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Romans 2:17-3:8 
 
INTRODUCTION:  I was sitting at a table with a group of men who were talking about 
football, and why each of their teams were better than the others.  This particular group 
treats football as nearly sacred and deeply personal.  They identify very strongly with 
their teams.  And if their team is not performing up to their standards, they get really 
upset.  Many times the discussion will be about what Player X SHOULD have done.  Or 
why Player Z is such a terrible player, and shouldn’t be in the NFL.  My thought is 
always, “How would you have done on the field in that game?”  We seem to find it 
acceptable to hold people to standards that we ourselves cannot or will not meet.  Last 
week we saw that a hypocritical morality will not gain us favor with God.  We mentioned 
that we have all sinned, and that all of our sin is a violation of God’s righteous 
command.  We saw the punishment that we deserve as a result of our rebellion against 
Him.  But we also saw His grace that is extended to us, calling us to repentance. 
Therefore, we have no place to judge, because when we judge, we hold people to a 
standard that we ourselves cannot attain.  Today, the apostle Paul continues his 
thoughts to the Church at Rome, which is as we have said previously, the epicenter of 
cultural depravity and where the church is most highly visible to the government which 
is opposed to it.  The Church at Rome was also made up of both Jews and Gentiles, 
and the Jews felt really superior to the Gentiles.  After all, THEY CLAIMED THE NAME, 
THEY CLAIMED THE SIGN, and THEY CLAIMED THE ADVANTAGE. 

● THEY CLAIMED THE NAME (2:17-24) 
○ (2:17) Now if you call yourself a Jew, and rest in the law, and boast in God 

■ “Jew” was a name with honor, named for Judah, the last tribe. 
■ Messiah was to come from the tribe of Judah. 
■ They relied on the Law for favor with God. 
■ They felt secure and proud because God had given them the law, 

which they thought ensured their salvation. 
● This privilege, in their minds, elevated them above everyone 

else.  They despised others on that basis. 
○ (2:18) Know His will, and approve the things that are superior, being 

instructed from the law 
■ God’s will is revealed in His Word. 
■ His law taught them the best way to live. 

○ (2:19-20) And if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a 
light to those in darkness, an instructor of the ignorant, a teacher of the 
immature, having the full expression of knowledge and truth in the law 



 

■ Four different ways of expressing their felt superiority of their 
knowledge of the things of God.  

■ Barnes:  They esteemed themselves qualified to instruct the pagan 
world. 

○ (2:21) You then, who teach another, don’t you teach yourself? 
■ If you teach others, you are expected to have knowledge. 

○ (2:21) You who preach, “You must not steal”--do you steal? 
■ It’s not definitively proven that the Jews had a reputation for theft, 

but surely some of the religious leaders had ill-gotten gain. 
○ (2:22) You who say, “You must not commit adultery”--do you commit 

adultery? 
■ (Matt 5:28) But I tell you, everyone who looks at a woman to lust for 

her has already committed adultery with her in his heart. 
■ Scripture several times uses the image of adultery in relation to 

unfaithfulness to God. 
● (Judges 2:17) Instead, they prostituted themselves with 

other gods, bowing down to them. 
● In Hosea, the comparison is abundantly clear that God 

considers the nation to be a prostitute. 
○ (2:22) You who detest idols, do you rob their temples (commit sacrilege, 

KJV)? 
■ Paul was possibly accusing them of profiting in some way from idol 

worship. 
■ Paul was possibly accusing them of robbing heathen temples. 
■ It seems more natural that Paul’s accusation was in line with 

Malachi 3:7-12. 
○ (2:23) You who boast in the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the 

law? 
■ The Pharisees had become masters of legalism. 
■ Do we who rely on God’s grace deny it to others? 

○ (2:24) For, as it is written:  The name of God is blasphemed among the 
Gentiles because of you. 

■ He is quoting Isaiah 52:5 
■ Brennan Manning:  “The greatest single cause of atheism in the 

world today is Christians: who acknowledge Jesus with their lips, 
walk out the door, and deny Him by their lifestyle. That is what an 
unbelieving world simply finds unbelievable.” 

■ Casting Crowns:  “Nobody knows what we’re for, only what we’re 
against” 



 

○ Paul is pointing out that the name of Jew is without merit if it does not 
change your life.  The same could be said of being a Christian.  Anyone 
can claim to be a Christian.  The proof is in their actions.  Not only did the 
Jews claim the name, but they also claimed the sign. 

● THEY CLAIMED THE SIGN (2:25-29) 
○ (2:25) For circumcision benefits you if you observe the law, but if you are a 

lawbreaker, your circumcision has become uncircumcision. 
■ (Genesis 17:1-14) Vs. 13 clearly identifies it as a mark of the 

Abrahamic Covenant. 
■ Does this mean that the 77% of US males who are circumcised are 

under the Abrahamic Covenant?  Absolutely not! 
○ (2:26) Therefore if an uncircumcised man keeps the law’s requirements, 

will his uncircumcision not be counted as circumcision? 
■ The sign does nothing for you if you are not obedient to the Lord. 
■ The sign of baptism today does absolutely nothing for you if you do 

not turn your life over to the Lord. 
○ (2:27) A man who is physically uncircumcised, but who fulfills the law, will 

judge you who are a lawbreaker in spite of having the letter of the law and 
circumcision. 

■ Having the law and the sign are of no advantage without 
obedience. 

○ (2:28-29) For a person is not a Jew who is one outwardly, and true 
circumcision is not something visible in the flesh.  On the contrary, a 
person is a Jew who is one inwardly, and circumcision is of the heart--by 
the Spirit, not the letter.  That man’s praise is not from men but from God. 

■ The covenant involves two things: God’s promise and the law.  If 
the law is broken, the covenant is broken. 

■ Rabbinic teaching promoted that circumcision would save from the 
fires of hell.  Paul denied this. 

● If a person thinks that having the sign exempts them from 
the requirements, then they do not understand the covenant. 

● Samson seemed to live as if this were the case. 
■ Similarly, if you’ve come to the front of the church sometime, said a 

canned prayer, and took a bath in the tank, and think that you have 
your fire insurance, without submission to the Lordship of Christ 
being required, then you are severely mistaken. 

○ God’s particular people Israel, the children of the covenant with Abraham 
and Isaac and Jacob had the good name.  The even had the sign of the 
covenant with the Lord.  They thought this gave them the advantage over 



 

the Gentiles, whom they looked down upon.  But let’s take a look at their 
advantage. 

● THEY CLAIMED THE ADVANTAGE (3:1-8) 
○ (3:1) So what advantage does the Jew have?  Or what is the benefit of 

circumcision? 
■ Paul’s asking the same question we just asked.  Why even do this? 

○ (3:2) Considerable in every way.  First, they were entrusted with the spoke 
words of God. 

■ They had firsthand the teachings of God!  They had the prophets, 
whom we read about.  They had the direct promise that all nations 
would be blessed through them.  They had access to the writings 
that the other nations did not. 

○ (3:3-4) What then?  If some did not believe, will their unbelief cancel God’s 
faithfulness?  Absolutely not!  God must be true, even if everyone is a liar, 
as it is written:  That You may be justified in Your words and triumph when 
You judge. 

■ Does our unbelief make God a liar? 
■ Paul here quotes Psalm 51:4.  David wrote Psalm 51 when Nathan 

confronted him about his sin with Bathsheba. 
○ (3:5) But if our unrighteousness highlights God’s righteousness, what are 

we to say?  I use a human argument:  Is God unrighteous to inflict wrath? 
■ There are people who would suggest this today.  “A loving God 

wouldn’t send people to hell” 
○ (3:6-8) Absolutely not!  Otherwise, how will God judge the world?  But if by 

my lie God’s truth is amplified to His glory, why am I also still judged as a 
sinner?  And why not say, just as some people slanderously claim we say, 
“Let us do what is evil so that good may come?”  Their condemnation is 
deserved! 

■ Paul reminds us that God is righteous.  His righteousness requires 
that sin be judged.  Even if our sin appears to have benefits for His 
glory. 

■ Apparently, the church was being accused of having such a 
mindset “Let us do evil so that good may come”. 

● If you do the wrong thing for the right reason, it’s still the 
wrong thing. 

● God’s standard of righteousness is absolute! 
● So, what can we learn from what Paul has told us up to this point?  First, we 

must realize that claiming the name of God, or of His Son, is inconsistent with a 
life that does not glorify God.  If your claim does not match your life, then you are 



 

not saved.  Even if you have the sign.  There are many people who have taken a 
trip to the baptistry on their way out the back door of the church.  If taking the 
name of Christ and His sign does not in some way SIGNIFICANTLY change your 
life, and cause you to live for Him, then I would question your salvation and your 
commitment to the Lord.  The Christian life requires that you give up your sin, 
even the ones that you still like.  This includes looking down on those sinners 
who have not come to know Christ.  What advantage do you have over them? 
Only Christ, and if you are withholding Christ from them, either by sins of 
omission or sins of commission, then you are paving the way to hell for them. 


