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Romans 2:14-29
Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  Over the last few weeks, we’ve been looking at the long section that begins in Chapter 1, verse 18 and continues through Chapter 3, verse 20.  In this section of the book, Paul makes the case about the fallen nature of man, beginning with the Gentiles (1:18 through 1:32), then the Jews (2:1 through 3:9), and then concluding with a summary (3:9 through 3:20).  
Having demonstrated in Chapter 1 that the Greeks stand convicted and so require a Savior, in Chapter 2 Paul makes the case that the Jews also are in need of salvation by grace.  In chapter 2, verse 1, he writes:

1You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things. 

The “You” referred to in verse 1 is a straw man:  a hypothetical, prototypical Jew. Because Jews were God’s chosen people, the beneficiaries of his covenant promises to Abraham, and the custodians of God’s law, Jews tended to look down on and judge the Gentiles.  Further, they tended to believe that they were saved 1) by virtue of being sons of Abraham and 2) by performing certain moral and religious deeds—that they earned God’s favor by keeping the law and following the traditions of the faith.  They were firmly convinced that God would judge and condemn pagan Gentiles because of their idolatry and immorality but that no Jew would ever experience such condemnation. 
Paul’s argument in this section is that racial or religious identity is not sufficient grounds for salvation.  According to Romans 2, 
God “will give to each person according to what he has done.”  To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. 8But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger. 9There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; 10but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 11For God does not show favoritism.

When Paul says that “To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life” and “But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger” he isn’t making a claim for salvation by works contrary to the claims of the gospel.  Instead, he’s making an argument from the point of view of his hypothetical opponent, arguing that God will judge and reward men according to their obedience to his Law—that God will “give to each person according to what he has done.”  According to this view, “There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil” but “glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good.”  The problem is, of course, that there is no one who persists “in doing good.”  As a result, all stand condemned:  both the Gentiles, who “sin apart from the law” but also the Jews, who sin “under the law,” “for God does not show favoritism.”  The status of the Jew as a son of Abraham is not sufficient to save him, because “it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God's sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous.”

As we’ve seen, verses 14 and 15 are a little parenthetical that explains Paul’s assertion back in 1:32 that, “Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.”  How do they know that these behaviors merit death?  Because “the requirements of the law are written on their hearts.”  When those without the law do the things that that the law requires—when they abstain from adultery, murder, deceit, greed, idolatry and the other behaviors proscribed by the law—they reveal that God has written the requirements of the law on every human heart—that we all know the difference between right and wrong, good and evil.  Those things are built into us by virtue of us having been made in the image of God, and unless our consciences become seared, they “bear witness” of God’s law from within.  What do you think Paul means when he says, “their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them?”  Take various answers.  When we do right, our thoughts—our consciences—defend us; when we do wrong, they accuse us.  
Notice the contrast between these verses and 1:18, which told us that “the wrath of God was being revealed”—present tense.  Here, God’s wrath is presented as something that is to come—“the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed.”  As we said when we studied Chapter 1, God’s wrath is present today in the lives of his enemies.  But God’s final wrath—His final judgment—is to come on some unknown day in the future.  Paul refers to this day in verse 16, where he describes it as “the day when God will judge men's secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares.” What do you suppose Paul means when he says that God will “judge men’s secrets?”  Take various answers.  Do you think he means that only secret things will be judged? No.  More likely, it means that everything will be judged on that day—both things are known today and things that are now hidden.  Everything will be revealed on that day.  
Now, having set out the basic argument, in verses 17 through 29 Paul focuses on his target:  
17Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and brag about your relationship to God; 18if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; 19if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, 20an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— 21you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? You who preach against stealing, do you steal? 22You who say that people should not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23You who brag about the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law? 24As it is written: "God's name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”

First, Paul reveals the “you” he has been speaking to in the previous verses:  “You, if you call yourself a Jew…”  Then, he repeats a set of claims that any Jew could have made for himself and his fellow Jews.  What do you see? 
· you rely on the law and brag about your relationship to God 

· you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law
· you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth

Each of these three claims has the same foundation.  What is it?  Take various answers.  The law.  The relationship between the Jews and the law.  It was the foundation of their identity and the source of their pride.  It revealed God’s will to them.  It put them in a position to teach and guide those who had not received God’s revelation.   

But Paul does not offer these things as compliments but in order to condemn.  He’s saying, if you are a Jew, and if you have all of these advantages and privileges, all of this knowledge, then why do you not obey?  If you teach others, he says, why “do you not teach yourself?”  You tell others not to steal, but you steal.  You tell others not to commit adultery, but you commit adultery.  You tell others not to worship idols, but you rob temples—a practice explicitly prohibited by Deuteronomy 7:25 but evidently practiced by the Jews and excused by them based on their condescension to the pagans.  If you brag about the law, why don’t you keep the law? In effect, Paul is repeating, more specifically and more explicitly, the charge from verse 1:  “You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things.”  Because of the hypocrisy of the Jews—because they say one thing and do another—“God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles.” 
Let me ask you:  does that convict you at all?  Does Paul’s accusation against the Jews also apply to us from time to time?  Discuss.  Don’t we have a special relationship with God?  Hasn’t God revealed his will to us—even more than to the Jews?  Haven’t we been instructed by God’s word?  Aren’t we the ones who are supposed to be the salt and light of the world?  And yet, don’t we disobey and rebel against God continually?  And as a result, isn’t God’s name blasphemed among the pagans? Can you think of examples of how our sin brings dishonor to God?  When we engage in sexual sin:  adultery and pornography—as if we didn’t know better.  When we divorce at the same rate as the pagans—as if we don’t know God’s will regarding marriage.  When we use bankruptcy to escape from our financial obligations—as if we don’t know God’s desire for us to “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.”
Paul continues in verse 25:

 25Circumcision has value if you observe the law, but if you break the law, you have become as though you had not been circumcised. 26If those who are not circumcised keep the law's requirements, will they not be regarded as though they were circumcised? 27The one who is not circumcised physically and yet obeys the law will condemn you who, even though you have the[c] written code and circumcision, are a lawbreaker. 

Here again, Paul is addressing the case of the Jew.  Circumcision is the sign of the covenant—the physical symbol that the Jew was one of God’s chosen people.  The custom of circumcision was handed down to Moses from God, as recorded in Genesis 17:9-15: 
Then God said to Abraham, "As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come. 10 This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you. 12 For the generations to come every male among you who is eight days old must be circumcised, including those born in your household or bought with money from a foreigner—those who are not your offspring. 13 Whether born in your household or bought with your money, they must be circumcised. My covenant in your flesh is to be an everlasting covenant. 14 Any uncircumcised male, who has not been circumcised in the flesh, will be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant."

For the Jew, circumcision was a symbol “in your flesh” of his covenant relationship with God and thus was an assurance of salvation.  Paul argues here that there is no assurance in circumcision:  that being a Jew—being circumcised—is of value only if one obeys the law.  Just being circumcised isn’t enough—obedience to the law is what is required.  In fact, Paul says, when the Jew violates the law, for all intents and purposes he is uncircumcised—not even a Jew.  What’s more, he argues, when the uncircumcised gentiles do what the law requires, won’t God regard them as though they were circumcised Jews?   The word translated “regard” here is logizomai, which means to reckon, compute, calculate, to take into account, to deliberate, or weigh.  It is used 40 times in the NT and 19 times in Romans, and is usually translated as reckoned or imputed.  For example, Romans 4:3 says, "Abraham believed God, and it was credited (logizomai) to him as righteousness."  
And what’s more, the disobedient Jew—who breaks the law despite the privilege of knowing the law and having the traditions of the faith—will stand condemned when compared to the obedient but uncircumcised gentile.  A Gentile’s humble obedience to the law should serve as a stern rebuke to a Jew who, in spite of his great advantages, lives in disobedience.
Paul goes on to say,

 28A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. 29No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code. Such a man's praise is not from men, but from God.

Paul’s point is that being Jewish is more than just a matter of being a son of Abraham or of observing rituals and customs like circumcision.  It’s not based on a circumcision of the body but a circumcision of the heart; it is not based on a ritual mandated by law, but on the work of the Holy Spirit.  It is not an outward thing, but a matter of the heart.  It’s like what God tells Samuel in 1 Samuel 16:7:

The LORD said to Samuel, "Do not look at his appearance (the man who God would select as king of Jesse's sons) or at the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart."
The idea of inward circumcision—circumcision of the heart—first shows up in the Bible in Deuteronomy 10, where Moses offers the idea as an instruction to the people,

And now, O Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you but to fear the LORD your God, to walk in all his ways, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, 13 and to observe the LORD's commands and decrees that I am giving you today for your own good? 

14 To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it. 15 Yet the LORD set his affection on your forefathers and loved them, and he chose you, their descendants, above all the nations, as it is today. 16 Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer. 17 For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes.

The same idea shows up in Deuteronomy 30, where Moses prophesies about God’s restoration of the Jewish people.  Here, circumcision of the heart is a promise:
1 When all these blessings and curses I have set before you come upon you and you take them to heart wherever the LORD your God disperses you among the nations, 2 and when you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey him with all your heart and with all your soul according to everything I command you today, 3 then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes [a] and have compassion on you and gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you. 4 Even if you have been banished to the most distant land under the heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you and bring you back. 5 He will bring you to the land that belonged to your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will make you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers. 6 The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with all your heart and with all your soul, and live.

The idea shows up again in Jeremiah 4, this time as a warning to the people:

Circumcise yourselves to the LORD, circumcise your hearts, you men of Judah and people of Jerusalem, or my wrath will break out and burn like fire because of the evil you have done— burn with no one to quench it.

So, what do you think Paul means when he talks about circumcision of the heart?  What does it mean to have a circumcised heart?  Discuss.  
· Circumcised heart contrasted with being stick-necked (i.e. rebellious, disobedient), so having a circumcised heart means being obedient, submissive, compliant

· Circumcised heart linked with loving God with all heart and soul.  

· Circumcision symbolizes the need to cut away sin.  So circumcision of the heart symbolizes the removal of sin from the inside out—the removal not of behavior but of the desire to sin.

· Circumcision is a cutting away of something.  Circumcision of the heart is symbolic of something being cut away:  the sinful nature.  (See Colossians 2:11)

· Circumcision of the heart symbolizes inward transformation, not just outward conformity. He wants us to love him, and thus to obey him, not just to obey him.
Circumcision of the heart is a work of God, through the power of his Spirit, in the innermost being of the individual.  It is the removal of the sin nature.  It is the removal of stubbornness, disobedience, and rebelliousness.  It grants the desire and the ability to obey Him.  It’s sanctification, the work of the spirit that creates a new man, from the inside out.  Here’s what Ezekiel 36 says about it:

25 I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. 26 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws.

So, how do we apply this idea to our lives—this idea that “a man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly?”  We aren’t saved by having godly parents, or by going to church, or by being baptized, by being good parents, or by being good—we’re saved by faith in God, who then sends us his Spirit to circumcise our hearts and begin the process of making us into the people he wants us to be. Here’s what Colossians 2:9 says about it:

9For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, 10and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority. 11In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature,[a] not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, 12having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. 

That’s enough for this week.  See you next time!

