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2And we know that God’s judgment on those who do such things is based on the truth. 3Are you 

thinking that you will escape God’s judgment, you who judge those who do such things and then 

do the same things yourself? 4Or do you have so little regard for his rich kindness, his restraint, 

and his patience, that you ignore the fact that the purpose of God’s kindness is to lead you to 

repentance? 5As a result of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up 

wrath for yourself on the day of wrath, when God will reveal his righteous judgment. 6God “will 

repay each person according to what he has done”—7eternal life to those who seek glory, honor, 

and immortality by persisting in doing what is good, 8but furious anger to those who out of 

selfish ambition are disobeying what is true and obeying what is wrong. 9There will be trouble 

and distress for the soul of every person who does what is evil—for the Jew first and for the 

Greek—10but glory, honor, and peace for everyone who does what is good—for the Jew first and 

for the Greek. 11For God does not show favoritism.  

 

The Bible contains two main teachings from God: His law and his gospel. You can 

remember the purpose of each of those teachings with the letters S.O.S. The letters 

S.O.S. are normally a call for help, and that is what God’s law and gospel do, they help 

us. The gospel helps us S.O.S.: See our Savior. The Law helps us S.O.S.: See our sins.  

In fact, a little further in this letter to the Roman Christians Paul says about God’s 

law, “No one will be declared righteous in [God’s] sight by works of the law, for 

through the law we become aware of sin” (Romans 3:20).  

We need God’s law to continually make us aware of both our sins and the 

consequences of our sins. Through his Apostle Paul, God is proclaiming his law in 

Romans chapter 2. In fact the entire second chapter is nothing but law. There is no 

gospel at all! Why does God put such tremendous emphasis on his law in this portion 

of scripture? God is emphasizing a sin that is extremely dangerous to believers. For 

believers, there is this immense temptation to fall into what Bible scholars call self-

righteous moralism. 

Self-righteous moralism is the belief that your moral behavior plays a role in getting 

you into heaven. This sin is incredibly dangerous because ultimately, morally secure 

people are trusting in themselves to be right with God. They are not trusting completely 

in Jesus. It’s also dangerous because it’s very hard to spot, especially in those who are 

slipping into that sin. 

What does a self-righteous moralist look like? Like this: It is someone who goes to 

church every week, says their prayers, and reads their bible. It is someone whom if you 

ask them “why are you going to heaven?” they would say, “because Jesus died for my 

sins.” Do you know any people like that? These people look really good on the outside, 

but on Judgement day Jesus will see in their hearts that they did not fully trust in him 
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for salvation. Their confidence before God is in the fact that they were a “good” person, 

a moral person, a religious person. Self-righteous moralism is trusting in your 

obedience and morality to save you.  

This is the issue Paul is tackling in Romans 2. And to help us spot self-righteous 

moralism in ourselves Paul gives us three signs to tell if we might be sliding into this 

sin. 1) You are eager to judge others. 2) You have a distorted view of repentance. 3) You 

think your Christian life is “good enough.” Let’s take a look at what Paul has to say 

about this sin.  

To help us understand this sin we need to understand how our time and nation 

compare to that of Rome. In Paul’s day Rome had a lot in common with the current 

United States. Romans were all about being tolerant of other lifestyles and life choices, 

even to a greater degree than the United States is today. In Rome prostitution was legal. 

Homosexuality was common and out in the open. Artwork tended to be pornographic 

in nature. Drug use was widespread, especially opium.  

Rome was a moral mess, yet out of that mess God raised up a Christian church. 

Through God’s powerful word and sacraments these Christians in Rome were living 

differently than the society around them. Compared to your average Roman citizen the 

Roman Christians were good, moral people. 

But Satan has a way of turning virtues into vices. The “goodness” of these people 

was tempting them to find pride in their “goodness” rather than in Jesus. They were in 

danger of slipping into self-righteous moralism.  

As Paul was writing his letter, he gave a whole laundry list of very blatant and 

outward sins: sins of word and sins of action. But Paul knows it would be very easy for 

a believer to say, “That’s nice Paul, but I don’t commit those sins. Those are the sins all 

those ‘bad people out there’ are doing.” Paul realized that instead of his list being used 

to point out the believers’ sins, believers could use that list to condemn other to make 

themselves look good. 

So Paul writes: And we know that God’s judgment on those who do such things 

is based on the truth. Are you thinking that you will escape God’s judgment, you 

who judge those who do such things and then do the same things yourself (vs. 2-3)? 

The first sign you are slipping into self-righteous moralism is that you have this 

eagerness to point out the sins of others, while ignoring sin in yourself. This isn’t about 

helping a brother or sister in Christ turn away from sin. This is condemning the local 

gossip for all the lies they spread while you are secretly enjoying every morsal of new 

you hear from that person. It is portraying those who practice homosexuality as 

“disgusting” while you are harboring lustful thoughts about someone you are not 

married to. It is when you find immense satisfaction in pointing out the sins of others. 

Do we see that sin in ourselves – this love of pointing out how wrong the sins of the 
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world are? Why are “good” people so quick to do that? The main reason is a failure to 

distinguish between fruit and seed. Sin is like a seed. In each one of us is the seed of our 

sinful nature, and that seed produces fruit. That fruit is the sinful actions people 

commit. Paul lists some of that sinful fruit Romans chapter 1. He speaks of greed, 

gossip, arrogance, children disobeying their parents, and more. Then he explains why 

all these sins occur. He says, “They have become filled with every kind of 

wickedness” (Romans 1:29). While the fruit (the sinful actions) is offensive to God, 

what really offends God is the wickedness that fills people - the “seed.” 

Apply that to any of the sins Paul talks about in Romans 1. Murder: what is the seed 

behind that sin? Hate. Add to hatred a lack of respect for God’s word and God’s gift of 

life and in some people that seed of hate will produce the fruit of murder. In other 

people, that very same seed of hate produces hateful thoughts, hateful attitudes. Jesus 

says hate on the inside is the same as murder on the outside. While the fruit is what 

everyone sees, it is the seed of sin in the heart that is ultimately offensive God. 

Yet how quick we can be to judge and condemn others who produce fruits of sin 

that we deem to be more offensive than the seed of our own sinfulness. The first sign 

you are slipping into self-righteous moralism is that you are eager to pass judgement on 

the sins of others. 

The second sign is closely related to the first. It is a distorted view of repentance. 

Paul writes, “Or do you have so little regard for his rich kindness, his restraint, and 

his patience, that you ignore the fact that the purpose of God’s kindness is to lead 

you to repentance? As a result of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you 

are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath, when God will reveal his 

righteous judgment” (vs. 4-5). 

Remember, Paul is speaking to people who go to church every week, who give their 

offerings, who pray daily, who don’t go to orgies or use opium like much of Rome did. 

Their daily actions, for the most part, were “good.” They may have known they weren’t 

perfect, but at least they “repented” by trying to do good. 

That’s the problem. Repentance is not just an action (like avoiding sins). Repentance 

is an attitude. In the New Testament, the Greek word translated repentance literally 

means to change your mind. A truly repentant person thinks differently about sin than 

the rest of the world. The world thinks of sins as actions like murder, or theft. So, 

according to the world, repentance would be stopping that action. But God says 

repentance is an attitude – it’s a changing of the mind not just the action. So if a person 

is holding hatred in their heart toward someone, God says that person is the same as a 

murderer. That person has not changed their mind about that sin. They have not 

repented. 

A self-righteous moralist brings that distorted view of repentance into the church. 
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God’s Third Commandment tells us to gather for worship and hear his word. To the 

moralist it’s a sin if you don’t go to church every week. To the moralist repentance 

means going to church every week. So you end up with a person who goes to church 

every single week, but they are not truly repentant. All they have done is change their 

outward action. They have not identified the sin in their heart and turned away from it. 

That’s the second sign – a distorted view of repentance where it is only about changing 

the outward behavior and not your heart and mind. 

The third sign you are slipping into self-righteous moralism is when you have this 

“good enough” mentality toward your Christian life. Paul writes, “God ‘will repay 

each person according to what he has done’—eternal life to those who seek glory, 

honor, and immortality by persisting in doing what is good, but furious anger to 

those who out of selfish ambition are disobeying what is true and obeying what is 

wrong” (vs. 6-8). 

Just to be clear, Paul is not teaching that your works save you. He is simply 

pointing out that when God works faith in your heart, he also works fruits of faith into 

your life. Paul is saying that a believing child of God is never satisfied with their level of 

good works. A Christian persistently seeks to be better. The believing heart has the 

desire to love God and our neighbor more. 

But if good works don’t save us why work to be better? Because a Christian 

understands: doing good is about saying thank you to the one who saved us from God’s 

wrath. It is Jesus’ perfect life and innocent suffering and death that paid for our sinful 

moralism. Our Lord freed us from our sins and made it possible for sinner like us to 

have eternal life. So, a Christian is never satisfied with “good enough” when it comes to 

thanking the One who has given us everything. 

But the Christian who falls into self-righteous moralism is one who says, “good 

enough.” It’s the person who says, “I go to church every week. Why do you keep 

bothering me about going to bible class too?” The moralistic Christian says, “I give 10% 

of my income to the Lord, why do you keep asking for more?” They are quick to draw a 

line saying, “I’ve done enough, don’t ask me to do more.” That is the third sign you are 

slipping into self-righteous moralism: When you think your Christian life is good 

enough. 

So how does your Christian life compare to Paul’s three signs of self-righteous 

moralism? Before we try to act like these things don’t apply to us, here’s the reality: a 

moralistic Christian is a Christian in name only, and they might not even realize it. But 

they will find out when Christ comes on Judgment Day. That reality should terrify each 

and every one of us, because each of us is capable of that sin. 

So, is there any comfort in this lesson? No, not really. Romans chapter 2 is nothing 

but pure law. And that pure law is there to S.O.S.: show us our sins. It makes us 
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painfully aware of our sin. That pure law is there to help us see our desperate need for a 

Savior from our sins. 

Yet it is not until we go into Romans chapter 3 that we hear Paul’s gracious words 

about that Savior. There Paul writes, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God and [all] are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ 

Jesus” (Romans 3:23). Justification, grace, redemption – three of the most important 

words in the entire Bible. 

Justification: On Judgement Day, when we stand in God’s courtroom, even though 

our sins deserve his wrath, we will be justified. That means we will be declared not guilty. 

So, even though we are guilty of self-righteous moralism, God declares us not guilty 

because our sins have all been washed away in the blood of Christ. 

Grace: The Holy God has been storing up his wrath for all the sinful people of this 

world (including us). That same God is also overflowing with grace – his undeserved, 

one-way love. And in that grace, Jesus redeemed us. 

Redemption: to buy back. God the Son bought us back from our sins by paying the 

price we owed for those sins. On his cross Jesus experienced that tidal wave of God’s 

stored up wrath so that we would never have to experience that hell. With his death 

Jesus freed us from our tremendous debt of sin. 

We daily need that gospel of God to strengthen us and motivate our faith to 

continue to fight the good fight. But we also daily need God’s law. The law reminds us 

just how sinful our hearts are and always will be no matter how “good” our lives may 

look. Romans 2 is the law, and that law is there to humble us. 

But as the law does its terrifying and humbling work, showing us our sins, so the 

gospel does its comforting work, showing you your Savior. Hear that good news: 

though you have sinned and fall short of God’s glory you have been justified by God’s 

grace through the redemption that came by Jesus Christ. He died for morally secure 

sinners like you and me. Because of Jesus, God proclaims: “There is now no 

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus!” (Romans 8:1). You are not guilty. 

Instead, you are saved, and you are free. Amen. 


