
 

 
 

Our sermon text for today is Romans 2:17-29 (page 884 in pew Bible). The main theme 
of Romans is “the righteousness of God” and how that righteousness becomes ours 
through faith in Christ. This is the most vital message in the world because it results in 
eternal life for those who believe it and eternal damnation for those who don’t. In this 
New Testament letter, Paul systematically explains the gospel – the good news of how 
God rescues sinners and reconciles them to himself through Jesus Christ his Son.  
 
So, if you’re not a Christian, this message is for you. Believe it, and God will forgive your 
sin, change you from the inside out, and grant you the gift of eternal life. If you already 
are a Christian, this message is for you too. Even as believers, we need to keep going 
back to the gospel – remembering it, reviewing it, diving more deeply into it. Why?   
 

1. It keeps us grateful. As we reflect on what God has done for us, we rejoice with 
thankful hearts. We stay grateful instead of taking our salvation for granted. 

2. It keeps us grounded. As we go through the storms of life, the winds of doubt will 
blow against us and waves of discouragement will wash over us. But we have 
“an anchor for the soul [that is] firm and secure” (Heb. 6:16-20). The gospel 
reminds us of this reality and keeps us steadfast in the midst of every storm. 

3. It keeps us growing. We grow in humility as we think about our sin and the price 
Jesus paid for our salvation. We grow in our love for one another as we become 
imitators of God, as his beloved children. We grow in the grace and knowledge of 
Christ as we hear, believe and obey his word in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

So, the message of Romans is for all of us. As we read the second half of chapter two, 
keep in mind the context. Paul has already declared in chapter one, verses 16 and 17, 
that God’s righteousness is revealed through the gospel. How? By the power of God as 
he makes sinners right with him through faith in Christ. That’s the good news. 
 
But after declaring the good news, Paul delivers the bad news. The bad news is that our 
sin made the gospel necessary. Just as the gospel reveals the righteousness of God, so 
our sin reveals the wrath of God. God’s wrath stems from his righteousness. It is God’s 
intense hatred toward all sin. Though the ultimate outpouring of God’s wrath will occur at 
the Final Judgment, even now God reveals his wrath to some degree by handing people 
over to their sins and allowing them to suffer the consequences of their rejection of him. 
 
In Romans 1, Paul describes the awfulness of human depravity in the 3rd person: “they.” 
But in chapter two, Paul shifts to the 2nd person and confronts those who are quick to 
condemn other people for their sins while failing to acknowledge their own. Specifically 
Paul addresses the self-righteous Jew who thinks he’ll get a pass on Judgment Day 
because of the privileges God has given him. But Paul shows that this is not the case at 
all if these privileges are not accompanied by obedience from the heart.   
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Real righteousness works from the inside out. 
 

That’s the primary point Paul makes in the second half of Romans chapter two. Listen to 
Paul’s argument in Romans 2:17-24: 
 

17 But if you call yourself a Jew and rely on the law and boast in God 18 and 
know his will and approve what is excellent, because you are instructed from 
the law; 19 and if you are sure that you yourself are a guide to the blind, a light 
to those who are in darkness, 20 an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of 
children, having in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— 21 you 
then who teach others, do you not teach yourself? While you preach against 
stealing, do you steal? 22 You who say that one must not commit adultery, do 
you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23 You who 
boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law. 24 For, as it is written, “The 
name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.” 
25 For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you break the 
law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. 26 So, if a man who is 
uncircumcised keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be 
regarded as circumcision? 27 Then he who is physically uncircumcised but 
keeps the law will condemn you who have the written code and circumcision 
but break the law. 28 For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is 
circumcision outward and physical. 29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circum-
cision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not 
from man but from God. 
 

Paul begins by exposing the conceit and hypocrisy of the self-righteous person, then 
Paul explains the nature of true conversion, which is heart surgery by the Holy Spirit.  
 

1. Unmasking the conceit of the self-righteous (vv. 17-24) 
 
Recently, the Babylon Bee – a Christian news satire website – published an article1 that 
was titled:  
 

Terrifying New Halloween Mask Depicts 
a Human Face Not Wearing a Mask 

 

 
 

 
 1 https://babylonbee.com/news/terrifying-new-halloween-mask-depicts-a-human-face-not-wearing-a-
mask?fbclid=IwAR1dQyQwXszfaZKf6jH0Ccn9TFqhnvwK8Ia3mTnAj_uw11rC0a1ZURhd0ic. 
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Amidst all the controversy regarding masks, I thought that was pretty funny. The article 
ended by saying, “Kids, of course, are being encouraged to wear their usual mask under 
their unmasked mask.”  
 
In Romans 2, Paul removes the mask of moralism to expose the conceit of the self-
righteous. Privilege leads to pride when we see our blessings as a tribute to our 
goodness rather than God’s grace. Such was the case with the self-righteous Jew that 
Paul confronts in Romans 2:17-24. Paul begins by listing their privileges, which led to a 
certain perception on the part of the Jews, that was inconsistent with their practice. 
 

a. their privileges (vv. 17-18) 
 
In verses 17-18, Paul lists five privileges that the Jews bragged about.  
 

(1) “you call yourself a Jew”: This is the most general privilege. The name 
“Jew” originally referred to a person from the region occupied by the 
descendants of Judah, but it was applied generally to all the people of 
Israel after the Exile. They were distinct from all the other nations because 
God had chosen them to be his own people. All the other privileges they 
enjoyed flowed from this fundamental privilege. 

(2) “[you] rely on the law”: The Jews were proud that they had been entrusted 
with the Torah, the law of Moses, the very word of God. They relied on the 
law to deliver them from judgment.  

(3) “[you] boast in God”: Boasting in God is not a bad thing. Paul did so himself. 
In 1 Corinthians 1:31 he wrote, “as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, 
boast in the Lord.” Here, Paul is quoting the prophet Jeremiah, who declared, 

Thus says the LORD: “Let not the wise man boast in his wisdom, 
let not the mighty man boast in his might, let not the rich man 
boast in his riches, but let him who boasts boast in this, that he 
understands and knows me, that I am the LORD who practices 
steadfast love, justice, and righteousness in the earth. For in 
these things I delight, declares the LORD.” 

 - Jeremiah 9:23-24 

Boasting isn’t always bad. It wasn’t wrong for the Jews to boast in the Lord 
because God had established a relationship with them. 

(4) “[you] know his will”: They did. God had revealed his will through his word. 

(5) “[you] approve what is excellent”: Because the Jews were “instructed from 
the law,” they were able to “distinguish the things that really matter.”2 

Because of these privileges, the Jews had a certain perception of themselves that conveyed 
a sense of superiority in relation to other peoples.   
 

b. their perception (vv. 19-20) 

 
 2 Douglas J. Moo, Romans. The NIV Application Commentary, gen. ed. Terry Muck (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2000), p. 92. Much of this section on verses 17-20 is gleaned from Moo’s commentary. 
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Continuing in verse 19, Paul writes, “And if you are sure that you yourself are a . . . 
 
(6) “guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness”: This is how God 

himself described Israel’s mission to the world. Speaking through Isaiah, 
the Lord said, “I am the LORD; I have called you in righteousness… I will 
give you as … a light for the nations, to open the eyes that are blind…” 
(Isa. 42:6-7a). Because the Jews knew God’s will as revealed through the 
law, which is “the embodiment of knowledge and truth” (v. 20), they were 
in a position to help others know the truth about God. Because they were 
commissioned by God, they saw themselves as God’s guides to the world.  

(7) “an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children”: Because of their 
privileged position, the Jews see themselves as the ones who can resolve 
the Gentiles’ ignorance and infantile understanding of the things of God. 

However, despite their privileges – which Paul does not deny – and their perception of 
themselves in light of these privileges, Paul confronts them head-on for their hypocrisy. 
At the end of verse 20, Paul breaks off his sentence and pummels them with questions 
to show that the Jews have not lived up to their special privileges and self-perception.  
 

c. their practice (vv. 21-24) 
 

“You then who teach others, do you not teach yourself? While you preach against stealing, 
do you steal? You who say that one must not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? 
You who abhor idols, do you rob temples?” (vv. 21-22). Paul pummels them with these 
questions to expose their hypocrisy. Truth is, they don’t practice what they preach. 
 
Paul bluntly tells them in verse 23, “You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking 
the law.” Then, in verse 24, Paul substantiates his accusation by appealing to Scripture: 
“For, as it is written, ‘The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of 
you.’” Paul’s wording here is remarkably close to Isaiah 52:5 (LXX) where the Lord says, 
“My name is always reviled on account of you among the nations.”3 When the Jews were 
in exile, the Gentiles didn’t think much of God and even mocked him, because he didn’t 
seem powerful enough to help his people. But the reason the people of Israel had gone 
into exile in the first place was on account of their own sin. Even as Paul quoted this text, 
the Jews were under the dominion of Rome. F. F. Bruce wrote, “Now it is not [the Jews’] 
misfortune, but their misconduct, that causes the Gentiles to conclude that the God of 
such people cannot be of much account.”4 
 

 
 3 Thomas Schreiner points out that “while in the Isaiah text the blasphemy occurs because of the 
oppression by foreign nations, and in context the Lord is comforting and assuring Israel, … the oppression 
by the nations in Isa. 52 should not be distinguished from the sins of Israel. Israel was oppressed by foreign 
nations precisely because of its sin. Paul rightly applies this text to the Jews of his own day. Their sin 
placed them under the dominion of Rome. The deliverance promised in Isaiah had not come, at least in 
its fullness. According to Paul the deliverance had come in the good news about Jesus Christ (Isa. 52:7-
10), but many of his Jewish contemporaries had rejected this message. They still hoped for deliverance 
through the law and the old covenant, but that covenant had led only to judgment, not salvation.” 
Romans, second edition, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, eds. Robert W. 
Yarbrough and Joshua W. Jipp (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018), pp. 143-144. 
 4 F. F. Bruce, Romans. Tyndale New Testament Commentaries, volume 6, gen. ed. Leon Morris 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985, reprinted 2008), p. 99. 
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Throughout this section, Paul takes the self-righteous Jew to task. But this text applies 
to all self-righteous people. Many people think that by keeping the Ten Commandments, 
they can merit righteousness before God. The problem is that one must do so perfectly 
one hundred percent of the time. Scripture says, “whoever keeps the whole law but fails 
in one point has become guilty of all of it” (James 2:10). “The law is like a chain of ten 
links. Break one link, and the chain is broken.”5  
 
Paul wants the self-righteous Jew, along with every other moralistic person to know that 
they have failed along with everyone else to meet God’s standard of holiness. For the 
sake of illustration, think of human morality as Mount Everest. The worst of the bunch 
may be at the base of the mountain, while the best of the bunch may be near the top. 
But no matter where you may be on Mount Everest, you are still 93 million miles away 
from the sun. The same is true of all of us morally with respect to God’s righteousness. 
In commenting on this section of Romans 2, John Calvin wrote,  
 

We are here warned, first, not to flatter ourselves and to despise others, when 
we have performed only some portions of the law – and, secondly, not to glory 
in having outward idolatry removed, while we care not to drive away and to 
eradicate the impiety that lieth hid in our hearts.6 

- John Calvin 
(italics added) 

 
That last phrase is key: in our hearts. Real righteousness works from the inside out. 
Since that is true, Paul moves from unmasking the conceit of self-righteousness to 
understanding true conversion by the Spirit. 
 

2. Understanding true conversion by the Spirit (vv. 25-29) 
 

25 For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you break the law, 
your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. 26 So, if a man who is uncircumcised 
keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as 
circumcision? 27 Then he who is physically uncircumcised but keeps the law will 
condemn you who have the written code and circumcision but break the 
law. 28 For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision 
outward and physical. 29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter 
of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from 
God. 

 
Circumcision, the cutting away of the male foreskin, was the sign of the Old Covenant. It 
marked Abraham and his descendants as being set apart for God. The outward sign was 
supposed to reflect an inward reality. God had man circumcised in his most private part 
outwardly to symbolize his devotion to God inwardly with his whole heart. That’s why 
Moses told the people of Israel in Deuteronomy 10, “love … and serve the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your soul…. Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your heart, 
and be no longer stubborn” (vv. 12b, 16). 
 

 
 5 William MacDonald, Believer’s Bible Commentary, edited by Art Farstad (Nashville: Thomas 
Nelson, 1995), p. 2226. 
 6 Calvin’s Commentaries, volume 19 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, reprinted 2003), Romans 1-16, p. 106. 
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What was commanded in the Old Testament was accomplished in the New Testament 
by the power of the Holy Spirit. What the people were commanded to do, they were in 
themselves powerless to do. That’s why Paul says, “circumcision is a matter of the heart, 
by the Spirit, not by the letter.” The Lord does for us what the Law never could on account 
of our sinful nature. 
 
John Bunyan, the author of Pilgrim’s Progress, made up a rhyme about this in reference 
to himself, saying, 
 

“Run, John, run!” the Law commands 
But gives neither feet nor hands. 
Better news the Gospel brings: 

It bids me fly and gives me wings. 
 
Galatians 3:24 says, “the law was our guardian until Christ came, in order that we might 
be justified by faith.” In Colossians 2, Paul writes, 
 

When you came to Christ, you were “circumcised,” but not by a physical 
procedure. Christ performed a spiritual circumcision – the cutting away of your 
sinful nature. For you were buried with Christ when you were baptized. And 
with him you were raised to new life because you trusted the mighty power of 
God, who raised Christ from the dead. 
13 You were dead because of your sins and because your sinful nature was not 
yet cut away. Then God made you alive with Christ, for he forgave all our 
sins. 14 He canceled the record of the charges against us and took it away by 
nailing it to the cross. 

- Colossians 2:11-14 NLT 
 

At this point I think it would be helpful to read a few paragraphs from Michael Lawrence’s 
book on Conversion.  
 

For Old Testament Israel, circumcision was just the start. You also wore different 
clothes than everyone else; you ate different food; your organized your fields 
differently; you put up decorations on the walls of your house. You even had a 
different kind of haircut. Imagine going to the barber and asking for the holiness 
cut! In other words, God intended the set-apartness of an Israelite, which began 
with circumcision on his eighth day, to manifest itself for the rest of his life, in all 
of his life, for everyone to see. 
For the New Testament Christian, our set-apartness isn’t primarily physical, but 
it is supposed to be visible, and increasingly so, in all of life, for our whole life, 
for everyone to see. People should see our holiness in our manner of life.7  

 
Then Michael points out how “Paul moves seamlessly from the gospel and our spiritual 
circumcision in Colossians 2 to how we should live in Colossians 3: 
 

If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above. …  
Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. … 

 
 7 Michael Lawrence, Conversion: How God Creates a People (Wheaton: Crossway, 2017), pp. 69-70. 
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Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, 
passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry … put on the new self, 
which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its creator … 
Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, 
kindness, humility, meekness and patience, … put on love. 

- Colossians 3:1-2, 5, 10, 12, 14 
 

Michael then comments, 
 
I suppose we might say Paul is concerned with what we wear. We’re to put off 
our old way of living and to put on the way of Christ. Paul is not slipping back 
into moralism, as in “Live good lives so God will accept you.” He’s drawing out 
the implications of our conversion, our spiritual circumcision. 
These visible marks of holiness are how you’re to recognize a new creature in 
Christ when he passes you on the street or moves in next door. It won’t be his 
special clothes or odd diet. It will be the character of his life.8 
 

That, to me, is an excellent summary of how the Old Covenant sign of circumcision 
illustrates the New Covenant reality of conversion. Matthew Henry rightly said, “True 
conversion may well be called salvation. It is salvation begun.” 
 

Real righteousness works from the inside out. 
 

“It is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter” (Rom. 2:29b). Paul then closes 
chapter 2 by saying, “His praise is not from man, but from God” (Rom. 2:29c). Here Paul 
uses a play on words to press home his point. The word “Jew” comes from the name 
“Judah,” which is associated with the Hebrew word for “praise” (yada).9 The Jew who 
brags about having the law and being physically circumcised is seeking praise from 
other people, not from God. The same is true of anyone who thinks his good works give 
him an inside track with God. His heart has never been circumcised by the Spirit.10 
 

Conclusion 
 

What about your heart? Have you experienced true conversion by the Spirit? Salvation 
is God’s work, not ours. “Jesus paid it all” – he took care of everything when he died on 
the cross for our sins and rose victoriously from the grave. He sent his Spirit to convict 
us of our sin and of God’s righteousness and of the coming judgment (John 16:8).  
 
Are you ready? Privilege brings responsibility. You are privileged to be alive here today. 
You are privileged to be hearing God’s Word today. God grants us these privileges not 
to make us proud, but to make us thankful, humble and holy. God’s kindness is meant 
to lead us to repentance. Have you asked the Holy Spirit to circumcise your heart? 
What evidence is there in your life that you have been changed from the inside out? 

 
 8 Michael Lawrence, Conversion: How God Creates a People (Wheaton: Crossway, 2017), p. 70. 
 9 When Judah was born, his mother Leah testified, “This time I will praise the Lord” (Gen. 29:35). 
When Judah’s father, Jacob, pronounced his deathbed blessing, he prophesied, “Judah, your brothers 
shall praise you” (Gen. 49:8). 
 10 Colin G. Kruse, Paul’s Letter to the Romans. The Pillar New Testament Commentary, gen. ed.  
D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), p. 157. 


