Last week we encountered one of the most difficult sections in Romans – not because it’s
hard to understand, but because it’s hard to hear. Paul’s description of human depravity
cuts across the grain of our culture and what is often called “progressive Christianity.” As
one seminary student put it, “Now, if you [hold] to a historic Christian sexual ethic, you [are]
a backwards bigot.”1
But sexual sin and blatant idolatry are not the only sins listed at the end of Romans 1. In
the final three verses, Paul rattles off a whole litany of sins, saying,
They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice.
They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips,
30
slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil,
disobedient to parents, 31 foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.
- Romans 1:29-31
Paul then caps off this section with a final word of denunciation, declaring in verse 32,
“Though they know God’s righteous decree that those who practice such things deserve
to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them.” Perhaps Paul
imagined some would respond to his words by nodding their heads and saying, “Amen!
Give it to ‘em, preacher!” It’s been said that saying “Amen!” to a preacher is like saying
“Sic ‘em!” to a dog.
Well, now to their surprise, the preacher suddenly turns on them. As Paul continues to
describe the wrath of God against all the ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, he
shifts his attention from the “they” of chapter one to the “you” of chapter two, saying,
1

Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges. For in
passing judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge,
practice the very same things. 2 We know that the judgment of God rightly falls
on those who practice such things. 3 Do you suppose, O man—you who judge
those who practice such things and yet do them yourself—that you will escape
the judgment of God? 4 Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and
forbearance and patience, not knowing that God's kindness is meant to lead
you to repentance? 5 But because of your hard and impenitent heart you are
storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God's righteous judgment
will be revealed.
- Romans 2:1-5
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This portion of Paul’s letter – which really takes on the tone of a sermon – reminds me
of a message that Paul Washer preached almost 20 years ago at a youth conference
with 5,000 young people. His sermon went viral and became known as the “shocking
message.” Washer was preaching on the nature of repentance, which includes “a hatred
for the things that God hates and a love for the things that God loves.” With increasing
intensity in his voice he described repentance as – and I quote -- “a growing in holiness
and a desire … not to be like the world, and not to be like the great majority of American
Christians, but to be like Jesus Christ!” At this point the audience began to cheer and
applaud. At this point Paul Washer stepped forward and said, “I don’t know why you’re
clapping.” Then he pointed at them and said, “I’m talking about you. I didn’t come here
to get amens. I didn’t come here to be applauded. I’m talking about you.”2
That’s the tone that Paul’s letter to the Romans takes on at the outset of chapter two.
That’s not to say that the “you” Paul is addressing are the believers in Rome, per se.
Rather, Paul is using an ancient rhetorical device called a diatribe in which the writer or
speaker enters a dialogue with an imaginary opponent and will often use rhetorical
questions to instruct and persuade his audience.
In this case Paul’s opponent is probably a Jew denouncing the blatant idolatry and the
sexual immorality described in chapter one – sins that characterized the Gentile world.
Yet this same Jew would be blind to the many sins that he himself has committed – like
the ones listed at the end of chapter one. Paul’s wants him and all of us to know that . . .
Self-righteous critics are also subject to God’s wrath.
Hence the title of today’s sermon:
“Who, me?”
“Yes, you too!”
Romans 2:1-16
Because God’s wrath is revealed against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men,
you have no excuse.
1. You have no excuse.
That’s the first point Paul makes in verses 1-5. By condemning others for their sins,
knowing that God’s judgment rightly falls on them, you thereby condemn yourself,
because you’re guilty of all sorts of sins too.
Remember, when you point your finger at someone else, there are three pointing back
at you. [Show pic]
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We are quick to condemn others while giving ourselves a pass. But God shows no
partiality. That’s the second point Paul raises:
2. God shows no partiality.
Paul proves his point by affirming two outcomes in verses 6-11, and then by answering
a key objection in verses 12-16.
a. two outcomes affirmed (vv. 6-11)
6

He will render to each one according to his works: 7 to those who by patience
in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life;
8
but for those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey
unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury. 9 There will be tribulation and
distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek,
10
but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and
also the Greek. 11 For God shows no partiality.
- Romans 2:6-11
Here, Paul emphasizes the equity of God’s judgment toward every individual person.
“He will render to each one according to his works.” Paul then describes two different
groups of people with two very different destinies. Each person belongs to one of these
two groups. Paul ends this paragraph by declaring, “God shows no partiality.”
To help us remember the truth about God’s righteous judgment and the two outcomes,
Paul uses a literary structure called a chiasm.3
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In a chiasm, a sequence of ideas is presented and then repeated in reverse order.
That’s the case here. Paul begins with God’s equitable judgment, which results in life for
those who do good and wrath for those who do evil. Then Paul repeats these truths in
reverse order. So, he begins and ends by emphasizing God’s righteous judgment.
Paul’s description of “those who do good” in verses 7 and 10 presents a difficulty. On
the surface his language seems to suggest that a person can achieve eternal life by
their good works. But that would contradict Paul’s explicit statements throughout the
book of Romans and the rest of the New Testament that we are saved not by our works
but by faith in Jesus Christ (Rom. 1:17; 3:20-22; cf. Gal. 3:10-14; Eph. 2:8-9).
So what exactly is Paul saying? To answer this question, we must keep in mind the
main theme of this passage, which is the righteous judgment of God. God will judge
each person “according to his works.” We understand how this relates to those who do
evil, but what about “those who do good?” How can they be judged “according to their
works” if we are saved by grace? Well, if we consider the broader context of Romans
and “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27) revealed throughout the rest of Scripture,
we can interpret Paul’s description of “those who do good” in one of two different ways:
1) Paul is describing a hypothetical situation – something that is “possible in
theory but is impossible in reality.” For example, I could say that the Bills’
coach, Sean McDermott, will replace Josh Allen with anyone here who is a
better quarterback. Possible in theory, but impossible in reality! The same
is true when it comes to God granting eternal life to those who persistently
do good. The problem, as Paul goes on to say explicitly in Romans 3:12,
is that “no one does good, not even one” (v. 12). So, it could be that here
at this point in chapter two, Paul is presenting a hypothetical situation to
emphasize God’s righteous judgment – that he would grant eternal life to
those who were good enough to earn it.
2) Paul is describing Christians – people who demonstrate by their persistent
good works that they have been saved by grace through faith in Christ.
Their good works are not the basis of their salvation but the evidence of
their salvation. This truth is clearly taught throughout the New Testament.
Let me share with you just two passages to show you what I mean. Both
of these are written by Paul – the same Paul who wrote Romans.
Ephesians 2:8-10
For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not
your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that
no one may boast. For we are his workmanship, created in Christ
Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we
should walk in them.
Titus 2:11-14
For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all
people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions,
and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present
age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of
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our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us
to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a
people for his own possession who are zealous for good works.
However you interpret Paul’s description of those who do good in Romans 2, verses 7
and 10, remember that no one is good enough to achieve eternal life by their own works.
We are saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. However, the proof
that we truly are saved is that we are zealous for, and persist in, good works. As Paul
writes elsewhere, “We make it our aim to please [the Lord]” (2 Cor. 5:7).
Is that the case with you? If you were arrested and put on trial for being a Christian, would
there be enough evidence to convict you? Would people know by our life that you belong
to the Lord?
At this point a Jew listening to Paul’s argument might say, “Hey, wait a second. Doesn’t
the fact that God chose the Jews and gave us his law put us in a better position than the
Gentiles when it comes to God’s judgment? It reminds me of a little rhyme I heard years
ago: “How odd of God to choose the Jews.” To which a Jew responded, “Not odd of God.
Goyim annoy him.” That’s what a Jew in Paul’s day would have been inclined to think –
that because they had the law of God, they would be better off than the Gentiles on the
day of judgment. But Paul proves otherwise in verses 12-16.
b. key objection answered (vv. 12-16)
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. 13 For it is not the
hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who
will be justified. 14 For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do
what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not
have the law. 15 They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts,
while their conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse
or even excuse them 16 on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges
the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.
Remember, Paul’s purpose in these verses, as in verses 6-11, is to “iron out any
distinction between Jew and Gentile with respect to the ultimate judgment of God.”4
Paul does so by making two points:
1) It is not merely having the law or hearing it that will do a person any good
but only if it is actually obeyed. Paul’s statements in verses 12-13 indicate
that no person obeys it well enough to become righteous before God: “all
have … sinned” with or without the law.
2) Gentiles don’t have the law of Moses, but they show that the work of the
law is written on their hearts – it’s “woven into the very fabric” of who they
are (Rom. 2:15 MSG). They have a sense of what’s right and wrong which
keeps most of them from committing murder, adultery, and other such sins
– at least outwardly. One paraphrase of Romans 2:15-16 puts it this way:
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There is something deep within them that echoes God’s yes and no,
right and wrong. Their response to God’s yes and no will become
public knowledge on the day God makes his final decision about
every man and woman. The Message from God that I proclaim
through Jesus Christ takes into account all these differences.
- Romans 2:15-16 MSG
God, the righteous Judge, who shows no partiality, will render to each one according to
his works in light of the knowledge he had.
This puts people like us, who have God’s Word, who know God’s Word, who hear God’s
Word every Sunday and several times throughout the week in a place of stricter judgment.
Simply having, knowing, and hearing God’s law is a waste of time if you don’t do what God
commands. And that is impossible apart from the work of God’s grace in your heart.
Paul began Romans 2 by saying, “You have no excuse.” Then he declared, “God shows
no partiality.” But praise God, because of the gospel that Paul mentions in verse 16 . . .
3. You can have no fear.
In verse 16 Paul calls the “gospel of God” (Rom. 1:1) “my gospel” (italics added). At one
time Paul himself had been a self-righteous critic, one who knew the law like the back of
his hand and condemned others for not keeping it. But it wasn’t until Paul encountered
Jesus Christ that he finally saw himself as a sinner. His pride was demolished as he fell
to the ground. He repented of his sin and self-righteousness and looked to Jesus alone
for salvation.
At that point Paul became a changed man. Years after his conversion, Paul wrote these
precious words to Timothy, which have been recorded in Scripture for our sake. Paul wrote,
This is a trustworthy saying, and everyone should accept it: “Christ Jesus came
into the world to save sinners”—and I am the worst of them all. But God had
mercy on me so that Christ Jesus could use me as a prime example of his
great patience with even the worst sinners. Then others will realize that they,
too, can believe in him and receive eternal life. All honor and glory to God
forever and ever!
- 1 Timothy 1:15-17a NLT
Romans 2 teaches that self-righteous critics are also subject to God’s wrath. But praise
God, self-righteous critics can also be saved, if they will humble themselves, repent of
their sin, and receive God’s free gift of salvation in Christ. As long as you refuse Christ,
“you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment
will be revealed” (Rom. 2:5). But if you receive Christ, you can live and die with without
fear knowing that the wrath of God against you was already poured out on Jesus the day
that he suffered and died on the cross for your sins. Because Jesus rose from the dead
and now sits enthroned at God’s right hand, he is able forever to save those who come
to God through him, since he always lives to intercede for them (Heb. 7:25).

