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INTRODUCTION: 
 
 When a doctor seeks to bring healing to a patient, the first step is always to 
make an accurate diagnosis of the problem. Similarly, Paul’s first step in 
bringing his readers to the good news of salvation through Christ is to bring 
them to the place of recognizing the problem requiring their salvation. In a 
word, that problem is sin. In the previous chapter, Paul had highlighted 
typically Gentile sins. Jewish people universally opposed idolatry and 
homosexuality, regarding them as reasons for God’s just judgment upon 
Gentiles. But in describing those sins in the previous chapter, Paul has quietly 
set a trap for his beloved fellow countrymen. It was a mercy trap designed to 
bring them to the place of recognizing that it wasn’t just Gentiles that stood in 
need of the power of salvation through Christ. Deeply religious people have 
their own evil to answer for.  
 

The existence of religious evil is not a hard case to make. We are all 
witnessing it right now in the terrible war in Ukraine. What many don’t realize, 
and it’s not widely reported in the news media, is the role of the Russian 
Orthodox Church in condoning and assisting this unjust and brutal 
aggression. Just this past week, the head of the Russian Church made an 
official pronouncement that any Russian soldiers dying in the war would have 
their sins automatically forgiven. We could cite the role of the German Church 
in supporting, or at least not opposing, Hitler’s extreme nationalism that led to 
such tragic consequences. Or, closer to home, we could mention the overt 
support of slavery and segregation in the Southern Presbyterian Church during 
the 19th century. It’s not hard to see religious evil, with one exception. Those 
most guilty of it are often the last ones to see it. And if we don’t see it, we don’t 
experience the joy of sins forgiven through Christ. In today’s passage, Paul 
describes two sins that are common to religious evil. Let’s look at those now.  
 
 
I. Sinfully Judging Others 
 

The change of pronouns in verse 1 is significant. In the previous chapter, 
Paul had been using the third person plural pronoun as he spoke of what 
“they” were doing. It’s quite an easy thing to see the sin in “them,” in the lives 
of others. His readers are certainly all agreeing with him about how terrible all 
these sins of chapter 1 are. Then he changes the pronoun to a second person 
singular, “you.” Who is this “you” he is addressing? It seems to be an imaginary 
dialogue partner, but one who is typically religious and specifically Jewish. 
Paul has just sprung his trap. “You have no excuse, O man, every one of 
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you who judges. For in passing judgment on another you condemn 
yourself, because you, the judge, practice the very same things.”  

 
We might refer to this as a mercy trap because its purpose is to catch 

someone in sin that they have to face and for which they can only appeal to the 
mercy of God. It is likely that Paul learned this from the Old Testament 
prophet, Nathan. After David sinned by committing adultery with Bathsheba, 
followed by the murder of her husband, one of David’s loyal soldiers named 
Uriah, Nathan approached David with a story. It was a story about sheep, 
guaranteed to reach the heart of the king, who had served as a shepherd 
during his youth. The story is about a rich man who had a guest come to him, 
and he wanted to treat him to a feast of roasted lamb. Though he had many 
sheep in his own flock, he was too stingy to take one of those. His neighbor was 
a poor man who owned but one ewe lamb. It was as much pet as anything else, 
almost a member of the family. It ate at his table, drank from his cup and 
would sleep in his arms. The rich man stole the poor man’s lamb, slaughtered 
it, and prepared a meal for his guest with this lamb. Upon hearing this story, 
David’s anger was kindled, and he insisted on justice being done. His anger 
was such that he called for a greater judgment than the Mosaic Law specified. 
For such a theft, the Mosaic Law called for double restitution. David said the 
man deserved to die and ordered a fourfold restitution (2 Samuel 12:5-6). It 
was at that point that Nathan spoke his famous words, “You are the man!” (2 
Sam. 12:7). In other words, Nathan was saying, “In your sin against Bathsheba 
and Uriah, you are the rich man who stole a poor man’s beloved lamb.” David 
didn’t recognize his sin until he saw it another.  

 
A mark of religious evil is the difficulty the religious have in seeing their 

own sin, while at the same time an ability to see clearly the sins of others and 
to judge those sins. Jesus spoke of this in his parable of the Pharisee and the 
tax collector. Both men went to the temple to pray, and we are told of the words 
of their prayers. The Pharisee’s prayer was long and full of self-righteousness 
and judgment. “God, I thank you that I am not like other men, 
extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice 

a week; I give tithes of all that I get” (Luke 18:11-12).  
 
Paul’s imaginary dialogue partner in this passage is like the Pharisee, blind 

to his own sin. Paul has compassion for those guilty of religious evil, because 
he was formerly one of them. His desire is to move them to the place of the tax 
collector, a place where they stop boasting in their righteousness and say 
simply, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:13). He does so by 
pointing out that they are like King David, guilty of the very things for which 
they judge others. “For in passing judgment on another you condemn 
yourself, because you, the judge, practice the very same things” (v. 1).  

 
For the religious person who has a difficult time seeing his or her own sin, 

Paul has a simple tip. Notice where your heart tends to judge others and then 



 3

ask yourself if you are guilty of the same or similar sins. Before we go any 
further, it’s important to understand precisely what the sin of judgmentalism 
is. Many misunderstand this and call it judgmentalism anytime someone 
makes a moral distinction between right and wrong. To say, for example, as we 
did from last week’s passage, “Homosexual behavior and desires are wrong,” is 
not judgmentalism. It is simply making a moral distinction that God himself 
makes. The sin of judgmentalism is the self-righteous condemnation of others 
for sins of which the one doing the judging is guilty. A college professor 
reported that one of her students once said with great earnestness, “Surely it’s 
always wrong to tell someone that they are wrong.”  

 
Where does your heart tend to judge others? What sins of others tend to 

make you angry? How would finish the sentence, “It really bothers me when 
people…”? And then ask yourself if you have been guilty of the very sins you 
condemn in others. Let me give you an example from my own life. One of the 
sins that I easily see and condemn in others is the sin of laziness. It is deeply 
ingrained in me that people should work hard. Indeed, support for that 
position is abundant in the Bible. But how do I fare against my own standard 
that people should work hard? Do I work hard, or do I sometimes substitute an 
appearance of busyness for actual diligence? I find that I sometimes choose the 
easy job instead of the necessary job. It makes me look like I’m busy and hard-
working, but it’s actually an example of both laziness and a lack of trust in God 
for the grace to do the necessary but more difficult job.  

 
Paul is urging a process here that is helpful for all religious people. 

Examine your life to see if you are guilty of the sins you easily recognize and 
call out in others. Do you say, “People should just do their best”? Do you 
always do your best? Is dishonesty the sin that just gets under your skin more 
than others? Are you always honest? Perhaps it is stealing that bothers you. 
Do you ever steal people’s time by chronic tardiness? We could go on and on, 
but I think you get the idea. Ask yourself what sins bother you in others, and 
then see if that sin is present in your own life. 

 
The goal of this exercise is what Paul states right up front, to leave us 

without excuse. The proliferation of excuses is simply an age-old strategy of 
self-justification. It was a strategy employed after the first sin, when Adam 
excused his sin with the words, “It was the woman you gave me,” speaking of 
Eve. The human heart is a factory of excuses, rolling effortlessly off the tongue. 
“I’m the victim here.” “Nobody’s perfect.” “You’re just too thin-skinned.” “At 
least I’m not as bad as So-and-So.” Paul wants to bring us all to the place of 
the tax collector, who out of deep conviction of his sin could only say, “God, be 

merciful to me, a sinner!” 
  

 
II. Taking Refuge in One’s Religious Pedigree 
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Beginning in verse 4, Paul turns to another sin that is typical of religious 
people. It is thinking that they will catch a break on Judgment Day because 
they belong to the right religious group. He reminds them that “God shows no 
partiality” (v. 11) in his judgment. They are taking refuge in their religious 
pedigree. Because they belong to the right group, they will not have to endure 
judgment for their sin. Paul points out in verse 4 that they have the wrong view 
of God’s kindness. God is bearing with them in their sin temporarily, but they 
are guilty of the wrong interpretation of God’s patience. They think it’s because 
they belong to the right religious group, but Paul states that the real reason is 
“that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?” The effect of 
God’s kindness and patience with their sin, to the contrary, was to make them 
feel entitled. “Of course God will not judge me; I’ve been circumcised and 
belong to his special people.” Verse five is a sobering verse, declaring that 
because of their hard-hearted lack of repentance, the effect of God’s patience 
with their sin will be a storing up of wrath.  

 
The next verses are some of the more difficult ones in Romans, because 

they seem on the surface to be saying the exact opposite of the main message 
of this letter. That primary message is that salvation is by faith alone, apart 
from works. But here, Paul says that God “will render to each one according 

to his works” (v. 6). It should be pointed out, though, that these verses are not 
unusual. Throughout the New Testament, judgment is said to be based on 
one’s works. That doesn’t mean that salvation is earned by one’s works. The 
distinction that we need to keep in mind is this one. We are saved only through 
trust in God apart from works, but when a person trusts God for their 
salvation, there are direct results in a person’s life. This is referred to as fruit. 
Jesus said, “By their fruits you will know them” (Matt. 7:20). If there is no 
fruit, then there is no faith, and that’s why judgment can be based on works 
and salvation be by faith alone.  

 
It should also be pointed out that these verses do speak of faith. It says, “to 

those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and 
immortality, he will give eternal life” (v. 7). To be patient in well-doing 
requires trust in God instead of trust in self. The contrast is those who are 
“self-seeking.” The self-seeking person doesn’t trust in God but acts as if 
everything is up to them. Later in the text (v. 12-16), he will be contrasting 
those who hear the word only compared to those who are doers of the word. It 
is not enough to know the Bible, quote the Bible and teach the Bible. What is 
needed is the internalizing of the word. 

 
Paul is trying here to strip away everything in which a religious person 

might seek refuge apart from Christ. For those who sought it in their 
Jewishness and their Jewish religion, Paul wants to strip that away. For this to 
apply to us, we need to replace “Jew” with “Evangelical Protestant.” This 
passage ought to challenge us all to ask the question of where we are seeking 
refuge. The good news is that there is a place of refuge, and it is in the blood of 
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Jesus. Only through his death as a substitute can there be escape from the 
wrath of God. Do not take refuge in being an evangelical Protestant. Do not 
take refuge in having prayed a prayer to ask Jesus into your heart. Do not take 
refuge in having good theology or in knowing your Bible. There is nothing 
wrong with any of that, but none of those things can save us from the wrath of 
God for our sin. Only the blood of Jesus can do that, and Paul’s effort here is to 
awaken in the hearts of religious people the danger of their sin of trusting their 
religion and to move them instead to trust in the sufficiency of Jesus.   
 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
 Why does Paul spend so much time talking about human sinfulness? Can’t 
he be just a little more positive and encouraging? Let me warn you that he’s 
not done yet in talking about the desperate condition of the human race. He 
won’t finish this discussion until the middle of the next chapter. So why 
emphasize this so much?  
 
 I happened to come across a story this week that helps answer that 
question. It’s a story about a French atheist named Guillaume Bignon who 
became a believer in Christ and then an evangelical theologian. He told the 
story in 2014 of how his conversion began after a whirlwind romance with a 
girl. She was a Christian and did not want a deep relationship with someone 
who was not a believer in Christ. So as part of his efforts to win her affection, 
he began to study her faith. He began reading the Bible and was impressed 
with the person of Jesus, but still remained unsure. Then, he thought, “I’m a 
scientist; there’s an experiment I can carry out to test the truth of Jesus. I’ll 
pray and ask God, ‘If you’re real, reveal yourself to me.’” God answered that 
prayer, and he did so by showing Bignon his sin. As he read the Bible, he 
began to realize that his real motive for doing so was to have an affair with the 
girl. He saw that he was willing to sacrifice her faith just to satisfy his lust. He 
saw an evil in himself that he had never seen before. Such evil, he came to 
realize, was beyond his ability to control. His knowledge of his sin brought him 
to a knowledge of the Savior who came for his sin. God revealed himself to 
Bignon by revealing Bignon’s sin to him. The good news Paul wants to bring to 
us all is the greatness of our Savior. But in order to see that, we must first see 
the greatness of our sin. Let me invite you to pray this week that God would 
show you your sin, in order to deliver you from trust in anyone or anything 
other than Jesus. You will know you are there when all excuses are silenced 
and you can only say with King David and with the tax collector, “Lord, have 
mercy on me, the sinner.” 
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Discussion Questions 
Romans 2:1-16 

 
1. Paul moves from largely Gentile sins in chapter one to religious sins in 

chapter 2. For many people, the reality of sin in the Church is such a 
stumbling block that the Church is written off in their minds. What do 
you tell yourself to remain faithful to the Church even when there is sin 
there? 

 
2. The first religious sin Paul mentions is judgmentalism. How would you 

define the sin of judgmentalism, and how does this differ from the 
common worldly view of judgmentalism? 
 

3. There are parallels between this passage and the Old Testament story of 
Nathan and David (2 Samuel 12:1-15). What do we learn from that story 
about seeing the sin of judgmentalism in our own lives? 
 

4. Are there areas in your life where you tend to be critical of others, easily 
seeing and condemning their sin? Do you see any similar sin in your own 
life? 
 

5. Verse 4 says that it is the kindness of God that leads people to 
repentance. Does that truth have any implications for our outreach? 
 

6. Verses 4-5 warn religious people of presuming upon God’s patience with 
sin. They think that they will get a pass on their sin just because of their 
religious identity. Do you see any of that attitude either in your own life 
or in others’ lives? How does this passage shake us out of that? 
 

7. How can verses 6-11 be understood in a way that doesn’t contradict the 
clear teaching of the Bible that salvation is by faith alone and not be 
works? 
 

8. Are you willing to pray that God would show your sin? If there is any 
hesitation to do so, what is the source of that hesitation? How might 
gospel truth encourage you to pray that? 

 
 


