
What do you see when you look in the mirror? Physically I see 
gray hair that should still be brown. People say, “Your gray hair 
is beautiful. You look so beautiful with long hair … You look so 
handsome with a little stubble … You’re kind of short … skinny … 
fat.” It’s ironic that no matter who you are, when you look in the 
PLUURU�\RX�VHH�ERWK�WKH�JRRG�DQG�WKH�ĠDZV��$V�WKH�VD\LQJ�JRHV��
“mirrors don’t lie.” 

Our passage of scripture today is Paul’s fourth section describing 
the sinfulness of humanity. Paul is methodically showing us dif-
IHUHQW�DQJOHV�LQ�WKH�PLUURU�WKDW�VKRZ�XV�RXU�ĠDZV��0RVW�SHRSOH�
would like to overestimate how good they are. We ignore the 
ĠDZV��ZH�PLQLPL]H�WKHP��ZH�SRLQW�RXW�ODUJHU�ĠDZV�LQ�RWKHUV��DOO�
in an attempt to overestimate how good we are. 

Paul has been methodically leading us, since Romans 1:18, down 
a path with one message at the end: Since everyone is a sinner, 
everyone needs a Savior.

• The pagan (Romans 1:18-32)

• The self-righteous person (Romans 2:1-16)

• The religious moral person (Romans 2:17-3:8) 

• The Gentile and the Jew 

• 6RPHRQH�IURP�$VLD��(XURSH��$IULFD�RU�WKH�$PHULFDV

From the time of cavemen to today, no one escapes the thorough 
effects of sin which have worked deeply into our hearts. 

In our passage of scripture today—Romans 3:9-20—Paul states 
the universal, timeless truth that every single person who’s ever 
lived and ever will live, except Jesus Christ, is affected by sin. 
Theologians refer to this at Total Depravity. 

Total Depravity is the doctrine that fallen man is completely 
touched by sin and that he is completely a sinner. He is not as bad 
as he could be, but in all areas of his being—body, soul, spirit, 
mind, emotions—he is touched by sin. It affects my ability to 
choose, but it also impacts my capacity to reason, my emotions, 
my memories, my desires.

Think of it this way: If sin were the color blue, then Total 
Depravity means that every dimension of our personality is some 
shade of blue. Some areas are more blue than others, and some 
people are more blue than others, but every part of every person 
is some shade of blue. Regarding Total Depravity, Blaise Pascal 
wrote, “Nothing offends us more rudely than this doctrine, yet 
without this mystery, the most incomprehensible of all, we are 

incomprehensible to ourselves.” For it’s by acknowledging our 
total, complete and radical depravity that we are able to see our-
selves accurately and see our need for a Savior clearly. 

0DQ\�RQ�WKH�SHQLQVXOD�ZLOO�REMHFW�WR�WKH�H[WUHPH�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�
this doctrine and these verses. They’ll say things like, “We’re not 
UHDOO\�WKDW�EDG�ń�Ń:KRłV�WR�VD\�ZKDW�LV�DQG�LVQłW�D�SUREOHP�ń�Ń,W�
seems too extreme. How can you lump a hard working respon-
sible person with a sociopath in prison?” Being equally under 
the power of sin does not mean that everyone is equally sinful. 
It simply means that since everyone is a sinner, everyone needs 
a Savior. This is the same simple point that Paul’s been making 
since 1:18. 

To illustrate this, imagine three swimmers who left California 
headed to Japan. One drowns at the 1-mile mark. One drowns at 
the 5-mile mark. The last swam an impressive 100 miles before 
drowning. It doesn’t matter who swam further, they’re all totally 
and completely dead. They are incapable of reaching Japan. 

In response to this, some people would think, “OK. I get it. I’m 
VLQIXO�DQG�VR�LV�HYHU\RQH�HOVH��:KDWłV�WKH�EHQHğW�WR�JRLQJ�RYHU�
and over it? It doesn’t make me feel good to look into the mirror 
RI�*RGłV�:RUG�DQG�VHH�P\�ĠDZV�ń�7KH�EHQHğW�LV�WR�VWULS�XV�RI�DQ\�
shred of belief that we could ever reach the righteousness of God 
RQ�RXU�RZQ��$W�ğUVW�\RX�PLJKW�WKLQN�WKDW�OHDGV�WR�GHSUHVVLRQ��EXW�
it doesn’t. We’re all the swimmers who’ve drowned on our swim 
to Japan. We are dead. We are incapable. We’ll never be able. But 
what if someone revives us and transports us by boat to Japan? 
This shouldn’t lead to depression. Instead, it should produce the 
deepest love and thankful. That’s the byproduct God hopes will 
VSULQJ�IURP�RXU�OLYHV�DV�ZH�VHH�KRZ�ĠDZHG�DQG�VLQIXO�ZH�DUH��

Turn with me to Romans 3 and let’s look at God’s Word on this 
sobering and weighty topic. 

What shall we conclude then? Do we have any ad-

vantage? Not at all! For we have already made the 

charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under 

the power of sin (v. 9).

That last phrase “all under the power of sin” is a legal term de-
VFULELQJ�D�SHUVRQłV�OHJDO�FLWL]HQVKLS��7KH�SKUDVH�FRXOG�EH�UHVWDWHG�
ŃDOO�XQGHU�WKH�OHJDO�FLWL]HQVKLS�RI�VLQ�ń�PHDQLQJ�WKDW�RXU�VSLULWXDO�
passport has been stamped “under sin.” Only when a person 
accepts Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior does this stamp 
change to “under grace.”
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$V�D�UHVXOW�RI�RXU�ŃFLWL]HQVKLS�RI�VLQ�ń�LQ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�YHUVHV�3DXO�
gives a long list of sin’s effects. In verses 10-20 layer after layer of 
evidence is given to describe this. In these verses there are seven 
HIIHFWV� WKDW� ,łOO� SRLQW�RXW�� /HWłV� UHDG� WKHVH� YHUVHV�ğUVW�� 7KHQ� ,łOO�
show you these effects. 

As it is written:

“There is no one righteous, not even one;

there is no one who understands;

bbbbWKHUH�LV�QR�RQH�ZKR�VHHNV�*RG�

All have turned away,

bbbbWKH\�KDYH�WRJHWKHU�EHFRPH�ZRUWKOHVV�

there is no one who does good,

bbbbQRW�HYHQ�RQH�ń

“Their throats are open graves;

bbbbWKHLU�WRQJXHV�SUDFWLFH�GHFHLW�ń

Ń7KH�SRLVRQ�RI�YLSHUV�LV�RQ�WKHLU�OLSV�ń

Ń7KHLU�PRXWKV�DUH�IXOO�RI�FXUVLQJ�DQG�ELWWHUQHVV�ń

“Their feet are swift to shed blood;

ruin and misery mark their ways,

DQG�WKH�ZD\�RI�SHDFH�WKH\�GR�QRW�NQRZ�ń

Ń7KHUH�LV�QR�IHDU�RI�*RG�EHIRUH�WKHLU�H\HV�ń

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says 
to those who are under the law, so that every 
mouth may be silenced and the whole world held 
accountable to God. Therefore no one will be de-
clared righteous in God’s sight by the works of the 
law; rather, through the law we become conscious 
of our sin (verses 10–20).

The 7 Effects of Sin 

Our legal standing

“no one is righteous” (v. 10). This is describing our guilty pro-
QRXQFHPHQW�DV�LI�ZHłUH�LQ�D�FRXUWURRP�DQG�WKH�MXGJH�VD\V��Ń\RX�
GR�QRW�PHHW�WKH�ULJKWHRXV�VWDQGDUG�RI�WKH�ODZ��$V�LQ�Ľ�<RX�ZHUH�
required to stop completely at the stop sign. You rolled the stop. 
You are guilty … you are not righteous.” 

Our minds

“there is no one who understands” (v. 11). Our thinking and 
our minds have been corrupted by sin so we don’t understand 
God’s truth without God’s intervention. In a similar description, 
(SKHVLDQV������VD\V�ZH�“are darkened in our understanding.” 

Our motives

“there is no one who seeks God” (v. 11b). No one really wants to 
ğQG�*RG��:H�ZDQW�WR�ğQG�UHOLHI�IURP�SDLQ��:H�ZDQW�WR�ğQG�SOHD-
VXUH��:H�ZDQW�WR�ğQG�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�KHDYHQ�RIIHUV�EXW�ZH�GRQłW�
seek God because our motives have been corrupted. This effect is 
so damaging and so crippling. It sits right at the heart of a person 
WU\LQJ�WR�ğQG�D�VROXWLRQ�WR�DOO�RI�WKLV�VLQ��%HFDXVH�LWłV�VR�FUXFLDO�IRU�
us to rightly understand this, I’m going to revisit this topic later 
in my sermon in order to give it a more thorough explanation. 

Our wills

“all have turned away … there is no one who does good” (v. 12). 
This is the opposite of how two people turn and face one another 
when they exchange their wedding vows. Their body language 
says, “I am turning toward you and engaging you in a loving rela-
tionship.” In contrast to this, everyone has “turned their backs on 
God” and walked away from him at the altar. 

This helps us understand the next phrase Paul says here, “there 
is no one who does good.” On the surface this statement seems 
unnecessarily extreme. Of course, many people who don’t be-
lieve in Jesus do good actions. Our world would be a horrible 
place if people didn’t give money to charities, follow laws or 
serve in some way. But those are not the kinds of so-called good 
acts Paul is referring to here. His focus is on our relationship with 
*RG��&DQ�RXU�JRRG�GHHGV�GR�DQ\WKLQJ� WR�ğ[� WKDW�EURNHQ� UHOD-
tionship? That’s the crucial question. The answer? No. We have 
WXUQHG�DZD\�DQG�RXU�JRRG�DFWLRQV�ZLOO�QHYHU�ğ[�LW�EHFDXVH�JRRG�
actions don’t repair the relationship. 

Our tongues

“Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit. 
Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness”��YHUVHV���ŋ�����
The image of this verse is quite graphic. It’s that of an open grave 
with rotting bodies in it. Our sinful words are a sign of decay 
and death in our hearts. With our tongues we lie to protect our-
selves and we cut others down so we can feel better about our-
VHOYHV��:LWK�RXU�WRQJXHV�ZH�SDVV�MXGJPHQW�RQ�RWKHUV��:LWK�RXU�
tongues we gossip and destroy the reputation of others. 

Our relationships

“Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their 
ways, and the way of peace they do not know” (verses 15–17). 
,Q�WKLV�ZH�VHH�KRZ�WKLV�UDGLFDO�GHSUDYLW\�LV�QRW�MXVW�DIIHFWLQJ�*RG�
but affecting other people. People often literally shed other’s 
blood as we see in many places of the world today. 

,Q� $PHULFD� WKLV� LV�PRUH� RIWHQ� SRUWUD\HG� E\� SHRSOH� VHHNLQJ� WR�
get ahead by pushing someone else down. When someone else 
blocks our path to getting what we want, we get angry and re-
sentful. We are not seeking to love our neighbor but we are pro-
fessionals at loving ourselves. It’s an ugly truth but people will 
run others over in their pursuit of loving themselves. 

Our relationship to God

“There is no fear of God before their eyes” (v. 18). This phrase 
functions as a description and a summary of our total depravity. 
Ń7KHUH�LV�QR�IHDU�RI�*RG�ń�$�KHDOWK\�ŃIHDU�RI�*RGń�LV�D�NH\�FRQFHSW�
through scripture that describes a good reaction of the follower 
of God.  Psalm 111:10 says, “The fear of the lord is the beginning 
of wisdom.” Fear, not meaning “afraid.” Instead, “fear” means 
“awe, reverence and respect.” In contrast to this healthy fear this 



verse is saying that humanity doesn’t fear him. There’s no awe of 
*RG��QR�UHYHUHQFH�IRU�KLP��

$OWKRXJK�*RG�FUHDWHG�KXPDQLW\�WR�H[SHULHQFH�RXU�JUHDWHVW�IXO-
ğOOPHQW�E\�EHLQJ�LQ�D�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�KLP��ZH�DUH�VR�IDU�JRQH�
that we don’t even know it. That’s what these verses are de-
scribing. They’re describing a person who’s lost their awareness 
of being made for relationship with God. 

This reminds me of the well-documented case of two girls who 
ZHUH� UDLVHG� E\� ZROYHV�� .DPDOD� DQG� $PDOD�� EHWWHU� NQRZQ� DV�
WKH� ŃZROI� FKLOGUHQ�ń�ZHUH� GLVFRYHUHG� LQ� ����� LQ� WKH� MXQJOHV� RI�
Godamuri, India. The girls, aged 3 and about 8, had been living 
with a she-wolf and her pack. The man who found the girls, 
Reverend Singh, took them back to his orphanage, where he 
tried to get them accustomed to their human surroundings. 

In these situations the children are often unable to learn basic 
behaviors of human interaction like using a toilet or walking 
XSULJKW� DIWHU�ZDONLQJ� RQ� IRXUV� DOO� WKHLU� OLIH�� $GGLWLRQDOO\�� WKH\�
display a complete lack of interest in the human activity around 
them. “They often seem mentally impaired and have almost 
insurmountable trouble learning a human language,” describes 
one doctor. 

.DPDOD�DQG�$PDOD�VWUXJJOHG�ZLWK�WKHVH�RYHU�WKH�\HDUV�DQG�ERWK�
HYHQWXDOO\�GLHG�RI�IDWDO�LOOQHVVHV��$IWHU�WKHLU�GHDWKV�DQG�VR�OLWWOH�
progress made, the Reverend wondered if the right thing to do 
would have been to leave these children in the wild where he 
found them.

That’s thought provoking, isn’t it? The minds of these two girls 
were so far gone that they felt and behaved more like a wolf 
than a little girl. They’d lost what it meant to be human. Could 
Romans 3:9-18 be saying that humanity is so far gone that we’ve 
forgotten what it means to be created for a relationship with 
God? I think that is what these verses are saying. Our sin really is 
worse than anyone thought!  

I want to go back and talk about verse 11, “no one seeks God.” 
7KH�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI�WKLV�SKUDVH�DUH�GDQJHURXV�DQG�SHWULI\LQJ��$�
well-meaning friend of yours could agree with all of sinfulness as 
GHVFULEHG�LQ�WKHVH�YHUVHV�WRGD\�DQG�FRQFOXGH��Ń,�EHWWHU�ğQG�D�ZD\�
WR�ğ[�P\�VLQ�ń�9HUVH����PHDQV�WKDW�D�SHUVRQ�FDQłW�GR�LW�EHFDXVH�
they can’t seek God.  The implication is everyone is doomed and 
HYHU\RQH�LV�LQFDSDEOH�RI�GRLQJ�DQ\WKLQJ�WR�ğ[�LW��/HW�PH�H[SODLQ�
why no one seeks God... 

This phase seems too extreme because many will say, “I know 
people who aren’t Christians but they pray sometimes, they’ve 
read a Christian book and I’ve talked with them about spiritual 
matters. They are seeking God, even I was seeking before I be-
came a Christian.” 

Does this sound familiar to anyone? How can we reconcile Paul’s 
statement that “no one seeks God” with these experiences? 

Pastor and author Tim Keller put it this way: “Someone might 
have an intellectual interest in the possibility of God, or a philo-
sophical conviction that there is a God. But that is not a real pas-
sion to meet with God.” Pastor and author Francis Chan put it 
this way in Crazy Love: “Lukewarm people don’t really want to be 
VDYHG�IURP�WKHLU�VLQ��WKH\�ZDQW�RQO\�WR�EH�VDYHG�IURP�WKH�SHQDOW\�
of their sin.”

So what Paul is communicating in this phrase “no one seeks 
God” is that sometimes people do want spiritual blessings, like 
answered prayers, inner peace or appeasement from guilt. But 
wanting these spiritual blessings is not the same as wanting to 
ğQG�*RG�KLPVHOI��,WłV�YHU\�KXPDQ�WR�ZDQW�DOO�WKH�SHUNV�D�VXSHU-
natural being offers but no one of their own desire wants to 
know the holy, righteous, sovereign God of the universe. In fact, 
there’s something terrifying about that! This means that anyone 
who looks like they’re seeking God has actually been sought by 
*RG�ğUVW��

7KDWłV�ZKDW� -HVXV� VDLG� LQ� -RKQ� ����� “No one can come to me 
unless the Father who sent me DRAWS them.” Later in his min-
istry Jesus said, “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will 
DRAW all people to myself” (John 12:32). That word “draw” is a 
VWURQJ�ZRUG��,WłV�WKH�VDPH�*UHHN�ZRUG�XVHG�LQ�$FWV��������“When 
her owners realized that their hope of making money was gone, 
they seized Paul and Silas and DRAGGED them into the market-
place to face the authorities.” 

When God seeks a person he draws them to himself with pow-
erful force that’s infused with unconditional love. We read in 
Romans 1:16 that the Gospel is the declaration of good news 
WKDW�EULQJV�VDOYDWLRQ�WR�HYHU\RQH�ZKR�EHOLHYHV��:KDW�DQ�DPD]LQJ�
message! But the scriptures also tell us that no one is willing to 
be saved by their own inner desires because “no one seeks God.” 
God must draw them with his Word and the Holy Spirit. 

$Q�LOOXVWUDWLRQ�WKDW�KHOSV�PH�XQGHUVWDQG�WKLV�LQYROYHV�WZR�VFH-
QDULRV�RI�D�GURZQLQJ�PDQ��,Q�WKH�ğUVW�VFHQDULR�WKHUH�LV�D�PDQ�LQ�
WKH�RFHDQ�ĠDSSLQJ�KLV�DUPV��EREELQJ�XS�DQG�GRZQ��VFUHDPLQJ�
for someone to save him. He is clearly drowning and he’s asking 
IRU� VRPHRQHłV�KHOS��$�NLQG�SHUVRQ�RQ�D�QHDUE\�ERDW�VHHV�KLP��
throws him a life preserver and all is well. Some people mistak-
HQO\�WKLQN�WKLV�LV�WKH�ZD\�*RG�VDYHV�XV��$�SHUVRQ�VHHV�WKHLU�QHHG��
they call out for help (which would be seeking), and then they 
DUH�UHVFXHG��7KLV�LV�ZURQJ��(SKHVLDQV����5RPDQV������3HWHU������
Corinthians 5). 

Instead, let me describe scenario #2. There is a man in the ocean 
EXW�KH�LV�QRW�ĠDSSLQJ�KLV�DUPV�DQG�EREELQJ�XS�DQG�GRZQ��+H�LV�
GHDG��O\LQJ�RQ�WKH�RFHDQ�ĠRRU��+H�KDV�QR�SXOVH�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�KH�
is not screaming for anyone to save him. God sees him, slides 
his hand under him and draws him to the surface to breath life 
into him. This is the picture the scriptures are painting. There is 
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“no one who seeks God” but God is drawing people to himself 
all the time. 

What difference does this make? It means that God is not hiding 
from you. He has placed his truth all around you to show you 
that he loves you. Have you seen it? Have you seen the intricate 
and thorough lengths God will go to show you that he loves you? 
This is how he draws you. God wants this to trigger a response 
of love and thankfulness. It means that your prayers for God to 
draw people to himself are more important than your conver-
sations with them. It means that instead of contributing some-
thing to your salvation, you contributed nothing. 

$QG�KRZ�GR�\RX�UHDFW�WR�WKLV"�'RHV�WKLV�EULVWOH�DJDLQVW�\RXU�SULGH�
because you want to somehow add merit to your salvation? Or 
FDQ�\RX�MRLQ�ZLWK�/XWKHU�DQG�VHH�WKDW�WKLV�LV�ŃD�JUDFLRXV�DOOXUH-
ment, such as that of the man whom everybody loves, and to 
whom everybody willingly goes.” When we accurately see that 
“no one ever seeks God,” we see humanity accurately. 

I asked earlier, Why is Paul going over and over how badly hu-
manity has it? From Romans 1:18 – 3:20 Paul has said: 

• immoral pagans – you’re in big trouble 

• self-righteous moralists – you’re in big trouble 

• law-abiding Jews – you’re in big trouble 

• (today) everyone – you’re in big trouble 

Remember I said he’s doing this to trigger a response of love 
and thankfulness. But don’t rush past the painful searching of 
the Holy Spirit to get to the good feelings. There is unspeakable 
MR\�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�\RX��7KHUH�LV�JUDWLWXGH�DQG�WKDQNIXOQHVV�WKDW�H[-
FHHGV�DQ\WKLQJ�RI�HDUWK��%XW�IRU�QRZ��ZH�UHĠHFW�RQ�RXU�VLQ�OLNH�
someone who can’t stop looking at himself in a mirror.

Look at how Paul ends all of this bad news in verses 19-20. He 
says, I’ve said all of this … “so that every mouth may be silenced 
and the whole world held accountable to God.” Paul wants ev-
HU\RQH�WR�MXVW�EH�TXLHW��6WRS�WU\LQJ�WR�GHIHQG�\RXUVHOI��VWRS�UDWLR-
QDOL]LQJ��VWRS�O\LQJ�WR�\RXUVHOI�DERXW�KRZ�JRRG�\RX�ZDQW�WR�EH��
VWRS�KXUWLQJ�RWKHUV�DQG�\RXUVHOI���VWRS�LJQRULQJ�\RXU�VHFUHW�VLQV��
-XVW�VWRS��$OORZ�\RXUVHOI�WR�KRQHVWO\�ORRN�LQ�WKH�PLUURU�DQG�IDFH�
your brokenness and be quiet. There is no rescue you can manu-
facture. You will be held accountable to God. It is inescapable. 

“Therefore no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the 
works of the law (i.e., anything you do); rather through the law 
we become conscious of our sin” (v. 20). 

Paul’s whole point here is to guide us to a place where we are 
aware of our sin. Since everyone is a sinner, everyone needs a 
Savior. I think Paul spends so much time guiding us to see our sin 
because we spend so much time ignoring that our sin is a problem. 

Let me end today with one more illustration.

<RXłYH�SUREDEO\�QRWLFHG�ZH�JRW�D�QHZ�SXOSLW�UHFHQWO\��0DQ\�RI�
you have commented on how beautiful it is. This wood is called 
Spalted Tamarind. It comes from Laos and as soon as I saw it, I 
ZDQWHG�WR�XVH�LW��,�WKRXJKW�WKH�SXOSLW�VKRXOG�UHĠHFW�WKH�JORU\�DQG�
beauty of God’s creation when you look at it. But I learned there’s 
a lot more meaning packed into this wood. 

7KLV�ZRRG�FRPHV�IURP�ORJV�WKDW�ZHUH�IRXQG�RQ�WKH�PRLVW�MXQJOH�
ĠRRU��7KHVH�GDUN�OLQHV�DUH�WKH�WUDFNV�LQVHFWV�OHDYH�EHKLQG�DV�WKH\�
tunnel through. Because of this, each piece is utterly unique. If 
WKH� ORJV�DUH� MXVW� OHIW� WKHUH�� WKHVH� LQVHFWV�DQG�WKH�PRLVWXUH�ZLOO�
WRWDOO\�URW� WKH�ZRRG��$IWHU� WKH�\HDUV�SDVV� WKH\�EHFRPH�SDUW�RI�
WKH�MXQJOH�ĠRRU��WKHLU�EHDXW\�ZDVWHG�DQG�ORVW��+RZHYHU�� LI�KDU-
YHVWHUV�DUH�DEOH�WR�ğQG�WKH�ZRRG��WKH\�FDQ�UHVFXH�LW�IRU�D�VNLOOHG�
craftsman to create something beautiful. 

When I heard the story of this wood, I knew we had to use it. 
It’s a visual reminder to us that we were dead. But God knew 
where we were. We weren’t left to rot and decay. God drew us to 
KLPVHOI��+H�JDYH�XV�WKH�JLIW�RI�VDOYDWLRQ�WKURXJK�-HVXV��$QG�QRZ�
we’re spiritually alive and being built into something beautiful. 
Only God can do that. 

Do you sense that God is drawing you to himself today? If so, 
VD\�Ń\HVń�WR�KLP��$V�\RX�EHFRPH�PRUH�DZDUH�RI�\RXU�VLQIXOQHVV�
through these verses in Romans, what’s your reaction? Don’t try 
to ignore your sin problem. 

This manuscript represents the bulk of what was preached at CPC. For further detail, 
please refer to the audio recording of this sermon.


