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Romans 2:1-16

Before I start I'd like to acknowledge thoughts taken from The Life Application Bible

Commentary and William Barclay.

The apostle Paul was an incredible Christian missionary of the first century.  On foot he

traveled thousands of miles over much of Asia.  He endured hardships which would have

stopped lesser men.  He suffered from a thorn in the flesh which may have been an eye

disease that caused blinding headaches.  In spite of everything he pushed on over steep

mountain passes, over treacherous raging torrents.  Always there was the danger of wild

animals and robbers.

This incredible servant of God wrote 13 and possibly 14 of the 27 books of our NT.  Many

consider Romans to be the crown of his writings.  Written to a church he had never visited,

it contains the clearest and most systematic presentation of Paul's gospel.

The Roman Road is a famous plan of presenting the gospel which is probably responsible

for bringing more people to Christ than any other.  You ought to know it.  It ought to be

written in your Bible so you can clearly show an inquiring person the way of salvation.

Romans 3:10 and 3:23 tell us that we have all sinned.

Romans 5:12 and 6:23 tell us that because we have sinned we must die.  That's the bad

news of the gospel.

Romans 5:8 gives us the good news that even though we have all sinned and the cost of

that sin demands our death, the NAS says, But God demonstrates His own love toward us,

in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.1  That's the good news of the gospel.

Romans 10:9 tells us that if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord and believe in your

heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved.

As mentioned before, that plan has probably led more people to Christ than any other.

The remarkable thing is that Paul worked it out and wrote it down in AD 51/52.

Paul's mind was always moving toward evangelism.  Quite an example for us.

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Ro 5:8 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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William Barclay picks up on this:

Quote,

Paul had great schemes simmering in his mind.  It has been said of him that

he was 'always haunted by the regions beyond.'  He never saw a ship at anchor

but he wished to board her and to carry the good news to men across the sea.

He never saw a range of mountains, blue in the distance, but he wished to

cross them and to bring the story of the cross to men who had never heard it.

End of quotation

The cross was central to Paul, and telling the world about it was his consuming passion.

May the proclamation of the gospel be your and my consuming passion.

As mentioned before, in the book of Romans we find Paul's nearest approach to a

systematic exposition of Paul's own theological position.

In Romans chapter one Paul has painted in large strokes the fate of mankind apart from

God.  In chapter two Paul abruptly switches his attention to a new audience.

in a style used widely at the time, he shapes his next thoughts as a diatribe.  In this style

the writer verbally attacks and attempts to destroy the ideas of the opposition.

The anticipated questions or objections are expressed or noted and then answered or

refuted.

Paul knew that while he was writing to a single destination (Rome), his readers would be

quite varied.

They would include:

• Roman citizens

• Transplanted Jews

• Slaves

• Other races of Gentiles

• Former Jewish converts

• Jews

• Unbelievers
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As this varied audience heard Paul's letter read, no doubt many heads nodded as he

condemned idol worship, homosexual practices and violence.  But how surprised they would

have been when he said in effect, "You have no excuse.  You are just as bad."

Paul's message was that nobody is good enough to save him or herself.  If we want to

avoid punishment and live eternally with Christ we must depend totally on God's grace,

whether we have been murderers and monsters or have been honest, hardworking citizens.

It is not a matter of some sins being worse than others.  Paul is saying any sin should cause

us to depend on Jesus Christ for salvation and eternal life.  We have all sinned repeatedly;

salvation comes only through faith in Christ.  This was especially shocking to the Jew.  They

felt that the very fact that they were Jews guaranteed them eternal life.

God might be the judge of the heathen, but He was the special protector of the Jew.  Paul

is pointing out to the Jew that he is just as much a sinner as the Gentile, and that when the

Jew condemns the Gentile he is condemning himself.  Paul says he will be judged not by his

race but by how he lives.  The Jew believed that "God loves Israel alone of all the nations of

the earth.  God will judge the Gentiles with one measure and the Jews with another.

"Abraham sits beside the gates of hell and does not permit any wicked Israelite to go

through.  They who are the seed of Abraham according to the flesh shall in any case, even if

they be sinners and unbelieving and disobedient towards God, shall share in the eternal

kingdom."

The Jew believed that everyone was destined for judgement except himself.  It would not

be any special goodness which kept him immune from the wrath of God, but simply the fact

that he was a Jew.

To show the Jew that this was simply not true Paul points to four things.

I. He told them bluntly that they were treading on the mercy of God.

in v 4 he uses three great words:  He asks them, "Are you treating with contempt the

wrath of His 'kindness' and 'forbearance' and 'patience'"?

1. "Kindness" is a beautiful word in the Greek.

It describes the man who is always essentially kind.  It describes Jesus' reaction and loving
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gentleness to the sinning woman who anointed His feet.

It also describes Jesus' treatment of the woman who was taken in adultery.  Remember

how gentle and kind He was.  He didn't condone the sin but said, Neither do I condemn

thee: go, and sin no more.

Paul is saying, "You Jews are simply trying to take advantage of the great kindness of

God."

2nd, "Forbearance"

The original is the word for a truce.  A truce means there is a cessation of hostility, but

there is a limit.  After a certain time hostilities will resume.  During war sometimes a truce is

arranged to get the dead and wounded cared for.  Everybody knows that the hostilities will

resume when the time of the truce is fulfilled.  Paul is saying, "You Jews think you are safe

because God's judgement has not yet fallen on you.  God is not giving you carte blanche to

sin.  He is exercising His forbearance in giving you the opportunity to repent and to amend

your ways."  You cannot sin forever with impunity.  God's forbearance will end.  He will

deal with our sin.  Never think that because God doesn't judge you he is not interested in

your sin.

3rd, "Patience"

The background of this word describes "patience with people".  One of the early church

fathers describes it as being characteristic of the man who has it in his power to avenge

himself and deliberately does not use it.

Paul is saying to the Jews, "Do not think that the fact that God does not punish you is a

sign that He cannot punish you.  The fact that His punishment does not immediately follow

sin is not a proof of His powerlessness; it is a proof of His patience.  You owe your lives to the

patience of God."  One commentator has said that almost everyone has "a vague and

undefined hope of impunity."  Impunity means exemption from punishment, a kind of

feeling that "this cannot happen to me" or "this does not apply to me".

The Jews carried it even further.  They openly claimed immunity from the judgement of

God.  They traded on His mercy, and there are many who do that today.
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II. Paul told the Jews that they were taking the mercy of God as an invitation to sin

rather than as an incentive to repentance.

Someone was asked why he wasn't worried about the world to come.  His answer was

"God will forgive".  When asked why he was so sure he replied, "It is His trade".

Barclay gives the example of the young person who does something which is a shame,

sorrow and heartbreak to his parents.

Suppose that in love he is freely forgiven, and it is not held against him.

He can do one of two things:

a. He can go and do the same thing again, counting on the fact that he will be forgiven

once more.

b. He may be so moved to wondering gratitude by the free forgiveness that he has

received that he spends his whole life in trying to be worthy of it.

It is one of the most shameful things in the world to use love's forgiveness as an excuse to

go on sinning.

That is what the Jews were doing.

That is what many people do today.

The mercy and love of God are not meant to make us feel that we can sin and get away

with it; they are meant to break our hearts so that we will seek never to sin again.

III. Paul says that in God's economy there is no most-favored nation clause.

No group of people is picked out to be exempted from the conditions of obedience and

following God's laws.

The Jewish religion was based on the conviction that the Jew held a special position of

privilege and favor in God's sight.

Today we must be careful not to adopt that attitude.

There are two dangers in this attitude:
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1. We can expect special privileges or exemptions from God because we are His special

people.

2. We can think of ourselves as superior to or better than other Christians who don't do

it just like we do.

We need to guard against both these extremes.

All of us are sinners saved by God's incredible grace.

All of us have been pulled from a horrible pit.  We have been placed on solid ground, and

God has established our goings.

None of us are exempt from following God's standards and obeying His laws.  None of us

are superior to our fellow believers.

Paul says the wonder of God's grace and forgiveness should drive us to willing, joyful

obedient service.

No one should look with scorn or contempt on others who don't practice their religious

service just like we do.

None of us should feel superior to those poor, ignorant people out there who don't

practice Christianity or who practice it differently from us.  We are sinners for whom Christ

died; they are sinners for whom Christ died.  We will never win them to Christ if they get

the slightest hint that we feel superior to them or look down on them.

Paul's message to the Jews in Romans chapter 2 rings down through the centuries to us.

No one has an exclusive lock on the gospel.  The gospel message is for all mankind.  None

of us is superior or should think we deserve special privileges from God because of our

service to him or because of how we practice our Christianity.

I believe we are correct in following the New Testament as we do.  I believe God is

pleased that we do this.

We must never ever believe this makes us superior to others.

If it is God's will to move and work among groups and peoples who don't practice our

distinctives that's His right and privilege as God.

I say it again, beliefs, convictions and distinctives can be right and strongly held.  We are

just as wrong as the Jews if we allow our convictions, beliefs and distinctives to cause us to be

smug, self-satisfied and superior to others.

Jesus confronted a situation similar to this in the gospels.  Mark 9:38-40 tell us that John

said to Jesus,
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Teacher, we saw someone casting out demons in Your name, and we
tried to prevent him because he was not following us.”

39 But Jesus said, “Do not hinder him, for there is no one who will
perform a miracle in My name, and be able soon afterward to speak evil of
Me.

    40  “For he who is not against us is for us.2

I think Jesus is saying to John and to us, "I am not appointing you as inspectors to insure

that everyone who works in my kingdom is just like you are.  There are many races, cultures

and people with slightly different procedures than you who are doing my work.

"I am much more interested in the kingdom work getting done than I am in all of you

being exactly alike."

Please listen to what I am saying—God is much more interested in the work we do for

Him and with our heart attitude than He is interested in how we look or how we conduct

our Christianity.

I am not saying we should compromise our beliefs in order to fellowship with anybody.

I am not saying we should give up our distinctives.  I am saying we should not allow

ourselves to hinder the work of God's kingdom because we can't see past our own beliefs and

ideas to focus on our fellowship around Jesus Christ.

This is illustrated by the work at the truck stop ministry.  We have approx. 6-8 volunteers

who conduct the Sunday morning services for the drivers.  They come from diverse

denominational backgrounds.  They hold slightly different beliefs, but they all love and serve

Jesus Christ.  They preach Christ, and they get along beautifully.  Paul's audience felt the

only way to do church was to be just like them.  Paul teaches strongly against that belief.

Today we need to hear that message.  Christ's kingdom will advance when we focus on our

love for Him, not on our small differences.

God will judge if my brother is not walking correctly before Him.  He will judge me

severely if my arrogance and lack of cooperation causes someone not to come to salvation.

Paul makes it very clear in this passage that God will settle with each man according to his

deeds.

Paul saw a faith that did not lead one to good deeds as no faith at all.

The only way we can see a man's faith is through his deeds.

                                                          
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Mk 9:38 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).



8

There can be no such thing as faith which does not issue in works, nor can there be works

which are not produced by faith.  Works and faith are totally bound up together.  In the last

analysis God will judge a man by his deeds.  We cannot say, "I have faith" and leave it there.

our faith must lead to deeds:  It is by our deeds that we are accepted or condemned.

There is another lesson not explicitly put forth in the passage, but implied.

With great privilege comes great responsibility.  The Jew was the recipient of a rich legacy

of faith.  They had been richly endowed with persons who went before and left them a

legacy of following God.

They of all people of the earth had been chosen to be called the people of God.

Just because they abused and took advantage of those privileges did not negate them in

any way.

They would be judged by God according to the privileges they had and what they did

with them.

They were responsible before God for following the law they had been given.  Their sin

was in assuming their special privilege gave them special points with God.  They assumed

that they were ok with God just because they were Jews.

They, just like us, needed to know that every person is responsible before God to work out

his own salvation based on his faith in Jesus Christ.

Race, class, family or parents have nothing to do with ones standing before God.  That is

determined by faith, obedience and devotion to God.

We have been richly blessed and highly-privileged.  We enjoy a rich heritage of godly

people who have shown us the way.  We walk in their shadow.  We owe our children and

those who come behind us a legacy of faithfully passing on the faith.  We by this great

heritage are more responsible.

Think with me about three areas we are responsible for because of our legacy…

First, think with me about the responsibility each of us has to pass the gospel to those we

meet.

I know I talk about evangelism a lot, but someone who far outranks me said, "Go ye into

all the world and make disciples".

Brothers and sisters, that's a command.  it's not optional for us to share our faith.  If we

aren't doing it we are simply disobeying Christ's command.
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Each of us should learn a simple presentation of the gospel and ask God the Holy Spirit to

give us opportunities to share it.  Again, our failure to do this is simply disobedience to

Christ's command.

Christ doesn't expect us to be experts, but to simply share what we have seen, felt and

heard.  He wants us to share with others what has happened to us because Christ came into

our lives.

Second, we are responsible to cultivate a devotional life with God.

This is so critical to our spiritual growth that Satan will pull out all the stops to get us to

neglect it.  Regular times of prayer, reading God's Word and cultivating the disciplines of the

soul will cause us to grow.  Conversely, neglect of these will result in a shriveled, powerless

Christian life.

Third:  We are responsible to live holy, consistent, obedient lives.

There is weakness in unholy, inconsistent, disobedient lives.  We will not instill the faith

in and pass the faith along to those who follow if we are not obedient in the areas of

evangelism, devotion and holiness.

It is so easy for us come to church and sit in the pew.  It is easy to look right on the

outside.  We will only be obedient in these areas if we, by an act of our wills and with the

Spirit's help, determine to follow Christ in evangelism, devotion and holiness and then do it.

It is so easy to give lip service to these areas and then not be consistent in doing them.

Sadly, that is disobedience on our part.

Evangelism, devotion, holiness.  Let's vow to do them.  Then let's be faithful to that vow.

In vv 12-16 Paul deals with the unwritten law and personal responsibility.  Jews will be

judged by God's written law.

Gentiles, who never had the law, will be judged by God's unwritten law.  All will be

judged by their own conduct and the light they had.

People will be condemned not for what they don't know but for what they do with what

they do know.

Those who know God's written Word and His law will be judged by them.  Those who

have never seen a bible still know right from wrong; they will be judged guilty because they
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did not keep even the standard of their own conscience.

v 13… Just hearing God's Word is not enough.  Obedience is required.

Paul says (v 15) that all men have a common recognition that some things are right and

others are wrong.

Conscience is an inward monitor that lets us know when we have done wrong.  What the

law does for the Jew, the conscience does for the Gentile.  On the day of judgement God will

judge the secret thoughts of all.  Only God can know and judge the heart.  God's judgement

will be perfect, based on His perfect knowledge of every action and every motive.

Quickly, a few lessons from these verses:

1. We didn't talk about it, but it is in v 1.

Often the thing you and I condemn most strongly in others is the very thing we are doing.

So often the very sin we condemn so vigorously when our brother commits it is allowed

in our own lives.

Jesus talks about how we need to get the log out of our eye before we try to remove the

speck from our brother's eye.

2. None of us can save ourselves.

3. Jesus is the only way to salvation.

4. There is no one who gets a free pass to sin because of his race, church or family.

5. We are all sinners saved by God's incredible grace.

6. We should never consider ourselves to be superior or more privileged than others.

7. Each man / woman will be judged by their own deeds.

8. Evangelism, devotion and holy living are our mandates, not our option.

God will judge through Jesus Christ.
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For those who are trusting in Christ for their righteousness God's judgement does not

include fear of exposure or punishment.  Rom. 8: 1 says, "Therefore there is now no

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus."

Sadly, that will not be true for those who have rejected Christ's offer of salvation.  If you

are here without the assurance of salvation and no condemnation through Jesus Christ, we

invite you to stand or come forward as we sing.  We would love to introduce you to Him and

show you how to accept Him as your Lord and savior.
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