
“NO RESPECT OF PERSONS” (Romans 2:1-11) 
 
In Romans 1:18-32 Paul dealt with the flagrant sins of the Gentiles. Now having dealt with 
the openly unrighteous, he shows in Romans 2:1-11 the condemnation of the self-righteous 
sinner (described generally in v1).  

This chapter two will be particularly applicable to the Jews who readily assented to 
God’s judgment of the wicked Gentiles described in Romans 1. Doubtless it warmed their 
hearts to see the despised Gentiles put in their place. The attitude of the Pharisee in Luke 
18:11 was prevalent, “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, 
or even as this publican.”  

Many Jews believed that the Gentiles were created as fuel for hell. It was said that if a 
Jewish son or daughter married a Gentile his or her parents held a funeral for their child to 
signify that he or she was dead in the eyes of the family. The Jews also commonly believed 
that a Jew did not need salvation as he had the covenants, law, and circumcision. To most 
Jews, only apostasy or idolatry was sufficient to condemn them to hell.  

With such a theological outlook prevalent in Judaism at this time, the Apostle Paul 
will give them a tremendous shock with this chapter. The writer is fully cognisant of this 
having once held tenaciously to the same viewpoint when a proud Pharisee, Saul of Tarsus. 
Paul’s central point in Romans 1:18 to 3:20 is to show that there are only two types of 
people in this world:  

 
(1) Those justified by the righteousness of Christ; and 
(2) Those under the wrath of God.  

 
However, those under the wrath of God reveal their ungodliness and 

unrighteousness in differing ways. Not everyone lives the way Paul described in chapter one. 
Some are brazenly immoral (1:18-32) whereas others are guilty through more subtle sins of 
hypocrisy and self-righteousness (2:1-11). The latter class is particularly resistant to admitting 
their guilt under the law. Most self-righteous will admit they are not perfect but feel that 
God’s wrath is not applicable to them because they are not openly engaged in immoral sins. 
However, the sins may be different in outward form but their guilt is identical.  
 Now there are a number of ways that a religiously self-righteous Jew (or even an 
outwardly moral Gentile) could be hypocritical or self-righteous towards the class of people 
described in chapter one: 
 

(1) Some Jews were undoubtedly guilty of indulging in the sins described in chapter one. 
This is very evident in the OT (e.g. 2 Kings 23:7). The Apostle may be referring to it 
at the end of this chapter, “For the name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles through 
you” (Rom. 2:24). Probably such Jews considered their ancestry and circumcision 
allowed them to separate their creed from their conduct.  

(2) Others may have been guilty of incurring the wrath of God by their “ungodliness” by 
failing to give the Lord the honour due to His Name and Person. No greater 
example of this can be seen than a man rejecting the need for the righteousness of 
Christ. 

(3) Others, doubtless, diluted God’s righteous standards to merely the outward action. 
Jesus Christ made it clear that the Law deals with the motives as well as the actions. 
He showed that you were equally guilty of murder/adultery if you desired to do so in 
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your heart (Matt. 5:21, 28). Many self-righteous Jews also forgot that resisting God’s 
will was equally heinous as, “rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft, and stubbornness is as iniquity 
and idolatry” (1 Sam. 15:23). 

(4) Others cleverly rename sins so they are seen more as human frailties or weaknesses 
e.g. lies are seen as merely stretching the truth, fornication and sodomy are described 
as an alternative lifestyle, cheating is renamed as simply “bending the rules,” 
prejudices are restyled as convictions. 

(5) Others hypocritically judge of others whilst doing these very sins. All of us can fall 
easily into this trap, as the powers of self-delusion are very great. A classic example 
of this was King David, who in self-righteous indignation pronounced, “As the 
LORD liveth, the man that hath done this thing shall surely die.” Nathan pointed out to 
David’s shock, “thou art the man” (2 Sam. 12:5, 7). In judging the rich man’s sin, 
David unwittingly condemned himself! 

(6) Even if a man only broke one commandment, he is guilty of all (James 2:10). 
 

In his prosecuting lawyer style of God’s court of justice, it is this second group of the 
self-righteous and hypocritical that Paul now turns to show their condemnation under the 
law of God. The conclusion he is driving his readers towards is that whether Jew or Gentile, 
whether self-righteous or openly immoral, all classes and sub-classes of humanity are 
universally guilty.  

The Apostle does not merely assert that the self-righteous are “inexcusable” (v1) but 
incisively demonstrates this by carefully reasoned arguments based upon the nature of God’s 
judgment. Paul details God’s righteous standards in judgment as always a:  

 
(1) JUDGMENT ACCORDING TO TRUTH (v2) 

 
The Apostle warns that God’s standard of judgment is always according to an eternal principle 
as, “the judgment of God is according to truth against them which commit such things.” 
This is something Paul says we intuitively know as “we are sure” concerning. He uses the 
perfect tense indicating that this is a permanent state of intuitive knowledge of God’s 
judgment according to truth (cf. Judges 1:5-7). 
 From the very beginning of time this principle has been well established. God 
warned Adam that if he ate of the forbidden fruit, “in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt 
surely die” – and Adam did! Abraham, the father of the Jews, noted, “Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth do right?” (Gen. 18:25).  
 By contrast, man’s standards of judgment are flexible. We have differing standards 
for our marriages, our children, our friends, and our work expectations than we have for 
those of other people. But God never changes in any circumstance, in any century, and in 
any continent. He is always consistent and immutable in judgment. We cannot talk Him 
round or bribe Him.  
 God judges your sin because He is God! He must judge sin and He cannot overlook 
it. That is why God could not simply forgive us when we express remorse over our sin. The 
sin had to be judged and appropriate punishment meted out. That is why there had to be the 
Cross. The Cross was not simply a demonstration of God’s love, but it was also a 
demonstration of God’s righteous judgment of truth against sin and sinners.  
 Singaporeans, of all nations should easily accept this principle of God’s judgment. 
We would not tolerate a system of justice in our secular society that was not according to 
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truth or could be avoided. So why would we expect God’s judgment standards to be inferior 
to that of man? 
 

(2) JUDGMENT THAT CANNOT BE AVOIDED (v3 - 5) 
 
The second reason Paul gives for the condemnation of the self-righteous is not only that 
God’s judgment is according to truth, but also that His judgment cannot be avoided. Paul 
rhetorically asks, “and thinkest thou this, O man, that judgest them which do such things, and doest the 
same, that thou shalt escape the judgment of God?” 
 Under the powerful delusion of sin, men have always persuaded themselves that they 
will escape the judgment of God. Speaking through the Psalmist the Lord warns not to 
compare Him with men, “thou thoughtest that I was altogether such an one as thyself” (Psa. 50:21).  

One Jewish tradition was that Abraham sat at the gates of heel to ensure no Jew 
entered there. Many Jews believed that their ancestry and history permitted them to bypass 
the judgment of God. We see an interesting example of this in the eighth chapter of the 
Gospel according to John when Christ told the Jews, “If ye continue in my word, then are ye my 
disciples indeed; And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” Their proud response 
rejected the need for any such salvation from their bondage, 
 

They answered him, We be Abraham’s seed, and were never in bondage to any man: 
how sayest thou, Ye shall be made free? (John 8:33) 
 

Christ made it clear they needed salvation through the Son, 
 

Jesus answered them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Whosoever committeth sin is the 
servant of sin. And the servant abideth not in the house for ever: but the Son abideth 
ever. If the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed. (John 8:34-36) 
 
Ironically, the boasts of the Jews actually revealed their ignorance of their history 

that they prided so much in. A quick survey of it shows that God has always dealt with their 
sins according to absolute truth and no one escaped. They just had to read how God judged 
those in the wilderness years or those in the days of the Judges. This was also true of their 
greatest individuals such as Saul, David, and Solomon. Ultimately, the awful judgment of the 
two great captivities and the destruction of Jerusalem should have been ample warning not 
to presume on the longsuffering of God.  
 
ARGUMENTS REFUTED 
 
From v4, Paul begins to anticipate objections that the Jews raised to his argument. One that 
objection was the fact that they experienced physical blessings which they felt indicated the 
approval of God. However, Paul points out that they were in fact despising “the riches of His 
goodness.” These riches rather than indicate God’s approbation of their sin is in fact grace to 
“leadeth thee to repentance.” 

It is not true in the OT that material blessings were always indicative of God’s 
approval e.g. Jeroboam and Ahab were two of the most wicked kings yet both prospered 
materially. Indeed, Sodom and Gomorrah were very prosperous cities and Lot flourished 
there in his disobedience. Sadly, we have people like this in Christianity today. They base 
their belief on the approval of God on them by outward factors such as: their health, wealth, 
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prestige in society, and the numerical size of their church. 
Another objection that Paul anticipates is that many Jews assume that the 

longsuffering and forbearance of God implies that they have escaped judgment. They 
mistake God’s grace that was intended to lead them to repentance for weakness or 
negligence by God concerning their sin. They misinterpret God’s patience with them as an 
excuse to continue in their hypocrisy. After David committed adultery and murder it was 
only many months later after the birth of the child that Nathan confronted him. Did he 
believe he had got away with it? Probably he sat in the tabernacle leading the worship 
throughout this period. Did he delude himself that God’s judgment was for others?  

Both believers and unbelievers have a tendency to expect God to overlook what they 
consider are mere imperfections. Often they do this by simply comparing themselves to 
others whom they judge worse. If reveals that they do not understand God’s view of the 
nature and extent of sin.  

My friend, learn the lesson of history today. The Great Flood, the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira, and even the graveyards on this 
road bear ample testimony that God’s grace and forbearance towards sinners has a limit. 
Sooner of later His patience will be exhausted. You may have reached it today! As the old 
Puritan said, “You cannot repent too soon, because you do not know how soon it may be 
too late.” 

In fact, the Apostle after reviewing these objections in v4, warns that those who 
think this way are making the judgment of God worse for them. By rejecting God’s grace 
and mercy through their “hardness and impenitent heart,” he says they, “treasurest up unto thyself 
wrath against the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God.”  

I have no doubt that we have people in this church who have been baptized as 
infants, completed the Basic Bible Knowledge classes, reaffirmed their faith and yet live like 
the devil privately. They think that because they take the Lord’s Supper and are named on 
the membership roll of a Church that they are safe. Yet they are merely adding to their 
judgment.  

Let me say this clearly. You can bluff the leaders of a Church that you are saved. Do 
not take pride in that fact! They are very far from infallibility and in light of eternity not 
significant. But remember, “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall 
he also reap” (Gal. 6:7) 

 
(3) JUDGMENT THAT IS IMPARTIAL (v6 - 11) 

 
Not only is the judgment of God according to truth and cannot be escaped, but Paul also 
makes clear that it is an impartial judgment. Many of the Jews believed that God’s judgment 
was done corporately as a nation. However, Paul makes clear 2 things: 
 

(1) Personal Judgment – in v6, v9, and v10 this is particularly emphasized as being to 
“every man.” The implication is that a Jew cannot evade judgment by relying on his 
nationality.  

(2) It is a judgment according to the deeds of the individual – it is not about your birth, 
your circumcision, your ancestry but your actions.  

 
This is not a novel teaching for Jews as Moses had taught them, “For the LORD your 

God is God of gods, and Lord of lords, a great God, a mighty, and a terrible, which regardeth not persons, 
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nor taketh reward” (Deut. 10:17). The Psalmist also warned that God “renderest to every man 
according to his work” (Psa. 62:12; cf. Jer. 17:10; Eze. 33:20).  
 
JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH OR WORKS? 
 
Now many people come to v6-10 and assume from a superficial reading of it that the 
Apostle Paul is teaching here that our works saves us. However, he is not dealing in this 
section with justification (which is an act not a process) but the elements or principles that 
God judges the world by. Another way of understanding it is that he is discussing the vital 
evidences that flow from justification rather than the means by which we are justified. This 
can be easily proven: 
 

(1) Paul’s whole thrust from Romans 1:18 to 3:20 is to show that all have sinned and 
come short of God’s glory. All are condemned under the Law. He only begins to 
deal with justification from 3:20 onwards after he has concluded, “therefore by the 
deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in His sight.” It would be strange 
that he would be seeking to establish this and then in the middle of this teach that a 
man could be justified by the deeds of the law. 

(2) Such an interpretation would contradict Paul’s teaching in other epistles such as 
Ephesians 2:8-9 and Galatians 3:11.  

 
Notwithstanding, Paul does touch on a vital point here for his Jewish readers and 

indeed for us today. He makes clear that true repentance will evidence itself in a changed 
heart and changed conduct (Eph. 2:10). A person who has been truly justified will have a 
new habitual focus or general thrust of life, “by patient continuance in well doing seek for glory and 
honour and immortality, eternal life.” This is classic statement of the Reformed doctrine of the 
perseverance of the true elect. Righteous deeds are good evidence that a man is on the true 
path to “glory and honour and immortality, eternal life.” Any man whose life bears no fruit of such 
righteous deeds can make no claim to being redeemed. 

Paul cleverly counters the argument that being Jewish entitles you to special spiritual 
favours. In fact, in v8-9 he makes clear that the more spiritual privileges you have the more 
judgment of “indignation, and wrath, tribulation and anguish” you bring upon yourself. That is the 
same principle for those who reject and despise the great spiritual privileges of Christianity 
such as being born into a Christianity family or hearing the Word of God faithfully preached.   

Paul concludes his argument with this summary, “For there is no respect of persons with 
God” (Romans 2:11). We can only but imagine how stunned and terrified his Jewish readers 
must have been to learn this. 

The lesson for us all to learn is that God has no favourites. Humans discriminate in 
favour of culture, race, looks, wealth, or position - but not God! If God were partial then 
David the man after God’s “own heart” would surely have escaped the judgment. But we 
read in great detail the judgment of God on his sins - not just privately but publicly! Dear 
believer, you may have been blessed and even used by God for many years. You may be 
being blessed materially today. Yet you cannot slacken on God’s standards. You cannot 
presume on His longsuffering and mercy. 
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“LAW AND CONSCIENCE” (Romans 2:12-16) 
 
A question that is often thrown up by unbelievers is, “How can heathen people who have 
never heard the gospel be condemned to hell by a Just and Loving God?” Perhaps you have 
even asked this yourself. The Apostle Paul will deal in Romans 2:12-16 with this objection in 
a masterful defence of God’s righteous judgment. 

After Paul has demonstrated in v1-11 of this chapter that the judgment of God is (1) 
according to truth, (2) that cannot be avoided, and (3) impartial, he details further reasons in 
v12-16 why it is impartial. So this section of v12-16 is really an explanation of why he stated 
in v11 that, “there is no respect of persons with God.” That is why Paul begins v12 with the word 
“for” as he is introducing the explanation of the principle. He shows that God is impartial 
because He not only judges all men on the basis of their deeds (v5-10), but also on the basis 
of what they do with the light they have (v11-16).  

It is very difficult for fallen man, even in his redeemed state to be impartial. But not 
with God – He is not impressed by a man’s position, wealth, or looks. Paul is still laying the 
groundwork in this section of v12-16 for the climax of his argument in Romans 3:20 that all 
are condemned by sin. In this section, Paul will show that God is impartial by judging both 
Jew and Gentile according to the light they have of the Law of God (as he does this, Paul 
will anticipate and then answer objections by both Jew and Gentile in the parenthetical 
section of v13-15). The Apostle’s argument can be divided:  
 

(1) GOD’S JUDGMENT PRINCIPLES (v12 and v16) 
 
In v12, Paul sets forth that God’s principle of judgment is, “For as many as have sinned 
without law shall also perish without law: and as many as have sinned in the law shall be 
judged by the law.” He splits humanity into two groups: 
 
(1) Those who “have sinned without law” i.e. Gentiles 
(2) Those who “have sinned in the law” i.e. Jews.  
 
The written law had been given to the Jews in an explicit, objective manner. This was a great 
privilege. Many Jews thought that possessing this physical copy of the Law saved them from 
condemnation of hell. Paul teaches the very opposite – that it actually increases their 
condemnation as they, “shall be judged by the law.” 

However, God’s impartiality does not mean that He overlooks the fact that the Gentiles 
do not possess copies of the written law. He will only judge them according to the spiritual light 
they have. Now that does not mean that they are saved or there is any difference as to their 
ultimate destiny! They still “perish” and experience “tribulation and anguish.” All fall short.  

Even if they have never heard of Moses or Jesus Christ does not absolve them. The 
difference is that the judgment will be more severe on those like the Jews who have the greater 
light of the gospel. It could be summed up like this - Jews: More light, more accountability; 
Gentiles: Less light, less accountability. How this works itself out in detail - I do not 
understand it more than this. Jesus Christ taught the same truth in Matthew 11:20-23, 
 

Then began he to upbraid the cities wherein most of his mighty works were done, 
because they repented not: Woe unto thee, Chorazin! woe unto thee, Bethsaida! for 
if the mighty works, which were done in you, had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they 
would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. But I say unto you, It shall be 
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more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon at the day of judgment, than for you. And thou, 
Capernaum, which art exalted unto heaven, shalt be brought down to hell: for if the 
mighty works, which have been done in thee, had been done in Sodom, it would 
have remained until this day.  
 

The more we hear the gospel the more responsibility we have to live up to it! This is even 
truer for those today that have had access to not only the Old Testament but the New 
Testament also. The more you know the greater the judgment – God is absolutely impartial! 
How much light have you received? The more religious a person is the more they have to 
fear.  

 
(2) GOD’S JUDGMENT OF JEWS UNDER THE LAW (v13) 

 
In v13-15, the Apostle Paul gives some parenthetical thoughts to further explain his teaching in 
v12. He anticipates the objections of the Jew in v13 that possessing and knowing the Law 
provided an exception to them of condemnation. He explains that, “For not the hearers of the law 
are just before God, but the doers of the law shall be justified” (v13). Slowly and decisively the apostle 
is cutting away every foundation that man thinks supports his own righteousness.  
 Due to the scarcity of written copies the Jews would attend the synagogues regularly 
to listen as the Law of Moses was read out. (We are even told in Romans 2:1-2 that they 
even judged others according to it.) Paul emphasizes here that this is not enough – a man is 
not justified by mere intellectual assent to the truths of the Law. God only accepts that 
perfect continuous obedience to the standards of His Law. Jesus Christ taught the same 
principle, 
 

And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be 
likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand: And the rain 
descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and 
it fell: and great was the fall of it. (Matt. 7:26-27) 

As all men are sinners since birth, it is impossible for them to do this. This verse is 
really delineating a hypothetical ideal condition that is incapable of human attainment. It is 
not do your best and God will overlook the rest, but absolute and perfect obedience to the 
Law in its entirety. You cannot hide behind the old clique that “nobody’s perfect.”  

Paul makes this even plainer in v16 by pointing out that this obedience is: 
 

(1) By the perfect standard of Jesus Christ; and 
(2) Includes every secret act, thought, and deed done. 

 
If Jesus Christ is the standard then there is no hope for any person. This standard blows any 
remaining delusion of self-righteousness away! People are so proud of so little – we do some 
little good deed and we expect God to overlook a life of sin. As Charles Spurgeon succinctly 
put it, “You will be as surely damned by your righteousness, if you trust in it, as you will by 
your unrighteousness.” 

Yet, there is nothing unjust about such a principle. Even the secular law courts of 
Singapore will not excuse a man who has committed a crime on the basis that he knows what 
he has done is wrong! Why would you expect God to have a lesser one? 
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(3) GOD’S JUDGMENT OF GENTILES WITHOUT THE LAW (v14 - 15) 

 
Now many will accept this principle of justice that the Jews are condemned because they hear 
and know the law of God but refuse to obey it. However, they point out that the Gentiles 
possess no such law. So they argue how could the Gentiles be guilty of sin if they did not 
have the standards of God’s law to follow? They feel therefore that it would be unjust for 
God condemn them to hell without their hearing about salvation in Christ. They are 
confused why Paul indicts them in v12a, “as have sinned without law shall also perish without law.”  

The Apostle Paul in a decisive response now explains why God will make no 
exceptions in condemning the Gentiles even if they do not have a Bible. In addition to the 
witness of creation in Romans 1:20 that all see externally, the apostle will call three further 
expert witnesses against the Gentiles to prove that they are deserving of the judgment of 
God: (1) Moral Law written in the heart (2) Conscience (3) Memory. Creation indicts them 
and now in Romans 2 Paul builds up the evidence against them with these three witnesses: 
 
(1) MORAL LAW WRITTEN IN THE HEART – Paul says in v14-15 that the Gentiles 
by their works “do by nature the things contained in the law” and so prove that they have “the 
work of the law written in their hearts.”  

We see evidence of this instinctive knowledge of right and wrong within man in the 
remarkable uniformity of basic moral codes all over the world in every century, in every 
culture, and in every continent. Saving life, selflessness, respect, honesty, compassion are 
universally valued whereas murder, disrespect, selfishness, dishonesty are universally disliked. 
Man may be unwilling or unable to pursue these moral values but he is not ignorant of them. 

Every time a pagan honours his parents or acts selflessly he demonstrates that there 
is a law within him that points to that as a good virtue. Interestingly, the Greek poet 
Sophocles spoke of “the unwritten and indelible laws of the gods.” The Platonic philosopher 
Plutarch also wrote of, “a law which is not written in books, but implanted in the heart of 
man.” 

That is why you hear people say all the time “that’s unjust” and quarrel over 
perceived injustice – proving that they know of a higher objective standard to appeal to. A 
thief demonstrates easily that he knows that it is wrong to steal: Just watch his reaction when 
someone steals something from him! Indeed, one of the interesting byproducts of the 9/11 
terrorist attacks were that many moral relativists temporarily abandoned their beliefs and 
recognized the incident as an objective evil. No one justified it publicly as an example of 
mere subjective morality. 

This is what Paul means when he says the Gentiles “do by nature” these moral works. 
All of this testifies the truth that a divine law has been written in the heart of even the most 
primitive pagan. Paul previously alludes to this fact in Romans 1:32 when he tells us Gentiles 
know the judgment of God will come upon them for their flagrant moral sins.  

This does not mean that a Gentile can ever be justified by doing some good works 
according to this moral compass. It is saying no more than when God judges a Gentile it will 
be proportionate to how much light he received and how much light he rejected. Their 
“good lives” will not save them, as they don’t live up to the standards that they are aware 
they should. Robert Haldane rightly observes: “That the pagans do many things that, as to 
the outward act, are agreeable to the law of God, it is obviously true, and should not be 
denied. That they do anything acceptable to God is not true, and is not here asserted.”  
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This “unwritten law” in the heart is not a different law from the written law. The 
written law given to Moses simply codifies the law implanted on the heart of every man. We 
also see examples of this in Scripture: 
 

(1) In Genesis 26:10-11, Abimelech rebukes Isaac over almost causing his people to 
commit adultery. He had not a copy of the ten commandments yet he knew 
adultery was wrong. 

(2) In Acts 28:4 at Malta the locals recognised that murder was wrong and brought a 
judgment from a higher source.  

 
Despite the fact that all have this inbuilt guide to right and wrong all men violated their own 
standards. The fact that an unbeliever is cognisant to do right, at least some of the time, 
leaves them without excuse for ever doing wrong. They are accountable to live up to the 
light of this intuitive moral compass. 
 
(2) CONSCIENCE – the second witness Paul calls now is the conscience, which he says is 
“also bearing witness.” Indeed, the word “conscience” literally means “with knowledge,” which 
itself is an indicator that it is an instrument that operates alongside an inbuilt objective sense of 
right and wrong.  

The conscience is a warning system that activates when men choose to ignore or 
disobey the law written in their hearts. It produces a sense of guilt when violated. Thomas 
Brooks wrote that, “Conscience is God’s preacher in the bosom.” Man may not be able to 
explain it, and certainly cannot control or erase it, but all men know they have one.  
 
(3) MEMORY – the final witness Paul calls now which is the faculty of contemplation over 
the memory of sin. He says, “their thoughts the mean while accusing or else excusing one another.” This 
works in unison with the conscience and the law written in the heart to make every man 
inexcusable before God for his sin.  
 
By the virtue of the testimony of creation and these three other witnesses of the work of the 
law written in their hearts, conscience and memory, Paul clearly demonstrates that this is 
enough to condemn every Gentile.  

Therefore, no Gentile can seek acquittal from God’s judgment by pleading his 
ignorance of the written revelation of God’s law. Man’s problem is not that he lives in 
darkness but that he does not live up to the light revealed to him, in whatever way this may 
have come to him. The pagan Gentile may not be as blameworthy as the Jew but both are 
still guilty. 

Therefore, the Jew is rightly condemned in failing to do what the Law of Moses 
commanded him to do. The lack of a written law does not excuse the Gentiles as they 
intuitively know what they should do and their consciences accuse them when they have 
violated what they know to be right. Both failed to live up to the light God gave them! 

God is truly impartial as He judges men, not according to the things they do not 
know, but according to what they do know! As Abraham said, “Shall not the Judge of all the 
earth do right? – YES HE WILL! 

Paul is driving his readers and us today to the same conclusion. There is no hope in 
man! No one can face God with any hope of mitigation or excuse on that great day of 
judgment! All condemned! All guilty! All lost! The religious “good” sinner will share the 
same hell as the openly profligate! 
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Paul warns them in v16 that the judgment day is real and is fixed in God’s timetable, 
“In the day when God shall judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ according to my gospel.” It is a 
judgment that will uncover every sin of every man. Nothing will be overlooked. If you have 
always wanted to meet the rich and famous you will see them there – none will get a pass 
from God’s righteous judgment! As one preacher said, “The greatest reason you should 
prepare to meet your God is because you must meet your God.” The skeletons in every 
person’s closet will have to come out! Don’t ever say you weren’t warned. 

Now God has not told us these things in order to torment us. The object is to let us see 
that there is no hope on man’s terms for salvation. Once we despair of self, God can then 
reveal there is a hope in a Saviour. Our righteousness cannot save but His righteousness can. 
There is a way out! You either face Jesus Christ as your Saviour now or you will face Him 
later as your Judge. 
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“PERVERTING THE PRIVILEGES OF GRACE” Romans 2:17-29 
 

Every one is looking for something secure to build his or her life upon. Men intuitively fear 
death and the judgment to follow so they construct a false foundation in their minds to 
evade this fear. The most powerful delusion seems to be that of self-righteous religious 
people who trust in their religion and self-righteousness. It is possible to be religious without 
being a Christian. Just as easily as being irreligious will send you to hell so religion can also.  

This was particularly true of the Jews because they were so deeply devoted to their 
own religious heritage. The Apostle Paul strips them bare by exposing the futility of their 
hypocrisy and self-righteousness in this chapter two of Romans. As once a proud Pharisee, 
Paul was fully cognisant of the thinking of the Jew in this area (Phil. 3:4-6). No one had 
more insight into how powerful yet tragic was such a delusion. He once stood like those who 
boasted to Christ in John 8:33, “We be Abraham’s seed, and were never in bondage to any man.” 

Paul’s analysis here is particularly relevant to Christianity in the twenty-first century, 
as many are hypocritically trusting in the outward forms of religion and moral self-
righteousness for salvation. You may even be one of them! Indeed, even more tragically 
many who teach this occupy many pulpits! Such people need to have their religiosity and 
hypocrisy exposed so they will be driven to the cross of Christ for righteousness.  

It should also be carefully noted Paul’s indictment of the Jews was not motivated by 
anti-Semitism. No one loved the Jewish people more than Paul (Rom. 9:1-3). His 
denunciation is clothed with a heart of deep compassion for them. We often forget it was 
the One whose very lips flowed love and truth who labeled the leaders of Judaism as 
hypocrites more than a dozen times in the Gospel of Matthew alone! It was Christ who 
exposed mere outward religion,  

 
Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited 
sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men’s 
bones, and of all uncleanness. (Matt. 23:27) 

 
OUTLINE 
 
In this last section of chapter two (v17-29), Paul will climax his argument against the Jew. 
From v1-17, he seems to be especially dealing with them without actually naming them. This 
indirect method will now stop in v17 as he names the Jew directly as the prime focus of his 
prosecuting attack. Paul will expand this argument by using considerable detail to penetrate 
their last line of defences. His aim from Romans 1:18-3:20 is to categorically show that all 
have sinned and fall short of God’s glory (Rom. 3:23).  

Paul begins this last section of chapter two by summarily listing the proud claims of 
privileges of the self-righteous Jew (v17-20). Many of these privileges that they claimed were 
true in reality as far as they went. However, they were not enough in respect of absolving the 
Jew from the wrath of God. By use of rhetorical questions in a devastating cross-
examination (v21-22), Paul will demonstrate that they were perverting these privileges, which 
they were trusting in for their salvation. He concludes by delineating the real consequences 
of their hypocrisy and self-righteousness (v23-29). In so doing, he will demonstrate their 
certain condemnation under the Law of God and hence their need for the righteousness of 
Christ.  
 

(1) CLAIMED PRIVILEGES OF THE JEW (v17-20) 
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Being a Jew was a tremendous privilege but like all spiritual privileges they can be perverted. 
Paul begins this section by summing up the proud claims of the Jew. He knows the Jew is 
particularly proud of five things of his: 
 

(1) Lineage 
(2) Law 
(3) Lord 
(4) Learning 
(5) Leadership 

 
LINEAGE – The Jew was especially proud of his ancestry. The term “Jew” was originally 
applied to the inhabitants of Judah (2 Kings 16:6), but later became a synonym to describe 
all descendants of Abraham. The name “Jew” means praise but note that it is possible to 
take such a name and bear no praise to God! Today many people are very proud of the 
labels of their denominational affiliation. Have you noticed are proud people are of being 
Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, Anglican? 
 
LAW – The Jew also boasted in the fact that he had the written Law of Moses. Paul tells us 
that he “restest in the law” using the present tense of this verb pictures to demonstrate this was 
a continual attitude. Now the Jew was only trusting in a blind and mechanical reliance on 
this fact rather than seeking to live up to the knowledge he knew.  

The Jew knew the Gentile did not have this so this made him feel superior. Now it 
was true that Moses’ writings are infinitely superior to that of Aristotle or Plato. It was a 
great privilege for the Jewish people to have the written Law. But it is possible to possess the 
Law and it having no affect on their lives. No doubt there are people who boast in the fact 
that they are Reformed, Presbyterian, that they stand for the KJV, or that they are 
conservative in their forms of worship! These are good things but you can intellectually 
assent to all of these and still perish in your sin.  
 
LORD – Another thing the Jew was proud of was that he worshipped the One true God. 
Paul says he, “makest thy boast of God.” The Jew did not worship the dumb idols of the 
Gentiles. He knew the Covenant God who created all things and chose Israel as His 
Covenant nation. In effect, he felt that he had a copyright on God! I am sure that there are 
unsaved people who sit in the pews in church this day boasting in their monotheism. They 
look down their spiritual noses at anyone who would differ from their rejection of tangible 
forms of idolatry. They despise such thinking as foolishness and superstition, but their 
ultimate destination will still be the same as the openly idolatrous! 
 
LEARNING – The Jew was also proud that through his possession of the Law he knew 
the Will of God. Paul tells us in v18, “And knowest His will, and approvest the things that are more 
excellent, being instructed out of the law.” The Jew looked down on the ignorant Gentiles with 
their foolish philosophies and immoral lifestyles. He regarded himself as enlightened and 
superior to them in every way. The Jew loved to debate the fine detail of the Law. The 
problem with the Jew was that although he knew the Law he did not do it! He had a full 
mind but an empty heart! 
 No doubt you know people who regard themselves as well versed in the Bible and 
the doctrines of the faith. They have memorized many parts of the Bible. You could not fool 
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them that a drop of water or some good deed will get them into heaven. Some will even 
defend the inspiration and preservation of the Word of God. But they are still on the way to 
hell because they are not willing to submit to the Gospel! It does not matter how much 
knowledge you have if the Living Word does not possess your heart. Without Christ this 
knowledge will only damn you in a deeper hell! 
 
LEADERSHIP – The Jew did not just see himself as better than the Gentile but also so 
superior that he alone was worthy to be his instructor, Paul says in v19-20, 
 

And art confident that thou thyself art a guide of the blind, a light of them which are 
in darkness, An instructor of the foolish, a teacher of babes, which hast the form of 
knowledge and of the truth in the law. 

The Jew is full of confidence about his abilities and spiritual standing. Typical was the 
Pharisee in Luke 18 when he boasted, “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, 
extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican.” There is nothing so tragic as to be in 
darkness and set yourself up as the light to guide those in the same darkness. The blind 
leaders of the blind! Thousands of pulpits are full of such people today. People who profess 
to know God and guide others but know nothing about God! 
 
The facts of his: Lineage, Law, Lord, Learning, and Leadership (together with his 
circumcision) should have made the Jew feel greatly humbled instead of being an instrument 
to feed his pride. The wonderful privileges of a Jew should have filled his heart with 
gratitude to God and with a deep compassion for the lost Gentiles. Instead the Jew was full 
of confidence in himself rather than the God who granted him these extraordinary 
privileges. Certainly, he regarded himself as having no need for the righteousness of Jesus 
Christ.  
 It is absolutely right that we should take the words of Paul here that were originally 
spoken to the literal physical offspring of Abraham and apply them to those who regard 
themselves as his spiritual offspring. I have no doubt there are people like this in churches 
this day. They may have church membership in a prestigious denomination, they may know 
doctrine intellectually, they can recite long passages from the KJV, they reject idolatry as 
superstition, and even fancy themselves as teachers and role models for society!  

Doubtless, they pride themselves on their outwardly moral and clean living. They live 
in good condominiums and houses in exclusive neighbourhoods in Singapore. Their 
marriage is strong and their children attend the best schools and universities. They are the 
envy of all. A picture book family for the Straits Times! But the possession of these outward 
things is all they have. They have even more spiritual privileges than the Jew but they are just 
as ineffective in their lives! Tragically they face the same condemnation as the Jew who Paul 
is writing about here in this passage. 
   

(2) CONDUCT OF THE JEW (v21-22) 
 
Now Paul begins his cross-examination of these claimed privileges of the Jew. In a devastating 
series of rapid rhetorical questions he exposes their hypocrisy by auditing their conduct in light 
of these spiritual privileges. Paul knew under their beautiful cloak of religiosity of the Jew beat a 
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heart as deceitful and vile as any Gentile! He knew the Jew inside out and he proves there is no 
value in these privileges if you do not live up to them. Paul incisively questions, 

 
Thou therefore which teachest another, teachest thou not thyself? thou that 
preachest a man should not steal, dost thou steal? Thou that sayest a man should not 
commit adultery, dost thou commit adultery? thou that abhorrest idols, dost thou 
commit sacrilege? 

Like an expert surgeon, Paul slices through the hypocritical façade of Judaism. He charges them 
firstly of failing to preach their own message to themselves by questioning, “Thou therefore which 
teachest another, teachest thou not thyself?” So many weigh others in the different scales than they 
weigh themselves! 
 However, his second line of questioning has an even more serious direction. He 
exposes the Jew as being guilty of what he is condemning in others! They flagrantly disobey 
themselves the very law they preached so self-righteously to the Gentiles. It was Jesus Christ 
who observed this of the Scribes and Pharisees, “for they say, and do not” (Matt. 23:3).  

The Jew may abhor the physical idols of the Gentiles but in his heart he craved the 
idols of the world he lived in. He adored money, position, and respectability. It was Christ 
who indicted the leaders of Judaism that, “My house shall be called the house of prayer; but ye have 
made it a den of thieves” (Matt. 21:13). Indeed, the Jewish Talmud indicted three of the most 
prominent rabbis for adultery.  
 
Let us apply this to ourselves. The sword that pierced the heart of the hypocritical Jew also 
pierces us. Many sit in the congregation looking pious but how will they stand up to the mirror 
of God’s Word exposing their inward lives? This is where the probing of the Spirit of God will 
be uncomfortable. God is not fooled by the Apostles’ Creed said devoutly every Sunday 
when you practice the devil’s creed on Monday! Too many have the highest profession but the 
lowest practice of life. Sadly hypocrisy has not gone out of fashion. What you profess to teach 
do you apply it to yourself? Do you practice what you preach? Do you simply quote texts to 
others and forget that this book is a two edged sword that applies just as much to you?  

When you talk about humility, kindness, love, encouragement etc are you living up to 
that standard. You will meet people in the church who will rebuke others but are unwilling to 
face the same rebuke! As some one said, “We must walk our talk, then we can talk our walk.”  

We see other tendencies Paul dealt with in this passage present in the Church today. 
Some people in the Church are stealing from God in tithes and offerings. Many steal times of 
prayer and service from God that they have been called to. We have people who warn others 
about their adultery and commit it every day in their own heart!  

We have professing Christians here who look down on idolaters yet their family, their 
job, their position, their possessions are all worshipped in their lives ahead of God. They will 
put everything over serving the Lord, seeking the Will of the Lord, coming to the prayer 
meeting yet they will stand up here and sing on Sunday “All to Jesus I surrender” and “All that 
thrills my soul is Jesus.”  

Matthew 6:33 says, “But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and His righteousness; and all these 
things shall be added unto you.” Is there anyone here who can consistently say God’s kingdom 
and righteousness this is the habitual focus of his life? We expect pagans to act like pagans 
but those who bear the Name of Christ to act like their Saviour. Sadly, how few do.  
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The tragic thing is that we could be a light and salt to those around us. We could and 
should make an impact on the world around us if our conduct matched our creed. A small 
amount of salt can season a huge amount! It was Jesus Christ who exhorted, “Let your light so 
shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 
5:16). We need Christians today who know God other than by hearsay. Live what you say 
you believe – no matter what the consequences! 

 
(3) CONSEQUENCE FOR THE JEW (v23 - 29) 

 
After indicting the Jew for willful hypocrisy, the Apostle in this last part of chapter two explains 
the awful yet ironic consequences of such a life. Paul explains that when these spiritual 
privileges are perverted it: 
 
(1) DISHONOURS GOD - The first ironic consequence is that a hypocritical life dishonours 
the God the Jew professes to worship by means of the Law he is so proud of. He says in v23, 
“Thou that makest thy boast of the law, through breaking the law dishonourest thou God.” The Jew 
boasts that he knows the Will of God so he is rightly condemned in failing to do what the 
Law of Moses commanded him to do! 
 
(2) BLASPHEMES THE NAME OF GOD  - Another consequence is that hypocritical 
living undermines the public view of God among the Gentiles. Ironically the Jew considered 
the Name of God to be so sacred that they would not even pronounce it. The Jew also 
boasted in his devotion to the Scripture. So the Apostle Paul cleverly quotes from Isaiah 
52:5, which the Jews professed to love, to indict them here and argues in v24, “For the name of 
God is blasphemed among the Gentiles through you, as it is written.” Instead of being a light and a 
teacher to the darkened Gentiles, the Jew ironically was pushing them away from the true 
knowledge of God.  
 
What was true in Paul’s day is just as true today. It is not an insignificant thing to 
hypocritically serve the Lord. For the unsaved in Singapore judge what they know of Christ 
primarily through the Christ they see in you. That is why Paul told the saints at Corinth, “Ye 
are our epistle, written in our hearts, known and read of all men” (2 Cor. 3:2). As the poet wrote, 
 

The gospel is written a chapter a day  
By deeds that you do and words that you say.  

Men read what you say, whether faithless or true.  
Say, what is the gospel according to you? 

 
 When a Christian lives hypocritically the devil is only too delighted to point this out to 
the unbelieving world. Unsaved people discern much more than you often give them credit 
for. Spurgeon put it with his usual eloquence, 
 

The Bible is the light of the church and the church is the light of the world. The world 
reads the Christian, not the Bible. 

 
(3) CIRCUMCISION PROFITS NOTHING – The rite of circumcision was probably 
the source of greatest pride to Jew. It even pre-dates the giving of the Law to Moses as the 
sacrament was first given to their father Abraham. It marked the Jew physically out from all 
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the other nations. Jewish tradition taught that Abraham stood at the gateway to hell to 
prevent any circumcised person from entering. So, one of the greatest insults for any Jew 
was to be called uncircumcised. This is what Paul implies by their sin when he says, “if thou be 
a breaker of the law, thy circumcision is made uncircumcision.” 

Paul’s critical argument into the last retreat of the self-righteous Jew is that this rite 
of circumcision profits nothing unless it is accompanied by a life of obedience to the Law. 
Privileges should have made the Jew realise also that he was more accountable to God for 
perverting these blessings. As Paul had proven that the law condemned every Jew because he 
failed to live up to it perfectly, this swept away any last hope the Jew had for self-
righteousness. He has demonstrated that it is one thing to be a racial Jew but quite another 
to be a regenerated Jew.  

Saving faith is more than skin deep! It is more than simply the genes that you have! 
Indeed, there are many Jews today who racially are Jewish but are openly atheistic! To add 
insult to injury, the Apostle in v26-27 even argues that the uncircumcised Gentile if he lived 
up to the demands of the Law would rise up in condemnation against the Jew. If a Jew or a 
New Testament church member perverts the spiritual privileges he or she has then these 
privileges become a curse to him. Malachi establishes this truth, 

 
If ye will not hear, and if ye will not lay it to heart, to give glory unto my name, saith 
the LORD of hosts, I will even send a curse upon you, and I will curse your 
blessings: yea, I have cursed them already, because ye do not lay it to heart. (Malachi 
2:2) 

 
The Apostle summarises his whole argument against the Jew and the hypocrite in v28-29 by 
a succinct climax. Taking the word “Jew” which means “praise” he makes a clever play on 
the word to make his point. He argues that being acceptable in God’s sight and to the praise 
of God is not found in mere outward rites but the matter of an inward change of the heart. 
Too many Jews were like those described in John 12:43, “For they loved the praise of men more 
than the praise of God.” 

The same axiom is true of a Christian today. Simply substitute the word “Christian” 
for “Jew” in Paul’s analysis. Many regard the sacraments of the Church in much the same 
way the Jews regarded circumcision. However, it is just as true that your baptism by 
sprinkling or immersion, your church membership, your participation at the Lord’s Supper 
will account for nothing if it is not accompanied by the inward work of saving grace. Donald 
Barnhouse gives an interesting paraphrase of this verse, 
 

For he is not a Christian who is one outwardly, nor is that “church membership” 
which is outward in the flesh; but he is a Christian who is one inwardly; and “church 
membership” is that of the heart, in the Spirit, not in the letter, whose praise is not 
of men, but of God. 

 
This climax of this second chapter was a shattering experience to the Jew. That is what the 
Apostle intended. However, it is just as devastating to they hypocritical religious person in a 
church today. God sees much further than these outward things. He sees to the thoughts 
and intents of the heart.  
  
 
 


