail as is 
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the fall and the question of a possible justification according to works. 
Secondly, part of my task has been to try to relate Rom. 1.18-3.20 to 
some of the great themes of dogmatics such as natural revelation, natural 
theology, the fall and judgement according to works. One problem in 
today's theological scholarship (and a particularly acute problem among 
anglo-saxon scholars) is the scarcity of work done on the relationship of 
the New Testament to systematic theology. Systematicians often have a 
limited grasp of the New Testament and New Testament scholars seem to 
be increasingly uninterested in systematics. I therefore present something 
which I hope may be of use to both groups. 

Although I have developed a number of new insights, what I offer may 
to some seem rather old fashioned. There are no great paradigm shifts, 
there is nothing about social scientific approaches to Paul and much of the 
work stands firmly in the Protestant tradition. Further I have made 
extensive use of older works. In response to such possible criticisms I 
should say that Pauline studies, like many other areas, seem to be under 
the tyranny of novelty. New Testament scholars are under enormous 
pressure to show that they have made some great new discovery and that, 
for example, "Romans will never be the same again". My experience is 
that in many cases of recent alleged "breakthrough" in biblical studies, 
the element of novelty has been grossly exaggerated (and it is of course in 
the interests of scholars to do so). Also precisely those who claim to have 
made the greatest breakthroughs often do the greatest violence to the 
texts. Conversely, those who are perhaps not so radical in their approach 
often turn out to be the best exegetes. Whether my exegesis is good, the 
reader will have to judge. But I believe that we ignore the past richness of 
the Christian tradition at our peril. This, unfortunately, is what many 
modern works on Paul do. Looking through bibliographies one can some-
times get the impression that Pauline scholarship began in 1900 (or even 
later). I have therefore attempted to attain a balance in the secondary 
liturature, not necessarily giving the greatest attention to the latest litera-
ture and trying to give attention to the older works. 

In my book Provoked to Jealousy, Tübingen 1994 I spent some time 
putting Paul and his letter to the Romans in historical perspective. In the 
present investigation I will not repeat what I wrote there and the reader 
should refer back to my earlier work in regard to the historical context of 
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Romans. In this work I have tried to address what I consider the funda-
mentally important issues and the ultimate aim of my work is 
unashamedly to know God. I make no apology for this. Historical 
approaches to the New Testament are vital; but if, at the end of it all, one 
is unable to say anything about God himself, I believe one has failed as a 
theologian. My work is therefore both scientific and confessional. 

Much of the research for this book was carried out at the Faculty of 
Theology, University of Uppsala. I wish to thank especially Dr Tord 
Fornberg and Mr Kay Svensson for organising my visit to that fine 
University. My thanks go also to the University of Uppsala, the British 
Academy and the University of Nottingham for financing my travel and 
my accommodation. 

Various colleagues have been very kind in reading my work in whole 
or in part. I am grateful to Edward van 't Slot of Utrecht whose com-
ments helped make my argument more coherent. The advice of Dr 
Friedrich Avemarie of Tübingen has been invaluable, especially regarding 
Paul's relationship to Judaism. Dr Olle Christofferson formerly of 
Uppsala but now at the teologiska högskolan Stockholm made a number 
of penetrating criticisms of my work and the Very Revd Dr N.T. Wright, 
Dean of Lichfield was extremely helpful in alerting me to a number of 
weaknesses in the argument. Dr Clive Garrett of St. John's College Not-
tingham and Prof. Brendan Byrne S.J. of the Jesuit Theological College, 
Parkville, Victoria made a number of helpful comments especially regard-
ing natural theology and have helped to sharpen my arguments. Prof. 
John Heywood Thomas, Emeritus Professor in Christian Theology at 
Nottingham, Canon Vernon White, Chancellor of Lincoln Cathedral and 
my student Mr Matthew Howey made various helpful suggestions regard-
ing some of the sections regarding systematic theology and Prof. 
J.H.W.G. Liebeschütz, Emeritus Profesor of Classics at Nottingham 
advised on images in Graeco-Roman religion. Dr Stephen Travis of St 
John's College, Nottingham read the whole work and made a number of 
helpful suggestions. In addition I would like to thank colleagues at the 
University of Nottingham who have given me advice on various issues 
which have arisen in the work: Dr Carl Trueman, Dr Seth Kunin, Mr Ed 
Ball, Frau Wiebke Sievers and especially my New Testament colleague, 
Dr Maurice Casey. I also wish to thank Prof. Anthony Thiselton, head of 
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the Department of Theology at the University of Nottingham, for provid-
ing a congenial atmosphere in which to work. Looking further back I 
want to acknowledge my debt to Professors Peter Stuhlmacher, Martin 
Hengel and Otfried Hofius who have taught me more than anyone else 
how to study the New Testament. 

I wish to express my gratitude to those who have given practical help 
and prayer support during some difficult months when the project was 
nearing completion. I particularly wish to mention Dr Paul Stafford, Dr 
David and Mrs Anne Curnock, Mrs Carol Scothern, Mr Ed and Mrs 
Daphne Ball, Dr Giinther and Frau Susanne Richter and my sister Mrs 
Susan Lofts. A special mention must be made of my two sons, Jack and 
Cameron, with whom I have shared great joy and laughter. They have 
been a welcome distraction in my study. Finally I thank my mother for 
the help and support she has so generously given over the years. I dedi-
cate this study to her. 

I thank Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht for permission to use material from 
my article "Extra ecclesiam nulla salus? Is there a salvation other than 
through faith in Christ according to Romans 2.14-16?", in J. Adna, S. 
Hafeman and O. Hofius (ed.), Evangelium - Schriftauslegung - Kirche: 
Festschrift fur Peter Stuhlmacher zum 65. Geburtstag, Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 1997, 31-43, and Sheffield Academic Press for 
permission to use material from my articles "Sin Offerings and Sinning 
with a High Hand", JPJ 4 (1995) 25-59, and "Teshubah: The Idea of 
Repentance in Ancient Judaism", JPJ 5 (1995) 22-52. 

Unless indicated otherwise, bible quotations are from the RSV and 
Babylonian Talmud quotations are from the Soncino version. For some 
works which exist both in German and in English translation, I have used 
sometimes the English translation and sometimes the German original. 
There are a number of reasons for this, one of them being that sometimes 
the German original has an elegance which the translation lacks and 
another being that in some cases the translation is somewhat misleading. 

March, 1998 
Nottingham 

Richard H. Bell 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1. The Context of Romans 1 .18-3 .20 

The passage under consideration, Rom. 1.18-3.20, is sandwiched between 
two crucial sections of Romans: 1.16-17 and 3.21-26. Both these sections 
deal with the revelation of the righteousness of God. 

Rom. 1.16-17 may be said to set forward the theme of the letter: 

Ov yap STcetiJxvi'OFIAI. TO svayyskiov, bvvajXLq yap Osov sanv sig awrrjpiav iravrl rq> 
irioTsvovTi, 'lov&aico TE irpcoToi> Kai "EXXrjcr 17 hiKaioaiiirq yap Qeov sv avT& 
onroKa\virT8Tai EK liioTCGiq sig TtioTiv, naOuq ysypairrai, 'O 8e 5'iKotLog EK IR'IOTEUIQ 

ftosTai. 

Rom. 1.16a gives a clue to the purpose of the whole letter. Paul is not 
ashamed of the gospel, implying that some thought he ought to be 
ashamed of it (or at least he ought to be ashamed of his gospel, i.e. the 
gospel entrusted to Paul). In the letter Paul therefore defends his gospel of 
justification against charges brought against him by Jewish Christians.1 

In Rom. 1.17 Paul writes that in the gospel, the righteousness of God is 
revealed. The righteousness of God I take to be a subjective genitive 
which can be translated as "salvation of God".2 The word foncaoovv-q is 

1 On these charges brought against Paul and the whole issue of the occasion of 
Romans, see R.H. Bell, Provoked to Jealousy: The Origin and Purpose of the Jeal-
ousy Motif in Romans 9-11, Tubingen 1994, pp. 63-79. See also the discussion below 
on Rom. 1.16b. 

2 I defend this translation on the basis of the LXX. In a number of texts the Greek 
6LKaioavvrj (Hebrew Hi?"]?) means God's righteous acts in the sense of his saving acts. 
God's SiKaiocvvri then takes on the meaning "the saving activity of God" or "God's 
salvation". This is to be found in the oldest text where njnx occurs, Judg. 5.11. See 
also 1 Sam. 12.7; Mic. 6.5; Ps. 103.6; Dan. 9.16; 1QS 1(123. Of special importance 
are a number of texts in Isaiah and the Psalms where SiKaioavvt] takes on the meaning 
"salvation" (Is. 45.8, 22-24; 51.6, 8; Ps. 71.19 (70.18); 89.17 (88.17); 96.13 
(95.13); 98.9 (97.9); 111.3 (110.3). See, for example, Is. 51.6c: rp.nri O îy1? 'JTjnt??'! 
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used rather than awrrfpia (or acorrjpLov) to emphasise the forensic aspect 
of salvation (just as St/catou is used rather than acofw to speak of salvation 
in terms of acquittal). I have argued elsewhere that this righteousness of 
God is the major theme of the whole letter.3 This righteousness then is 
revealed in the gospel, which v. 16 says is the power of God for salva-
tion. The gospel has this power precisely because it is God's word.4 So 
faith does not place a condition on the power of God for salvation. The 
words wavrl rqj WLOTEVOVTL of Rom. 1.16b do not place any limit on the 
power of the gospel. Faith is not the condition of salvation; rather it is the 
mode of salvation.5 So the person who hears the gospel is made a believer 
through the gospel and as this believer is saved.6 

nnri 'Ji^-m (TO SS ooirripiöv fiov sig TOV aioiva ear at, 77 8e hinaioovvrj fiov ov fir) 
eichiirxi): "but my salvation will be for ever, and my righteousness will never be 
ended". Although ¿iwnoowjj can parallel words other than aoirrjpiov or crwnjpia, I 
believe the idea Paul has picked up in Rom. 1.17 and 3.21 is biKotioovvq in the sense 
of "salvation". For the parallelism of righteousness and salvation in Paul see Rom. 
10.10: Kaphiqi yap moTsiieToti ei<; buiotioovvriv, arößan <5s bfioXoyslTai sic; 
owrqpiav. 

3 See my Provoked to Jealousy, pp. 44-55. My analysis of the whole letter is as 
follows: 
1.1-17: Introduction and theme (16b-17) 
1.18-5.21: Righteousness of God for Jews and Gentiles through Jesus Christ 
6.1-8.39: The Righteousness of God as a reality of eschatological freedom 
9.1-11.36: The Righteousness of God "to the Jew first and also to the Greek" 
12.1-15.13: The Righteousness of God in the life of the Church 
15.14-16.25: Conclusion 

4 I follow O. Hofius in rejecting Bultmann's view that the gospel is to be equated 
with the apostolic preaching (see O. Hofius, "Wort Gottes und Glaube bei Paulus", in 
Paulusstudien, Tübingen 1989, 150-51 (148-74)). For Bultmann's view see Theologie 
des Neuen Testaments, Tübingen 91984 (durchgesehen und ergänzt von O. Merk), 
('1948), p. 89: "Als technische Bezeichnung für die christliche Verkündigung 
erscheint im hellenistischen Christentum alsbald das Subst. TO evayyskiov ..." 

5 1 would therefore agree with Hofius, "Wort Gottes", 158, in rejecting the view 
of B. Weiß, Der Brief an die Römer, Göttingen 91899, (61881), p. 70, which would 
seem to paralyse the power of the gospel for salvation: "Der Glaube ist auf Seiten des 
Menschen die Bedingung, ohne welche ihm das Evangelium jene Kraft nicht sein 
kann". 

6 See A. Schlatter, Gottes Gerechtigkeit: Ein Kommentar zum Römerbrief, Stuttgart 
51975, ('1935), p. 33: "Es ist aber nicht möglich, Paulus eine synergistische 
Theologie zuzuschreiben, nach der der Mensch Gott wirksam macht. Bei Paulus wirkt 
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This power for salvation is for the Jew first and also for the Greek (i.e. 
the Gentile). Two important points are to be noted here. First, by writing 
'Iou5m'w TE irp&Tov NAI "EXXTJW Paul hints that Israel's special role in sal-
vation history has not been abolished.7 It is essential to keep this to the 
fore in the discussion of Rom. 1.18-3.20; too often commentators of 
Rom. 1.18-3.20 have been insufficiently aware that Paul does not 
relativise Israel's election. Secondly, Paul points to the universal nature 
of the gospel. The gospel is not only for Jews but also for Gentiles. 

Clearly, the place of the Gentiles was a fundamental problem for the 
early Church and Paul was one of the key Christians to fight for the full 
acceptance of Gentiles. However, I believe the text of Rom. 1-3 is dis-
torted if the key theme is seen as "God's impartiality". This is an impor-
tant point and I want to spend some time dealing with it. 

Bassler has argued that divine impartiality is the fundamental theologi-
cal principle in Rom. 1-3,8 justification by faith being a "continuation of 
the basic theological principle of no distinction".9 No doubt divine 
impartiality is a theme in Rom. 1-3 (and in Rom. 4 and certain parts of 
Rom. 9-11, 14-15) and occurs explicitly in Rom. 2.11; 3.22; 3.29-30 (see 
also 10.12). But I do not believe it is the major theme. Even if the discus-
sion is restricted to Rom. 1.16-2.29, divine impartiality fails to be the 
dominant theme.10 Much more fundamental in Rom. 1-3 is the theme that 
both Jews and Gentiles need the righteousness of God which they can 
only gain through faith.11 After all, divine impartiality would only estab-

Gott und der Mensch wird gewirkt. Er wird durch die Botschaft zu einem Glaubenden 
gemacht und deshalb, weil er dies geworden ist, gerettet". 

7 I believe one of the objections of Jewish Christians to Paul's gospel was that Paul 
smoothed over the distinction between Jews and Gentiles in salvation history. He ans-
wers this charge in passages such as Rom. 1.16-17; 3.1-2; 9.1-5. See Bell, Provoked 
to Jealousy, p. 75. 

8 J.M. Bassler, "Divine Impartiality in Paul's Letter to the Romans", NovT 26 
(1984) 55 (43-58). See also J.M. Bassler, Divine Impartiality, Chico 1982. Bassler 
also argues for the dominating principle of "divine impartiality" in Rom. 9-11 (Divine 
Impartiality, pp. 160-62) and in 14-15 (Divine Impartiality, pp. 162-64). 

9 Bassler, "Divine Impartiality", 58. 
10 See my discussion of Rom. 2.11 in chapter 4, section 5. Bassler, "Divine 

Impartiality", 45, argues that 2.11 is the pivotal point in the section 1.16-2.29. 
11 Cf. D. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, Grand Rapids 1996, p. 93 n. 6. 
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lish that Jews and Gentiles are treated on the same basis.12 Paul is arguing 
for much more profound truths in Rom. 1.16-3.31.13 First, there is the 
devastating argument in Rom. 1.18-3.20 that no one does good, therefore 
no one will be justified by works.14 Secondly, Paul therefore establishes 
the necessity of the revelation of the righteousness of God to be received 
through faith in Jesus Christ. This is dealt with in Rom. 1.16-17 and 
3.21-31. 

I add four further points which put in question the centrality of divine 
impartiality. First, the principle of divine impartiality will not necessarily 
issue in a theology of justification by faith. Divine impartiality works just 
as well for justification by works as Rom. 2.11 makes abundantly clear. 
In Rom. 2.1-16 Paul considers justification by works, which, at this point 
in the argument,15 could give a way of salvation for Jew and Gentile 
alike. Justification by faith is not a "continuation of the basic theological 
principle of no distinction"; rather, it is something which arises out of the 
view that no one will be justified by works.16 

Secondly, justification by faith gives further reason for divine 
impartiality. Therefore to some extent divine impartiality is logically 
dependent on Paul's gospel of the justification of the ungodly through 
faith. This is suggested by my view that the righteousness of God is the 
dominating theme in Romans itself.17 It may be objected that Rom. 3.28-
30 actually proves precisely the opposite. Bassler argues that to establish 
what Paul says in Rom. 3.28, in Rom. 3.29-30a he "appeals to the com-
mon affirmation of monotheism" and then in 3.30b "draws . . . his own 

12 This is a point with which Bassler, "Divine Impartiality", 54, seems to agree. 
13 I take this unit for it is this which Bassler considers in her article (see, for exam-

ple, "Divine Impartiality", 55). 
14 See the discussion on the theme of Rom. 1.18-3.20 below (section 2). 
15 See the exegesis of this passage in chapter 4 below. 
16 See the discussion below on the relationship of Rom. 1.16-17 to Rom. 1.18-

3.20. Note also that the basis for what Paul writes in Rom. 3.22a {hiKmoovvq be Beov 
5ia irioTsuiq 'h)Cov Xpiorov eig itavraq roiig TnarsvovTag) is not simply Rom. 3.22b 
(OV yap SOTLV biaoTohri) but 3.23 also (itavTsq yap r'ijiaprov Kal voTspovvTai TR\Q 

ho!~T)<; TOV dsoii). 
17 See my analysis in n. 3 above and the discussion in Bell, Provoked to Jealousy, 

pp. 54-55. 
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innovative conclusion".18 "Both Jew and Gentile must fare alike, for God 
is one and thus the God of both. Therefore faith, not works, is the basis 
of salvation".19 However, I do not think this does justice to Paul's argu-
ment in Rom. 1-3. He did not simply argue that God justifies by faith 
apart from works of law because God is one, so treating Jew and Gentile 
on the same basis. Indeed, earlier he argued for the possibility of a justifi-
cation by works for Jew and Gentile (Rom. 2.12-16; 2.25-29).20 Justifi-
cation by works is not impossible because of any idea of divine 
impartiality; justification by works is impossible because no one does 
good (Rom. 3.9-20). Paul's line of thinking in Rom. 3.27-30 is that justi-
fication by works, if that were possible, would give rise to boasting in 
one's achievement (Rom. 3.27-4.2).21 But such boasting is excluded by 
the law of faith. For justification is by faith apart from works of law 
(Rom. 3.28). From this point he establishes the universality of justifi-
cation by alluding to Dt. 6.4 LXX.22 But Dt. 6.4 acts more as a confirma-
tion of justification by faith and not as the fundamental basis of justifi-
cation by faith. If it were the essential basis, why did Paul not make use 
of it earlier in his argument? Likewise Rom. 4 shows that justification by 
faith is in harmony with scripture, developing the idea of Rom. 3.31b 
vdfiov ioravoiiev.23 

18 "Divine Impartiality", 55. 
19 "Divine Impartiality", 55. 
20 See the exegesis in chapters 4 and 5 below. 
21 See my discussion of this passage in chapter 7, section 5. 
22 There has been some discussion as to whether Paul alludes to the shema here 

(see E. Peterson, Eis theos, Göttingen 1926; A J . Guerra, Romans and the Apologetic 
Tradition, Cambridge 1995, pp. 84-101). I believe Paul is probably alluding to Dt. 
6.4, despite the fact that Dt. 6.4 LXX has Kvpioq sl<; and not elg Beog as in Rom. 
3.30. I suggest Paul here uses sit; o 8soq rather than siq o nvpioq because he wanted 
to refer to God and not Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 8.6). 

23 Paul does this by taking the examples of Abraham (and David). On the relation-
ship of Rom. 3.31 to Rom. 4 see J. Jeremias, "Zur Gedankenführung in den paulini-
schen Briefen", in Abba: Studien zur neutestamentlichen Theologie und Zeitge-
schichte, Göttingen 1966, 272 (269-76); "Die Gedankenführung in Rom 4: Zum 
paulinischen Glaubensverständnis", in M. Barth and C.K. Barrett (ed.), Foi et Salut 
selon S. Paul (Epitre aux Romains 1,16), Rome 1970, 51-58; O. Hofius, 
'"Rechtfertigung des Gottlosen' als Thema biblischer Theologie", in Paulusstudien, 
Tübingen 1989, 128 (121-47). 
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The logical dependence of divine impartiality (in the sense that the 
gospel is open to both Jews and Gentiles) on justification by faith can also 
be detected in Paul's theological development. I believe the justification of 
the ungodly by faith alone was developed at an early period in Paul's 
Christian life, and from this he inferred divine impartiality in the sense 
that the gospel was for Gentiles as well as Jews.24 The idea of the justifi-
cation of the ungodly developed out of Paul's Damascus Road experi-
ence.25 It is easy to underestimate the trauma of this life-changing experi-
ence before Damascus.2 6 Paul was overwhelmed by Jesus Christ in his 
glory. But this was the same Jesus who had suffered the ignoble death of 
crucifixion. Right from the start Christ's person and work were therefore 
of fundamental importance27 and they became inextricably intertwined 
with his theology of justification.28 Paul had to rethink all his assumptions 
about Jesus and about the law. When he realised that salvation was to be 

24 Contrast K. Stendahl, Paul among Jews and Gentiles and Other Essays, London 
1976, p. 40: "Paul's thoughts about justification were triggered by the issues of divi-
sions and identities in a plualistic and torn world . . . " For Stendahl justification is 
simply a means of bringing Jew and Gentile together. However, Paul's view of justi-
fication cannot be reduced to a doctrine of the Church. See E. Käsemann, 
"Rechtfertigung und Heilsgeschichte im Römerbrief", in Paulinische Perspektiven, 
Tübingen 21972, (M969), 108-139. K. Stendahl's view of justification as simply a 
means for bringing Jews and Gentiles together has been addressed in my earlier work 
(see Provoked to Jealousy, pp. 48, 203-3, 286). 

25 See S. Kim, The Origin of Paul's Gospel, Tübingen 1981, pp. 269-311. 
26 Cf. Chr. Dietzfelbinger, Die Berufung des Paulus als Ursprung seiner 

Theologie, Neukirchen-Vluyn 1985, 115, who is critical of Wrede, Schweitzer and 
Strecker, for not taking full account of the Damascus Road experience in their con-
sideration of Paul's theology. 

27 Cf. M. Hengel and A.M. Schwemer, Paul between Damascus and Antioch, 
London 1997, p. 98: "The starting point could only be the person of the exalted 
Christ who had encountered Paul before Damascus and his saving work. At the 
beginning stands a personal encounter, a being overwhelmed by the crucified and 
exalted Christ". 

28 See G. Bornkamm, Paulus, Stuttgart 61987, ('1969), pp. 128-29: "Die Zusam-
mengehörigkeit der christologischen und soteriologischen Aussagen, genauer gesagt: 
die Entfaltung der Christusbotschaft als Rechtfertigungsbotschaft und umgekehrt, ist 
vielmehr ein entscheidendes Anliegen seiner ganzen Theologie" (Bornkamm's empha-
sis). See also G. Bornkamm, Paulus, pp. 249-51; "Paulus", RGG3 5:177 (166-90). 
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found through Jesus and not through the law,29 he first applied this to 
himself. This would be natural in view of the extreme personal and 
intellectual upheaval he experienced. So following the ideas in Phil. 3.2-
11, he realised that all his privileges and efforts (Phil. 3.5-6) were worth-
less in view of the incomparable value of coming to know Jesus Christ 
(Phil. 3.7-8). Paul was taken out of himself and was found in Jesus 
Christ, not having a righteousness which comes from the law but a 
righteousness from Christ. Having experienced this existential displace-
ment, Paul then came to conclusions about salvation (and justification) 
being for both Jew and Gentile. So first came a realisation of justification 
by faith;30 then came the idea that salvation and justification were open to 
both Jews and Gentiles.31 The precise nature of the universality of the 

29 These were central issues for Paul (cf. P. Stuhlmacher, "Das paulinische 
Evangelium", in Das Evangelium und die Evangelien, Tübingen 1983, 160-75 (157-
82)). I therefore reject the following view of G. Strecker, "Befreiung und 
Rechtfertigung: Zur Stellung der Rechtfertigungslehre in der Theologie des Paulus", 
in J. Friedrich, W. Pöhlmann, and P. Stuhlmacher (ed.), Rechtfertigung: Festschrift 
für Ernst Käsemann zum 70. Geburtstag, Tübingen/Göttingen 1976, 480 (479-508): 
"In der Frühphase scheint — wie in der Anfangszeit der Urgemeinde überhaupt — die 
jüdische Tora mehr im Sinn eines 'Adiaphorons' von Paul gehandhabt worden zu 
sein". 

30 Cf. P. Stuhlmacher, "'Das Ende des Gesetzes': Über Ursprung und Ansatz der 
paulinischen Theologie", in Versöhnung, Gesetz und Gerechtigkeit, Göttingen 1981, 
182 (166-91): "Mit der Damaskusepiphanie gewann Paulus also die Erkenntnis Jesu 
Christi als des Endes des Gesetzes und vollzog sich, zugleich und ineins mit dieser 
Christuserkenntnis, die Rechtfertigung des Gottlosen ohne Werke des Gesetzes allein 
aus Gnaden am Apostel selbst". See also R. Riesner, Die Frühzeit des Apostels 
Paulus: Studien zur Chronologie, Missionsstrategie und Theologie, Tübingen 1994, 
who argues that although Paul may have made his view on the law more precise 
through the Galatian conflict, his thinking was a development of the revelation of 
Christ on the Damascus Road. I reject Wrede's view that justification for Paul was a 
"Kampfeslehre" (see "Paulus", in K.H. Rengstorf (ed.), Das Paulusbild in der 
neueren deutschen Forschung, Darmstadt 1982, 67 (1-97)). 

31 See also J. Dupont, "The Conversion of Paul, and its Influence on his 
Understanding of Salvation by Faith", in W.W. Gasque and R.P. Martin (ed.), 
Apostolic History and the Gospel: Biblical and Historical Essays presented to F.F. 
Bruce on his 60th Birthday, Exeter 1970, 192-93 (176-94), who suggests that it was 
salvation through the Christ and not through the law which was the primary idea for 
the converted Paul; the mission to the Gentiles was derived from this. (Note, 
however, my criticism of another part of Dupont's article in Provoked to Jealousy, p. 
304 n. 61.) On Gal. 1.16a (ceiroKaXv^ai TOV viov avrod sv kjioi tea svayysXifanai, 
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gospel clearly developed over a period of time.32 So justification by faith, 
far from being a development of the principle of divine impartiality, is 
actually the source of an important aspect of that principle.33 

The third reason for questioning the centrality of divine impartiality is 
that even in Rom. 1-4 and Rom. 9-11, there are sections which actually 
contradict the idea. Israel's priority is, as we have seen, expressed 
already in Rom. 1.16 ('lovSaicg re irp&Tov Kal "EWrjvi) and then again in 
Rom. 3.1-23 4 and 9.1-5.3 5 This partiality to Israel is further seen in Paul's 
claim that "all Israel" (iraq 'lopa-qX) will be saved (Rom. 11.26) but only 
"the fulness of the Gentiles" (TO irXijpcjfxa T&V EQV&V) will be saved 

otiiTov ev rdig sdvscnu), Dupont, "Conversion", 193, writes: "He did not claim that 
Christ had given him the command to evangelize the Gentiles and there is nothing to 
allow us to imagine that this injunction was given him explicitly at this time". For an 
alternative view, see J.D.G. Dunn, "'A Light to the Gentiles': the Significance of the 
Damascus Road Christophany for Paul", in L.D. Hurst and N.T. Wright (ed.), The 
Glory of Christ in the New Testament: Studies in Christology, Oxford 1987, 251-66. 

32 One of the important texts in this regard was Is. 49.1-6, alluded to in Gal. 1.15-
16 (see Bell, Provoked to Jealousy, p. 317). Note that Paul clearly did not have the 
idea of a world-wide mission from the beginning. M. Hengel, "The Origins of the 
Christian Mission", in Between Jesus and Paul: Studies in the Earliest History of 
Christianity, London 1983, 50 (48-64), points out that for 14 years Paul's activity 
"was limited to the Roman province of Syria and Cilicia, to which according to Acts 
13 and 14 we must add nearby Cyprus and the immediately adjacent areas of Asia 
Minor". Note also that Paul's earliest missionary activity was in the territory of the 
Nabataeans (I take Gal. 1.17 to refer to missionary activity among the Nabataean 
Arabs) and the theological reason for going there was because Arabs were considered 
by Jews to be descendants of Ishmael and were therefore at that time the closest kins-
folk of the Jews who were still Gentile (Hengel and Schwemer, Paul between 
Damascus and Antioch, pp. 110-111). Although the Idumaeans, descendants of Esau, 
were more closely related, they had already been converted to Judaism by John Hyr-
canus I. 

33 It is true that the Damascus Road experience also influenced Paul's view of the 
mission to the Gentiles. He may well have seen a parallel between his call and that of 
Jeremiah (appointed a "prophet to the nations", Jer. 1.5) and that of the servant of Is. 
49.1-6 (see n. 32 above). But I suspect that the overwhelming thought coming to his 
mind was not so much the parallel between his call and that of the servant of Is. 49.1-
6, but rather the personal encounter with Jesus, who was crucified but now was reign-
ing in glory. 

34 See the discussion of these verses in chapter 5 below. 
35 See Bell, Provoked to Jealousy, pp. 172-79. 
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(Rom. 11.25).36 Further, Paul's theology of predestination suggests that 
God does in fact show partiality and always has done.37 

The fourth argument to consider is that going outside Rom. 1-4 and 
Rom. 9-11, the idea of divine impartiality receives no particular promi-
nence in Rom. 5-838 or Rom. 12-13, although it does emerge again in 
Rom. 14-15.39 On the other hand, the theme of the righteousness of God 
is one running through the whole letter.40 God declares those who believe 
in Christ to be not guilty, and in giving this verdict makes them not 
guilty.41 

So in Rom. 1.16-17, Paul sets forward the theme of his letter, the 
revelation of the righteousness of God. This theme is taken up again in 
Rom. 3.21-26. In fact it is striking that in 3.21 Paul points again to this 
righteousness being witnessed to by the law (i.e. the Pentateuch) and the 
Prophets. But whereas in 1.16-17, where Paul speaks of oiiroKa\v\[/Lq, in 
Rom. 3.21-26 the emphasis is on ^avepwoiq,42 Another way of putting it 
is that whereas in Rom. 1.16-17 Paul emphasises the reconciling word 
(i.e. the gospel), in 3.21-26 he emphasises the reconciling act (i.e. the 
atoning death of Christ). Christ is publicly set forward as a i\aorqpiov 

36 On Rom. 11.25-32, see Bell, Provoked to Jealousy, pp. 126-53. 
37 So he chose Isaac rather than Ishmael (Rom. 9.7-9) and Jacob rather than Esau 

(Rom. 9.10-13). See Bell, Provoked to Jealousy, pp. 179-80. 
38 This is acknowledged by Bassler, Divine Impartiality, p. 160. However, R.D. 

Kaylor, Paul's Covenant Community: Jew & Gentile in Romans, Atlanta 1988, 
extends Bassler's approach, applying divine impartiality to Rom. 5-8 as well (see, for 
example, Covenant Community, pp. 103-5). 

3 91 identify the weak largely with Jews and the strong largely with Gentiles. See 
Bell, Provoked to Jealousy, pp. 72-73, 77-78. 

40 Again, see my analysis in n. 3 above and the discussion in Bell, Provoked to 
Jealousy, pp. 54-55. 

41 God's verdict is therefore a creative verdict, not an analytical verdict. See 
Hofius, "Rechtfertigung des Gottlosen", 130, who makes use of a formulation of H. 
Stoevesandt, "Meditation zu Joh 1,35-42", GPM 35 (1981) 344 (336-45): "Dieses 
Urteil 'stellt nicht fest, was ist, sondern stellt her, was zuvor nicht war' und was ohne 
es 'nimmermehr wäre'". If this creative verdict is taken seriously, there is no problem 
of a "legal fiction" when it comes to the matter of justification. 

42 Cf. M.N.A. Bockmuehl, "Das Verb <t>avepöu im Neuen Testament", BZ 32 
(1988) 95-96 (87-99). Note, however, my critical comments on Bockmuehl's article 
in my exegesis of Rom. 1.19 (see chapter 2 below). 
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(Rom. 3.25).43 The emphasis in 3.21-26 is on salvation-historical 
events.44 

Therefore Rom. 1.18-3.20 is bracketed by Rom. 1.16-17 and Rom. 
3.21-26, both of which concern the revelation of the righteousness of 
God. Between these two passages, Rom. 1.18-3.20 forms a unit and it is 
to the theme of this unit that I now turn. 

2. The Theme of Romans 1.18-3.20 

In recent years there has been much disagreement on the precise theme of 
Rom. 1.18-3.20. In an article questioning much of the protestant exegesis 
of Romans 2, Snodgrass suggests that the theme of 1.18-3.20 is the 
vindication of God.45 He says that the usual explanation given, that Paul is 
attempting to prove the sinfulness of both Jews and Gentiles, is a 
"distortion of 1.18-3.8".46 He argues that if Paul were trying to prove that 
all humans are sinners "it is strange that afiapTia and its cognates hardly 
appear before 3.9". This is a strange argument. Although these words 
may not be frequent in 1.18-3.8 (afiapTuXog, 3.7; afiaprotvoi, 2.12 
(twice)) it is clear from other words and phrases that Paul is concerned 
with sin. The word anapria and its cognates do not occur in the 
catalogue of vices in Rom. 1.28-31, but these vices of course refer to the 

43 In a future work I wish to focus on the issue of the sacrificial death of Christ. 
For the time being I refer to P. Stuhlmacher, "Zur neueren Exegese von Rom 3,24-
26", in Versöhnung, Gesetz und Gerechtigkeit, Göttingen 1981, 117-35; "Sühne oder 
Versöhnung?", in U. Luz und H. Weder (ed.), Die Mitte des Neuen Testaments. E. 
Schweizer FS, Göttingen 1983, 291-316; O. Hofius, "Erwägungen zur Gestalt und 
Herkunft des paulinischen Versöhnungsgedankens", ZThKll (1980) 186-99; "Sühne 
und Versöhnung. Zum paulinischen Verständnis des Kreuzestodes Jesu", in W. Maas 
(ed.), Versuche, das Leiden und Sterben Jesu zu verstehen, München/Zürich 1983, 
25-46. See also R.H. Bell, "Sin Offerings and Sinning with a High Hand", JPJ 4 
(1995) 56-58 (25-59). 

44 Note that vvvl be in v. 21 has a temporal aspect. 
45 K.R. Snodgrass, "Justification by Grace — to the Doers: The Place of Romans 2 

in the Theology of Paul", NTS 32 (1986) 76 (72-93). 
46 "Romans 2", 76. 
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