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A. The Moralist Condemned (2:1-16) 

 

In chapter 1 Paul discussed the reasons why the irreligious are 

condemned. Their vile thinking and subsequent actions make them deserving 

of God’s wrath. Having no righteousness of their own, they need the gospel. 

But not all plunge to the levels of degradation Paul described. There are men 

who are able to discern between evil and good. Chapter 2:1-16 turns our 

attention to them. Why would they need the righteousness found in the 

gospel? On what basis are they condemned? 

 

Paul’s answer is twofold:  

 

(1) First, they are condemned by their own judgment of sin.   

 

Religious men do the same things which they judge to be sin in others. 

That is, if they recognize sin in others, and then do what “sinners” do, they 

are identifying themselves as sinners as well. They condemn themselves on 

the same grounds that they condemn others.  

 

(2) They are also condemned by God for their sin. 

 

In 1:18-32 Paul referred to people who had rejected God and His 

revelation in creation in the third person (“they”); in chapter 2 he uses the 

second person singular “you.” This does not mean that Paul is now accusing 

his readers of these things, for if that had been the case he would have 

used the second person plural (“you- all”). Rather, Paul is using a writing style 

known as diatribe. Diatribe is a style in which the writer envisions an 

imaginary dialogue with a student or an opponent. Elements of this style 

include frequent questions and emphatic rejections of possible objections. 

Romans 3:1-8 is a clear example of this style. Chapter two lacks true 

dialogue, but contains “the teacher’s” rebuke and other elements of diatribe 

(For example, “Therefore you are inexcusable, O man” in 2:1; “Do you suppose 

this O, man” in 2:3; and “if you call yourself a Jew,” etc, in 2:17 are all ways 

to show that this style is being used - Moo, 125, 126).  
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1. He is condemned by his own judgment (2:1) 
 

2:1 Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes 

judgment, for in that which you judge another, you condemn yourself; 

for you who judge practice the same things. 

 

In 2:1 Paul addresses “whoever” (i.e. everyone who) judges other 

people. The key word in this section is the word “judge” (or, “judgment”) 

which appears nine times. The section starts with man on the throne of 

judgment (“whoever you are who judge” - 2:1) and ends with God as the judge 

(“in the day when God will judge the secrets of men” - 2:16).   

 

“To judge” can mean to criticize or condemn someone else for their 

actions (Ro. 14:4, 10, 13; Matt. 7:1-2), or it can mean to have moral 

discrimination (to know if something is right or wrong). It is the latter 

meaning that Paul has in mind. God does not condemn men for finding fault 

with someone else’s evil behavior, but for doing the same types of things 

without recognizing that their own actions are sinful (Ja. 1:14; cf. II Sam. 

12:1-15). In fact, not only are those who do what they condemn others for 

without excuse, their guilt is heightened because they know right from 

wrong. In Romans 1:32 Paul had said that the irreligious not only indulge in 

sin, but applaud others who do the same. “The difference between the two 

classes now becomes clear. Both kinds of men were sinners, both did the 

same things; but the pagans did something of which they approved, the 

moralists did something of which they disapproved. The second is worse” 

(McClain, 72-72).  

 

2. He is condemned by the judgment of God (2:2-16) 

 

Paul had shown in verse 1 that the moral man is self-condemned. He 

will now show that he is also God-condemned. There are four principles of 

judgment laid out in this section. 

 

1) Judgment is according to truth (2:2). 

2) Judgment is based on man’s works (2:6) 

3) Judgment is without partiality (2:11) 

4) Judgment is according to the gospel and will include the secrets 

of men’s hearts (2:16) 
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It should be remembered as 2:1-16 is read that God is not telling man 

how to be saved, but how he is judged.  

 

Although Paul doesn’t mention the Jew until later, the Jew is probably 

Paul’s hidden target. By speaking in generalities of things that apply to all 

men, he brings them through the “discovery” process of finding out that 

they too fit into these generalities.  

 

Men will be judged according to truth (2:2-5; Jn. 8:16).  

 

2:2 But we know that the judgment of God is according to truth 

against those who practice such things. (NKJ) 

2:3 But do you suppose this, O man, when you pass judgment on 

those who practice such things and do the same yourself, that you will 

escape the judgment of God? 

2:4 Or do you think lightly of the riches of His kindness and 

tolerance and patience, not knowing that the kindness of God leads you 

to repentance? 

2:5 But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you 

are storing up wrath for yourself in the day of wrath and revelation of 

the righteous judgment of God, 

 

When God judges, there will be no room for interpretation, no 

excuses, no debating of the facts. Every motive (I Cor. 4:5), action, thought, 

and word (Matt. 12:36) will be weighed against God’s moral standard of truth 

(reality) and be declared what it is.   

 

Both Jew and Gentile knew that God would judge. Based on that 

knowledge, Paul sets forth man’s attitude toward God. 

 

1) First, Paul says that they had false reasoning (2:3). They “thought” 

that they would escape God’s judgment. 

2) Secondly, they despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, 

and longsuffering, and did not know that the goodness of God leads 

you to repentance (2:4). The moral man assumed that since God 

was not instantly punishing his behavior, it must be acceptable. He 

misunderstood that the lack of judgment was not indicative of 

approval, but was evidence of God’s goodness and patience in 
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allowing time for men to repent. (Patience [makroqumi,a, - 

makrothumia] is not a passive action but an active self-restraint 

that does not retaliate when wronged. It is used elsewhere of 

God’s attitude toward the sins of men – Psa. 86:15; 103:8; Jer. 

15:15). 

3) Lastly, they are stubborn in heart and are treasuring up wrath for 

themselves (2:5; Pro. 10:16). Through his false reasoning, man 

continues to assume that he will avoid God’s judgment, but every 

sin is piling up wrath like treasure in a storehouse that will be 

poured out on him when God’s judgment is fully revealed against 

sin.   

 

Men will be judged according to their works (2:6-10).  

 

2:6 who WILL RENDER TO EACH PERSON ACCORDING TO HIS 

DEEDS: 

2:7 to those who by perseverance in doing good seek for glory and 

honor and immortality, eternal life; 

2:8 but to those who are selfishly ambitious and do not obey the 

truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and indignation. 

2:9 There will be tribulation and distress for every soul of man 

who does evil, of the Jew first and also of the Greek, 

2:10 but glory and honor and peace to everyone who does good, to 

the Jew first and also to the Greek. 

 

Paul’s comment in verse 6 that God “will render to each one according 

to his deeds" is amplified in verses 7 and 8, namely, those who do good will 

gain eternal life, but those who do not obey the truth will experience wrath.  

 

Some may think that Paul is teaching that men can be saved by doing 

good, but that is not the case. First, if that were possible, the righteousness 

of God which is found in the gospel (1:17) would be unnecessary, yet the 

necessity of the gospel is the very point that Paul is arguing. Secondly, Paul 

would contradict himself in Romans 3 where he declares, “There is none who 

does good, no, not one” (3:12) and “by the deeds of the law no flesh will be 

justified in His sight” (3:20). 
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Paul is not teaching that some are saved by their deeds, but is stating 

the basis of judgment. Forgiveness and eternal life are always an act of 

grace, judgment is always determined upon what men have done (Psa. 62:12; 

Pro. 24:12; Jer. 17:10; Matt. 16:27; Jo. 5:29; II Cor. 5:10; Rev. 2:23; 20:12-

13).  In Romans 1 men are judged in relation to their response to the 

revelation of God in creation. Those who suppress (1:18) and pervert the 

knowledge they have (1:23-25) will be judged for their actions. Those in 

Romans 2 accept the existence of God and are able to discern good and evil. 

However, they do what they know to be evil. They too will be judged by their 

actions. 

 

We may ask, in what sense can Paul say that the good receive eternal 

life if the righteousness is only found in the gospel (2:7-8)? A number of 

answers have been suggested, some are complimentary, and any are possible: 

 

1. The basis of salvation has always been the death of Christ, but 

knowledge of salvation hasn’t been the same in every generation 

(see notes on “Salvation in the OT”). As history progressed, 

revelation about God's plan of salvation became clearer and 

clearer. Men in ages past were not accountable for all that would 

be revealed about salvation, but only for what was revealed up to 

the age in which they lived. For example, in the age of the law, men 

knew nothing of the death of Christ. In those days God required 

that men keep His law, and if they broke it they had to bring a 

sacrifice. It was obedience to the truth that constituted what was 

good and the result was eternal life. In this age obedience to the 

truth entails believing in the Son (Jn. 6:28-29).  

 

In other words, in verses 7 and 8 Paul is not dealing with one 

particular age but is laying down the principle by which God will 

judge men of all ages. “When God reveals a certain truth in a 

certain age, there are two classes that emerge. One class is 

obedient to the truth, and the other is rebellious” (McClain, 76).To 

those whose heart attitude is directed toward God, who are 

obedient to the revelation they have received, God will grant 

eternal life. The unbelieving in every generation receive wrath. 

“For there is no partiality with God.” (2:11) 
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2.  A second interpretation sees Paul teaching that it is the 

internal motivation that saves, not the outward works. Good works 

do not bring salvation but demonstrate the faith and hope the 

person has in God (6:22; Eph. 2:8-10) (Harrison, EBC, 29-30).  

 

3. Others think that Paul is speaking generally about how God 

works in the world. In the present discussion, Paul doesn’t state 

how righteousness is obtained at all, only how God judges (Wuest, 

41). 

 

Piper comments on the notion that seeking “for glory and honor and 

immortality” (v.7) is thought to be improper motivation in many Christian 

circles. He rightly says, “If there lurks in most modern minds the notion that 

to desire our own good and earnestly to hope for the enjoyment of it is a 

bad thing, I submit that this notion has crept in from Kant and the Stoics 

and is no part of the Christian faith. ‘Indeed, if we consider the unblushing 

promises of reward and the staggering nature of the rewards promised in 

the Gospels, ‘it would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, 

but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and 

sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who 

wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is 

meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased’” 

(quote from C.S. Lewis). (Sermon by John Piper, Ro 2:6-10, Dec, 13, 1998 - © Desiring God. Website: 

desiringGod.org) 

 

Men will be judged without partiality (2:11-15). 

 

2:11 For there is no partiality with God. 

 

Impartiality is the third characteristic of God’s judgment. “Before 

the New Testament there are no instances of the word used here for 

"partiality" or "respecter of persons," but the idea was in the Old 

Testament: God does not "receive face," they would say, that is, he is 

"impartial" - he is not moved by irrelevant external appearances. He sees 

through them and goes to the heart of the matter and is not partial to 

appearance and circumstance. Nobody breaks the rules and gets away with 

it, no matter how powerful or clever or wealthy or networked. All are judged 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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by the same measure.” (sermon by John Piper, Ro 2:11-16, Dec, 27, 1998 - © Desiring God. Website: 

desiringGod.org) 
Verses 12-15 tell us how we know that God is impartial. But to 

understand how verses 11-15 fit together, it helps to see that verses 14 and 

15 explain the first half of verse 12 and verse 13 explains the second half of 

verse 12. In other words, verses 14 and 15 tell why those without the law will 

perish (2:12a), while verse 13 tells us why those with the law will perish 

(2:12b). 

 

In these verses we see that God is fair because He judges men 

according to the information that is available to them, not on the basis of 

what they have never heard. Those who have the law will be judged by their 

response to the law. Those who don’t have the law, won’t be judged by the 

law at all. Rather, God will use other criteria to judge them.  

 

2:12 For all who have sinned without the Law will also perish 

without the Law, and all who have sinned under the Law will be judged 

by the Law; 

2:13 for it is not the hearers of the Law who are just before 

God, but the doers of the Law will be justified. 

 

In 2:12a it says that those who don’t have the law will perish. Verses 

14 and 15 show why.  

 

2:14 For when Gentiles who do not have the Law do instinctively 

the things of the Law, these, not having the Law, are a law to 

themselves, 

2:15 in that they show the work of the Law written in their 

hearts, their conscience bearing witness and their thoughts alternately 

or else defending them, 

 

All men have the work of the law “written in their hearts” (2:15). In 

other words, because we are creatures who are made in the image of God, 

we have an internal standard of righteousness imprinted in our person. 

People do moral acts “by nature”. They do the things of the law 

“instinctively.” The man who pays his debts, honors his parents, and is kind to 

the poor does the things of the law (Hodge, 55). Thus, it isn’t necessary for 

the Gentiles to have the OT written out precept by precept in order for God 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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to judge their actions, for they already have the basic moral precepts that 

underlined the law within them (Philips, Romans, 43). One could say, men are 

“a law to themselves” (2:14). That is, in a limited way they unveil the law of 

God to themselves when they naturally do the moral and ethical 

requirements the Law of Moses prescribes.  

 

Our conscience also testifies of this law in that it accuses us of evil. 

If there was no standard of righteousness within us, there would be no guilt 

associated with certain actions. Everything would be amoral. The inward 

debate of accusations could not take place unless men had a standard of 

right and wrong by which they judged things (Stifler, 42). If the work of 

the law wasn’t written in the human heart, the Israelites wouldn’t have 

responded to the Mosaic Law when it was given (Newell, Romans, 64). 

 

In other words, both human conduct (“by nature” doing the things in 

the law – 2:14) and the consciousness of right and wrong (- conscience - 2:15) 

demonstrate that man is a moral being, that he has the law written in his 

heart. This in itself provides an adequate basis for judgment.  

 

The Jew, on the other hand, has the law (2:12b), so he will be judged 

by his response to it; “for not the hearers of the law are just in the sight of 

God, but the doers of the law will be justified” (2:13; Ja. 1:22-24). However, 

if the Jew trusts in his own righteousness to be saved, he is doomed, for no 

one can perfectly keep the law (Ro. 3:19-20). Being of Jewish heritage would 

not save him either (cf. John the Baptist – Matt. 3:7-10; Jesus- Matt. 21:28-

32).  

 

 In conclusion, we see that God’s judgment is impartial. It is impartial 

because there is one standard to judge everyone – the law. The Jew is 

responsible to the law that was given to him in written form; the Gentile is 

responsible to the law as it is found in his heart. Judgment is also impartial 

because God only holds men accountable to the light they possess: the Jew 

is not given an advantage because he has the law; the Gentile is not excused 

for being ignorant of it. Both are judged in relation to their response to the 

revelation they have.  

 

Again, John Piper provides an excellent summary of this section: 
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 “When someone perishes who never heard of the Law of Moses, 

it is not because they never heard that Law. Not hearing the Law of 

Moses will not condemn anyone. And hearing it will not save anyone. 

That's what Paul says in verse 13, "For it is not the hearers of the 

Law who are just before God, but the doers of the Law will be 

justified." In other words, having access to the moral Law of Moses 

and hearing it and knowing it is not an advantage at the final judgment. 

At the judgment, the question will not be: How much of the Law did 

you possess and hear and know? The question will be: In view of how 

little or how much you possessed, how did you live? How did you 

respond in your heart and your action to the Law you did know?” (sermon 

by John Piper, Ro 2:11-16, Dec, 27, 1998 - © Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org) 

 

 

Men will be judged according to the gospel and will include the 

secrets of their hearts (2:16) 

 

2:16 “on the day when, according to my gospel, God will judge the 

secrets of men through Christ Jesus.” 

 

Verse 16 is the conclusion of this entire section. It could be read with 

verse 2, 6, 11, or 12 and is the last aspect of God’s judgment. Judgment is 

according to the gospel and will include the secrets of men’s hearts (Ro. 

2:16). 

 

In what sense is God’s judgment according to the gospel? In this 

context it cannot mean that the gospel is the criteria for judgment or Paul 

would be contradicting what he just said about the law being the criteria 

(see above discussion). It probably means that God appointed Christ to judge 

men at the final judgment (Matt. 25:31-46; Jo. 5:20; Acts 17:31; II Cor. 

5:10; II Tim. 4:1), which is in accordance with the gospel, or that judgment 

is a part of the gospel message that Paul was commissioned to deliver (i.e. 

note: Paul calls it “my gospel,”  cf. 1:1, Hodge, 57). The NRS version 

translates verse 16 as, “on the day when, according to my gospel, God, 

through Jesus Christ, will judge the secret thoughts of all.” The judgment is 

described in Romans 2:5 as “the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous 

judgment of God” and the gospel includes that message. Just as the gospel is 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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good news for those who believe, rejection of the good news has its 

implications (cf. Jo. 3:16-21).  

 

The searching character of the judgment is not solely based upon 

external appearances as it is done by men (Hodge, 57). Day by day, men’s 

consciences will accuse and excuse them, but God is aware of this daily 

dialog and will judge them in light of the secrets in their hearts (Newell, 

Romans, 65). He will judge both the sins we hide from others (II Cor. 4:2; 

Eph. 5:12) and the sins we hide from ourselves (Ps. 19:12), for God judges 

according to the truth (2:2). This becomes the basis of God’s judgment upon 

men who do not have the law. Men aren’t judged by the revelation that they 

have never heard, they are judged by the moral law that they possess in 

their own hearts and fail to keep.  

 The conscience is the part of the mind which recognizes both the 

good and evil of our actions but is quite distinct from them both. It is that 

ethical instinct which passes judgment on the lawfulness or unlawfulness of 

our desires and actions. Conscience is God’s watchdog of the soul, but it is to 

be a guard, not a guide, for the conscience can be silenced or seared. It is 

possible to obtain the approval of your conscience even when we do 

something wrong (Newell, Romans, 43). “The conscience itself needs 

instructing, for its dictates go no farther than the knowledge it possesses. 

It does not reveal anything, but simply declares the character of what is 

presented to the mind’s eye, according to the light it has” (Arthur Pink, 

Total Depravity,  Chapter 9, “Voice of Conscience”). 


