
Romans 2:17-29  
“On the Run from the Law” 

 

 
START 
TALKING AND WALKING 

A professor of ethics at a leading university was attending 
a convention.  He and another teacher of philosophy had 
lunch at a restaurant and were discussing deep issues of 
truth and morality.  Before they left the table, the professor 
slipped the silverware into his pocket.  Noticing his 
colleague's puzzled look, he explained, "I just `teach' 
ethics.  I need the spoons." 

By vocation that man was paid to instruct his students in the principles of right and wrong.  
But outside the classroom he failed to put those principles into practice.  Profession 
without practice is hypocrisy, and hypocrisy is a sin. 

The Christian life is like a coin.  One side is belief; the other is behavior.  If our behavior isn't 
consistent with our belief, we are hypocrites.  By God's enabling grace, we need to bring 
practice and profession into alignment.  We must walk our talk, then we can talk our 
walk.1 

ASK 

What does the expression "Do what I say, not what I do" mean to you? 

What news headlines have shown us that words and actions may not 
match up? 

What is the impact in my own life of my walk and my talk not matching 
up?  In the lives of those around me? 

The Jews had a relationship with God that was unique among all peoples of the earth.  For 
many of them it led to religious pride and a dependence on themselves for a right standing 
with God.  Paul addresses the Jews in Rome to help them see their need to have not just 
right actions but a right heart. 

READ 

                                                             
1 https://www.preceptaustin.org/romans_220-23 

“It is often easier to fight 
for your principles than 
to live up to them.” 

-Adlai Stevenson 
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ROMANS 2:17-29 

Jewish Violation of the Law 

17 Now if you call yourself a Jew, and rely on the law, and boast in God, 18 and know his 
will, and approve the things that are superior, being instructed from the law, 19 and if you 
are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light to those in darkness, 20 an 
instructor of the ignorant, a teacher of the immature, having the embodiment of knowledge 
and truth in the law— 21 you then, who teach another, don’t you teach yourself?  You 
who preach, “You must not steal”—do you steal?  22 You who say, “You must not commit 
adultery”—do you commit adultery?  You who detest idols, do you rob their temples?  
23 You who boast in the law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law?  24 For, as it is 
written: The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you. 
 
Circumcision of the Heart 

25 Circumcision benefits you if you observe the law, but if you are a lawbreaker, your 
circumcision has become uncircumcision.  26 So if an uncircumcised man keeps the law’s 
requirements, will not his uncircumcision be counted as circumcision?  27 A man who is 
physically uncircumcised, but who keeps the law, will judge you who are a lawbreaker in 
spite of having the letter of the law and circumcision.  28 For a person is not a Jew who is 
one outwardly, and true circumcision is not something visible in the flesh.  29 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 person’s praise is not from people but from God. 
 

REVIEW THE TEXT 

Context/Commentary/Background 

The Holman New Testament Commentary: Romans 

God’s Accounting for Jewish Judgment  

SUPPORTING IDEA: Paul outlines Jewish assets, liabilities, and what is truly profitable to 
God before detailing the bottom line: who is really a Jew in God’s sight. 

An accounting paradigm seemed a natural one within which to analyze Paul’s words 
concerning Jewish accountability before God.  After all, one can almost hear them say, 
“How do you figure that, Paul?!”  He moves back into the diatribe format (begun in 2:1) in 
order to engage a fictional, self-righteous Jewish questioner.  Do not forget—Paul had 
been a self-righteous Jew himself (Phil. 3:4–6).  He knows exactly how they think, and 
focuses in immediately on the assets and liabilities of their position. 
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2:17–20. The positive side of the Jewish ledger was strong.  Paul lists eight advantages to 
being a Jew—eight “boasts” by which they thought God’s judgment of them would not be 
as harsh as the Gentiles: 

Verse 17: 

1. They were the Jews!  They were God ‘s chosen people, His only chosen people, 
the “apple of his eye” (Zech. 2:8).  This must count for something! 

2. They rely on the law.  Had God chosen any other people to reveal His will to at 
Sinai?  Their religious reverence for the law betrayed the hope they put in their 
possession of it. 

3. They brag about their relationship to God.  Different from idols of wood and stone,  
Israel’s God was their Father (Isa. 63:16; Mic. 3:11). 

Verse 18: 

4. They know His will.  Israel could, it is true, say that they knew the will of God.  They 
were the only ones with special revelation from Him (Exod. 4:22). 

5. They approve of what is superior.  Dietary laws, lifestyle restrictions, worship 
instructions—the Jews had a narrower view of life than their neighbors; a view they 
deemed superior (Gal. 1:14). 

6. They are instructed by the law.  Psalm 119 extols the merits of God’s decrees as 
those which direct the steps of man.  The Jews relished God’s instructions (so 
much so that they made up hundreds of decrees to go along with his, eventually 
preferring theirs over His; (see Matt. 23). 

Verses 19–20: 

7. They are convinced they are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the 
dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants.  Indeed, they were called by 
God to be such to the nations of the world (Isa. 42:6; 49:6). 

8. They have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth (see Ps. 19:7–9). 

It is understandable, while not excusable, how Israel could be tempted to think of 
themselves as better than the rest of humanity.  In terms of privilege and possession, they 
did have a chosen place.  In terms of practice, however, they failed as frequently as the 
Gentiles.  In that fact is found the Jewish liabilities. 
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2:21–24. Jewish liabilities can be outlined as cleanly as their assets by just imagining the 
opposites.  That is, the behavior their privileged position should have produced was not 
how they lived.  Paul calls them to account for the discrepancy: 

• They taught others, but did not teach themselves. 

• They preached against stealing, yet stole. 

• They preached against adultery, but committed adultery. 

• They abhorred idols, but stole from pagan temples. 

• They bragged about the law, yet dishonored God by breaking it. 

The upshot of their behavior was the most terrible of results: God’s name is blasphemed 
among the Gentiles because of you.  While not a direct quote, Paul builds this statement 
on two references (Isa. 52:5; Ezek. 36:22) from the most terrible period in Israel’s history, 
the exile and captivity of her people.  The name of God that was so holy to the Jews that 
they would not even pronounce it was being dragged through the dirty streets of the 
pagan world like a bad joke.  “All day long my name is constantly blasphemed,” the Lord 
said through Isaiah (52:5).  Three different times, Ezekiel recounts, God had not judged 
Israel when they came out of Egypt to keep His name from being profaned in the eyes of 
the nation (Ezek. 20:9, 14, 22).  Though they deserved judgment, He withheld it and 
patiently tried to teach them His ways so that the surrounding nations would not ridicule 
His name because of His people.  Finally, however, His patience ran out, and He sent the 
nation into exile—which caused His name to be blasphemed (Ezek. 36:20–21). 

But then, to redeem the glory of His name, God prophesied through Ezekiel that He would 
judge the nations that captured Israel, but not for Israel’s sake—“for the sake of My holy 
name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone” (Ezek. 36:22).  
But then note God’s ultimate, missionary purpose in judging Israel’s oppressors: “I will 
show the holiness of My great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the 
name you have profaned among them.  Then the nations will know that I am the Lord. 
declares the Sovereign Lord, when I show myself holy through you before their eyes” 
(Ezek. 36:23; emphasis added). 

For God, for Ezekiel, and now for Paul, there was a missionary purpose in keeping the 
name of God holy—that the nations will know that Yahweh, Israel’s God, is the Lord!  Do 
not miss the significance of this for the Jewish believers in Rome: “Yes,” Paul is saying to 
the Jews, “the Gentiles have sinned and deserve God’s judgment.  But from Abraham on 
it has been My purpose to use you to save the Gentiles from their sins.  But your sins are 
so blatant that the Gentiles laugh at My name!  How can I ever redeem them when it is you 
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who need redemption!  Your sins are as judgment-worthy as theirs.  No, yours are more 
worthy of judgment than theirs, because you are supposed to be their light.  And when 
you allow your light to go out, how great is the darkness in which they remain!” 

The late theologian-apologist Francis Schaeffer saw a worrisome connection between 
Paul’s words to the Jews and the contemporary American church: 

Again we must admit, this is surely how God looks at much of Christendom today.  
Claiming to be under the umbrella of Christendom, claiming to have some sort of 
special blessing because the bells ring in the cathedrals, because in the United 
States great numbers of people go to church, and yet we commit blasphemy 
against God as we turn from the clear teaching of His Word.  It is a sober truth and 
we must face it: if we have the Bible, if we enjoy all the blessings it brings, and yet 
by our lives bring shame upon God’s name, we are guilty of the greatest 
irreverence.…  When the man with the Bible treats it as an external thing only, it 
causes the man without the Bible to dishonor the God of the Bible.  Surely, then, 
the man with the Bible is justifiably under God’s wrath” (Schaeffer, p. 61). 

2:25–27. Paul now reveals in the simplest of terms the true profit in being a Jew: observe 
the law.  Paul had already written to Galatian proselytes that “every man who lets himself 
be circumcised … is obligated to obey the whole law” (Gal. 5:3).  This was, of course, not 
a surprise, if not a reality.  Circumcision was the “sign of the covenant” (Gen. 17:11) 
between Abraham, and his descendants, and God.  As the participants cut off their 
foreskin, so were they admitting willingness to be cut off from God should they fail to meet 
the stipulations of the covenant.  Israel’s failure throughout her generations was to 
substitute the “sign of the covenant” with the keeping of the stipulations—obedience to the 
law.  Indeed, God warned through Jeremiah that being circumcised in the flesh, as many 
of Israel’s neighbors were, would protect no one from judgment—including His own 
people Israel (Jer. 9:25–26). 

Therefore, circumcision has value if you observe the law.  But if you have been physically 
circumcised, yet fail to keep the law, you have become as though you had not been 
circumcised.  So critical is the observance of the law that the Gentiles (those not 
circumcised physically) who [obey] the law will condemn the Jews who, though 
circumcised physically, are lawbreakers!  True spiritual profit, in God’s eyes, is found in 
obedience to Him.  Assets of access to God are canceled by liabilities of license with 
God’s words.  There is profit only in obedience.  If these implications and hints have not 
been sufficient to make Paul’s points, his next words will go straight to the bottom line. 

2:28–29. A true Jew cannot be determined by line of sight—it is not a matter of 
externalities.  A man is a Jew if he is one inwardly.  This also was not new, if not 
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forgotten.  From the time of the choosing of Israel’s second king (the first one who 
followed after God’s own heart), God has looked differently than man looks.  When 
Samuel saw Jesse’s son Eliab, he thought, “Surely the Lord’s anointed stands here before 
the Lord” (1 Sam. 16:6).  What did Samuel see that made him think Eliab was to be the 
new king?  Apparently not what God was looking for: “Do not consider his appearance or 
his height, for I have rejected him.  The Lord does not look at the things man looks at.  
Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart” (16:7). 

And in Jesus’ day, the Jews were still living life externally: “Everything they do is done for 
men to see” (Matt. 23:5; emphasis added).  From banquet and synagogue seats to the 
size of phylacteries and tassels to being noted and greeted as “Rabbi” in the marketplace, 
the Jews lived large on the outside but small on the inside (see Matt. 23:5–7).  
Unfortunately for them, the inside is where God looks. 

Four things, Paul says, will allow us to recognize a true Jew in God’s sight: 

1. He does not emphasize outward and external signs (v. 28). 

2. His heart has been circumcised (revealed before God) (v. 29). 

3. The Spirit’s knife (“the word of God”; Heb. 4:12) has performed the circumcision on 
the heart (v. 29). 

4. God’s praise drowns out the “praise” of men (v. 29). 

Continuing the diatribe format which he began in 2:1, Paul now moves to raise and answer 
the objections which he knew would flow from his Jewish readers in Rome.  After all, he 
has just dismantled the superstructure of Jewish religion—in the name of the gospel.2 

Content 

“You Call Yourself a Jew…” 

Have a volunteer read Romans 2:17-20 

We are about to bear witness to one side of an imaginary discussion between Paul and 
Jews who are obedient to the law – or rather depend on obedience to the law for their 
justification before God.  Paul understands the Jewish mindset.  He is not describing 

                                                             
2 Kenneth Boa and William Kruidenier, Romans, vol. 6, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2000), 81–85. 
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strangers he does not understand or people with whom he is not familiar.  Paul shares 
about himself in Philippians 3:4-6: 

4Although I have reasons for confidence in the flesh.  If anyone else thinks he has 
grounds for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5circumcised the eighth day; of the 
nation of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; regarding the 
law, a Pharisee; 6regarding zeal, persecuting the church; regarding the 
righteousness that is in the law, blameless. 

What “medals of honor” did Paul mention that he could have bragged 
about had he desired? 

1. Circumcised on the 8th day (as commanded) 
2. Of the nation of Israel 
3. Of the tribe of Benjamin 
4. Hebrew born of Hebrews 
5. Pharisee (knowledgeable of the law) 
6. Persecuted the church (considered a heretical sect by Jew) zealously 
7. Blameless according to the law (Really? Motives?) 

Paul was the best of the best – the “Navy Seal” of Jews.  He knew what it was like to be 
proud of his heritage, his knowledge, his sanitary spirituality.  The Jews were proud of their 
heritage and pedigree.  Paul puts together a list of things in which the Jews take pride. 

What are the elements the Jews were holding onto to show their love for 
God?  What benefits of smugly being a Jew did Paul identify?  [See 
Commentary above] 

8. Name “Jews” – God’s chosen people since Abraham 
9. Rely on the law – were alone given the law 
10. Boast in God – special relationaship only they had 
11. Know His will – only ones with special revelation 
12. Approve superior things – better than those around them 
13. Instructed by the law – only ones who could be since they had the law 
14. Guide/light/instructor/teacher – for those less enlightened 
15. Embodiment of knowledge and truth –  

In other words, the Jews felt that they had it all together and no one else did.  They took a 
great deal of pride in their outer appearance…their “public face.” 

But what about today’s believers?  As Christians we can be drawn into finding our self-
worth and perceived value in God’s eyes based on outward qualities rather than the heart.  
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We may seek to find justification in God’s eyes through what we do rather than who we 
are. 

What are things in which we are tempted to take pride because we call 
ourselves “Christians”?  What thoughts of a “Christian” might parallel these 
views the Jews held of themselves? 

1. I’m a “Christian” just because I say I am – and I live in America 
2. I do things I think are good 
3. I talk about being a Christian without practicing Jesus’ teachings 
4. I can decide what God’s will is because I say I’m a “Christian” 
5. You are not as good as me because I’m a “Christian” 
6. People should act like me because I call myself a “Christian” 
7. Christians have all the answers 
8. I’ve been in church all my life 

What is the danger in this kind of religious pride? 

We can place our faith in things which are secondary to God. 

 

 

“…But don’t honor God” 

Have a volunteer read Romans 2:21-24 

There were benefits to being a Jew, but the Jews were not living up to those benefits.  The 
things that should have brought them into a closer relationship with God instead often 
drove a wedge between them because their attitudes and actions were not pleasing to 
God.  Paul, in no uncertain terms, begins to point out some problems with the attitudes 
and actions of the Jews.  It seems that, while they preached a good game, they were not 
so good at practicing it. 

What are some of the phrases Paul uses to describe the actions of the Jews 
in contrast to their outward piety? 

 

1. Teach…but don’t learn 
2. Preach…but don’t practice 

“The more pious you feel, the more prone you are to fall.” -Pastor Glynn 
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a. Stealing 
b. Adultery 

3. Detest idols…but steal from their temples 
4. Boast in the law…but shame and dishonor God 

This trend was nothing new.  Throughout Israel’s history there was a tendency to forget 
the spirit of the laws God had given them for their good and His glory.  Listen to the words 
of Micah, the Old Testament prophet:  “Her leaders issue rulings for a bribe, her priests 
teach for payment, and her prophets practice divination for silver.  Yet they lean on the 
Lord, saying, “Isn’t the Lord among us?  No disaster will overtake us.” (Micah 3:11).  They 
felt that simply because they were the chosen of God that He would not judge their hearts. 

Jesus had addressed this issue as well.  In Matthew 23 Jesus talks to the religious leaders 
of the day – Scribes and Pharisees. He calls them what they are…blind guides, blind fools, 
blind people, hypocrites.  He gets to the heart of it in v.23:27:  “27Woe to you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hypocrites!  You are like whitewashed tombs, which appear beautiful on the 
outside, but inside are full of the bones of the dead and every kind of impurity.”  He has no 
respect or commendation for the outward acts of religion when the heart is cold towards 
God and others. 

Remember that God not only looks at the outward actions we take, but the attitudes in our 
hearts behind our actions.  Jesus shared in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5): 

21“You have heard that it was said to our ancestors, Do not murder, and whoever 
murders will be subject to judgment.  22But I tell you, everyone who is angry with his 
brother or sister will be subject to judgment.  Whoever insults his brother or sister, 
will be subject to the court.  Whoever says, ‘You fool!’ will be subject to 
hellfire…27“You have heard that it was said, Do not commit adultery.  28 But I tell 
you, everyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with 
her in his heart.” 

We must be careful to not just obey the letter of the laws God has given to us, but to 
understand the heart behind them.  If we do not, our actions are in vain.  And remember, 
our attitudes and actions affect not only us but those around us. 

What does it mean that “the name of God is blasphemed among the 
Gentiles”?  Why is this significant? 

His name is “vilified.”  He becomes a villain to those who themselves are not Jews, 
but who come in contact with them.  His name – and so His character – is insulted, 
abused, shown contempt for, not revered.  When people see a poor reflection of 
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God and those who call themselves by His name they are quick to turn away from 
Him, mock Him as ineffective, or simply ignore Him because He seems to make no 
difference in our lives. 

God desires that our thoughts and actions reflect positively on what others think about 
Him.  Remember Psalm 23: “He renews my life; He leads me along the right paths for His 
name’s sake.”  Our right actions help others to think rightly about who God is.  Conversely, 
our wrong actions are a poor representation of who God is. 

When has some attitude or action of your children caused you some 
embarrassment? 

How might we embarrass God or cause His name to be blasphemed? 

Not showing His love for others through words and actions, being lazy at work, 
cheating on our taxes, living one way during the week and another way on Sunday, 
etc… 

“Outward Appearance vs. Inward Obedience” 

Have a volunteer read Romans 2:25-29 

Paul now addresses the most prominent physical expression of the covenantal relationship 
between the Jews and God…circumcision.  In Genesis 17:11 we read, “11You must 
circumcise the flesh of your foreskin to serve as a sign of the covenant between me and 
you.”  Since God’s covenant with Abraham (to be His God, to make of him a great nation, 
and to give them an eternal possession of land) circumcision was a physical – and spiritual 
– sign of separation to God.  “Possession of the law and the covenant sign of circumcision 
were perhaps the two most distinguishing marks of being Jewish.  Given to Israel by God 
Himself, they signaled the fact that the Jews were a special people, elevated above all 
other peoples.”3  It was such a defining mark of the Jewish people that Antiochus IV 
Ephiphanes (Seleucid tyrant) made circumcision of a child a capital offense (realized its 
important symbolic value to the Jews as a people). 

However, this outward sign was only meaningful if coupled with inward obedience.  
Jeremiah 9:26-26 puts it well, “25‘Look, the days are coming—this is the Lord’s 
declaration—when I will punish all the circumcised yet uncircumcised: 26Egypt, Judah, 
Edom, the Ammonites, Moab, and all the inhabitants of the desert who clip the hair on 

                                                             
3 Douglas J. Moo, Romans, NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000), 91. 
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their temples.  All these nations are uncircumcised, and the whole house of Israel is 
uncircumcised in heart.’” 

Samuel addressed this truth as he chastised King Saul for making a sacrifice for the wrong 
reasons.  1 Samuel 15:22 says:  “Then Samuel said: Does the Lord take pleasure in burnt 
offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the Lord?  Look: to obey is better than 
sacrifice, to pay attention is better than the fat of rams.” 

God has always been concerned with our hearts: 

1 Samuel 16:17 – “17But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look at his appearance or 
his stature because I have rejected him.  Humans do not see what the Lord sees, 
for humans see what is visible, but the Lord sees the heart.”   

Hebrews 4:12 – “12For the word of God is living and effective and sharper than any 
double-edged sword, penetrating as far as the separation of soul and spirit, joints 
and marrow.  It is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” 

Moses put it this way in Deuteronomy 10:16: 

16Therefore, circumcise your hearts and don’t be stiff-necked any longer. 

What outward acts might someone who calls themselves a “Christian” 
depend on to show their spiritual superiority? 

Today “circumcision” might equate to church membership, baptism, Lord’s 
Supper, tithing, and other outward acts. 

Matthew 7:21 says, “21Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom 
of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven.””  We are not saved 
by our works, but our outward actions should be a demonstation of the transformed heart 
that God has given us through repentance. 

REFLECT 

What “laws” are we tempted to put our reliance for righteousness in?   

What are some ways in which we show outward obedience to God without 
inward obedience? 

How can we focus on what’s most important (inward) and stop relying on 
what’s least important (outward)? 
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What changes might we need to make in our lives to make sure we are not 
“white-washed tombs” (Matthew 23:27)? 

 

RESPOND 

Share this challenge with your Connect Group… 

Spend some time this week alone in a quiet place reviewing this passage and journaling… 

• What areas of my life are inconsistent between my 
outer profession and my inner thoughts and motives, 
between my expressions and my actions? 

• What can I do to bring the outward and inward 
expressions of my faith into congruity?  What needs to 
change to bring honor to God’s name? 

• In what ways can I bring glory to God’s name rather 
than causing it to be blasphemed? 

“There is an eternal difference between making a good thing (morality) into your 
god (moralism).” –Tim Keller 

Hypocrites in the 
Church?  Yes, and in the 
lodge and at the home.  
Don't hunt through the 
Church for a hypocrite.  
Go home and look in the 
mirror.  Hypocrites?  
Yes.  See that you make 
the number one less. 

-Billy Sunday 
 


