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ROMANS 
PART 3: THE WRATH OF GOD AGAINST ALL PEOPLE  

ROMANS 2:1-3:20 
ROMANS OVERVIEW 
 

PROLOGUE (ROMANS 1:1-17) 
 

1. “THE WRATH OF GOD” (ROMANS 1:18-3:20) 
a. The Wrath of God against Gentiles (1:18-1:32) 
b. The Wrath of God against Jewish People (2:1-3:20) 

 
2. “THE GRACE OF GOD” (ROMANS 3:21-4:25) 

 
3. “FREEDOM IN CHRIST” (ROMANS 5:1-8:39) 

 
4. “BUT WHAT ABOUT THE ISRAELITES?”  (ROMANS 9:1-11:36) 

 
5. “THE GOSPEL IN EVERYDAY LIFE” (ROMANS 12:1-15:33) 

 
CLOSING (ROMANS 16:1-27) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

We are here 

 

PART 3 OVERVIEW 
-  

- Context and Background: Jewish Faith in the First Century 

- Paul's Point in Romans 2:1-3:8: Jewish People Fare No Better Than Gentiles 

- The Big “So What” (Romans 3:9-20): We Are All In Need of God's Grace! 

-  
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CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND: 
JEWISH FAITH IN THE FIRST CENTURY 

 
 
RECAP: THE POINT OF ROMANS 
 

§ As we dive into Romans 2:1-3:20, it’s important to remember the situation likely going on in the 
Roman church: there was some “tension” existing between the Gentile and Jewish Christians, 
perhaps with the Jewish Christians feeling somewhat “superior” because of their heritage as 
being a part of God’s chosen people. 

 
§ Paul needs to bring unity between these two groups of people, as “unity” is to be one of the 

defining characteristics of God’s church. 
 

§ Paul does this in a thoroughly theological way: he wants to prove that both groups of people—
both Gentiles and Jews—are sinful by nature and deserving of God’s wrath, and therefore, both 
are saved solely by God’s grace through their faith in Jesus Christ.  By putting everyone on 
“equal footing,” Paul hopes to eliminate any feelings of superiority or tension among these two 
groups. 
 

§ Paul begins his argument in Romans 1:18-20 with his “thesis statement” for the first section of 
Romans: we are all, by nature, deserving of God’s wrath. 

 
18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men 
who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, 19 because that which is known about God is evident within them; 
for God made it evident to them. 20 For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal 
power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they 
are without excuse.  – ROMANS 1:18-20 

 
§ Following this thesis statement, Paul begins by showing how Gentiles were under the wrath of 

God (1:18-32): although what God desires is “evident” (1:19) in the world around them, Gentiles 
“suppress the truth in unrighteousness” (1:18), and disobey what God has revealed by their… 

(1) idolatry (2:21-25); 
(2) homosexual practice (2:26-27); 
(3) and sins and acts of evil against one another (2:28-32). 

 
§ For any Jewish member of the church in Rome, 1:18-32 would have been uncontroversial.  Of 

course the Gentiles were under the wrath of God (without faith in Jesus)!  No one with a Jewish 
background would have ever questioned the depraved status of the Gentiles.  In fact, Paul’s 
words against Gentiles in Romans 1:18-32 would have been music to their ears! 
 

§ It’s what Paul says next, however, that would have been controversial, but crucial to Paul’s aim 
to unite Jewish and Gentile believers together: not only are Gentiles, by nature, deserving of 
God’s wrath—but so are the Jewish people, God’s chosen! 
 

§ Why would this have been controversial?  It’s because we need to understand a few things about 
how Jewish people thought about themselves in the first century.



JEWISH FAITH IN THE FIRST CENTURY 
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THE JEWISH FAITH IN THE FIRST CENTURY 
 

§ There is one word that could sum up the way people of the Jewish faith looked at themselves in 
God’s eyes in the first century:  

PRIVILEGED. 
 
§ To be “privileged” is to “have special rights, advantages, or immunities.”  That’s exactly how the 

Jewish people thought about themselves in the eyes of the world. They had a special relationship 
with God, a special relationship that was evidenced in two major ways: 

 
1. God had entrusted Israel with His Law—what He required of them—and therefore had 

shown what is necessary to be “right” with God. 
 

2. God had given His people the sign of circumcision, a marker of identity for God’s 
people to show that they were His. 

 
§ Because of this “privilege,” many Jewish people believed that their special relationship with God 

meant that God would not hold them accountable for their sins at the end of time: that because 
of their membership as a part of God’s “chosen,” they would be spared God’s wrath and justice 
when they stood before Him.   

 
For example, here is something that the rabbis around the time of Jesus taught about how 
God was going to deal with the sins of the Jewish people: 
 

“But you, our God, are kind and true, patient, and ruling all things in mercy.  For even if we 
sin we are yours...” (Wisdom 15:1-2a) 

 
In some ways, therefore, the Jewish people thought that God employed a double-standard: 
He would condemn the Gentiles for their sin at the end of time, but would forgive the sins 
of the Jewish people. 

 
§ Further, many Jewish people also believed that they were able to mostly follow God’s Law and 

generally weren’t guilty of sin.   
 

In fact, right after the above quote, the rabbis went onto say: 
 

“For even if we sin we are yours…but we will not sin…” (Wisdom 15:2) 
 

§ Many Jewish people believed, therefore, that generally they would be able to obey God’s law, 
making them right with God—and that even if they did sin, God would forgive them.  Hence, 
they were “privileged!” 

  



JEWISH FAITH IN THE FIRST CENTURY 
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§ Now, it’s likely that the Jewish Christians in the Roman Church knew better than this (generally).  

However, two things need to be said: 
 

1. It is human nature to put people into groups and generally to think that, “well we’re not 
as bad as those people over there.”  Even though the Jewish Christians in Rome likely 
knew that their sins were deserving of God’s wrath—and that’s why they put their faith 
in Jesus—there were still probably feelings that many of them had that said “well, we 
sin—but we were never as bad as the Gentiles in our church!” 

 
2. It’s also important to understand that “old habits die hard”: it is not unreasonable to 

think that some Jewish Christians still believed that even if they didn’t put their faith in 
Jesus, their heritage still made them privileged and they would be spared judgment on 
the last day. 

 
PAUL’S BURDEN 
 

§ If Paul is going to convince Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians to get along in this church, 
therefore, he has to somehow rid the Jewish Christians in the church of any feelings of 
“superiority.”  He has to somehow make it clear to the Jewish Christians of this church that 
Jewish people are just as deserving of God’s wrath as Gentiles, and therefore, that they are just in 
need of God’s grace through Jesus Christ as everyone else. 
 

§ This is exactly what Paul will do in Romans 2:1-3:20! 
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PAUL’S POINT IN ROMANS 2:1-3:8: 
JEWISH PEOPLE FARE NO BETTER THAN GENTILES 
 
A CHANGE IN AUDIENCE 
 

§ It is clear that something significant happens starting in Romans 2:1.  Most notably there is some 
shift in audience between Romans 1:18-32 and Romans 2:1-3:20.   

 
o In Romans 1:18-32, Paul speaks only in the third-person plural:  

 
“for even though they knew God…” (1:21) 
“professing to be wise, they became fools” (1:22) 
“For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie…” (1:25) 
 
and so on! 

 
o When we get to Romans 2:1-3:20, however, Paul speaks in the second-person 

singular: 
 

“Therefore, you have no excuse…” (2:1) 
“But because of your stubbornness…” (2:5) 
“You who boast in the Law..” (2:23) 
 

o But who is the “you” Paul is talking to here?  We find out in Romans 2:17: 
 

But if you bear the name “Jew”… (2:17) 
 

§ The “you” in Romans 2:1-3:20 is someone from a Jewish background!  After talking about the 
sin and guilt of the Gentiles, Paul is now going to talk about the sin and guilt of God’s chosen 
people.  He’s going to make it clear that they equally are deserving of God’s wrath. 
 

 
PAUL’S ARGUMENT 

 
§ Paul’s argument is going to occur in three stages: 

 
1. Paul is going to show the Jewish people that they sin. 
2. Paul is going to show the Jewish people that God has to deal with all sins equally. 
3. Paul is going to show the Jewish people that God’s giving of the Law and circumcision 

doesn’t serve as a “get out of hell free” card. 
 

§ We’ll look at each of these in turn. 
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1. PAUL IS GOING TO SHOW THE JEWISH PEOPLE THAT THEY SIN. 
 

§ First, Paul makes it clear to the Jewish people that they sin, just like the Gentiles: the Jewish 
people do some of the same things that the Gentiles do. 

 
Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes judgment, for in that which you judge another, you 
condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things. – ROMANS 2:1 
 

§ The “same things” of Romans 2:1 probably refers to the list of sins Paul mentioned in Romans 
1:28-32, especially those sins connected with arrogance and lack of mercy: by saying that the 
Gentiles should be condemned for their sin but that Jewish people should be spared for their sin, 
the Jewish people are committing these very types of sins. 
 

28 And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a depraved mind, to 
do those things which are not proper,29 being filled with all unrighteousness, wickedness, greed, evil; full of 
envy, murder, strife, deceit, malice; they are gossips, 30 slanderers, haters of God, insolent, arrogant, 
boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents,31 without understanding, untrustworthy, unloving, 
unmerciful; 32 and although they know the ordinance of God, that those who practice such things are worthy 
of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty approval to those who practice them.  – ROMANS 
1:28-32 
 

§ Thus in one verse, Paul believes he has proved to the Jewish people that they have sinned. 
 
 

2. PAUL IS GOING TO SHOW THE JEWISH PEOPLE THAT GOD HAS TO DEAL WITH ALL SINS 
EQUALLY. 
 
§ Next, Paul is going to prove that God is an impartial judge, and therefore has to deal with all sins 

equally.  If the Jewish people rightfully agree that the Gentiles deserve God’s wrath for their sin, 
then that means that the Jewish people also deserve God’s wrath for their own sin. 

 
1 Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes judgment, for in that which you judge another, you 
condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things. 2 And we know that the judgment of 
God rightly falls upon those who practice such things. 3 But do you suppose this, O man, when you pass 
judgment on those who practice such things and do the same yourself, that you will escape the judgment of 
God? ...5 But because of your stubbornness and unrepentant heart you are storing up wrath for yourself in the 
day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God, …9 There will be tribulation and distress for 
every soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first and also of the Greek, 10 but glory and honor and peace to 
everyone who does good, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 11 For there is no partiality with God. 
– ROMANS 2:1-3, 5, 9-11 

 
§ While the Jewish people are God’s “chosen people,” this does not mean that they can sin and 

“get away with it” and the Gentiles can’t.  God is a righteous judge, and if “works” is God’s 
standard, then He must judge all equally and thus condemn all equally. 
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3. PAUL IS GOING TO SHOW THE JEWISH PEOPLE THAT GOD’S GIVING OF THE LAW AND 
CIRCUMCISION DOESN’T SERVE AS A “GET OUT OF HELL FREE” CARD. 

 
§ In response to #2, we can imagine a Jewish person saying, “But wait Paul… God is partial.  He 

has given us the Law and circumcision!  He hasn’t given anybody else that.  Doesn’t that prove 
we have a special relationship with God?  And doesn’t that suggest that He will deal with us 
differently at the end of time?” 

 
§ Anticipating this possible response, Paul addresses it:  Paul is going to prove that the Mosaic 

Law and circumcision don’t reveal that God is going to deal with the sins of the Jewish 
people differently, since the whole point of the Law and circumcision was to bring about 
obedience and stop sin. 

 
§ First, Paul deals with the Law: 
 

13 for it is not the hearers of the Law who are just before God, but the doers of the Law will be 
justified. – ROMANS 2:13 

 
17 But if you bear the name “Jew” and rely upon the Law and boast in God,18 and know His will 
and approve the things that are essential, being instructed out of the Law… 20 … having in the Law the 
embodiment of knowledge and of the truth, 21 you, therefore, who teach another, do you not teach yourself? 
You who preach that one shall not steal, do you steal?22 You who say that one should not commit adultery, do 
you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23 You who boast in the Law, through 
your breaking the Law, do you dishonor God? – ROMANS 2:17-18, 20, 21-23 
 

o Paul’s point is clear: God gave the Law to show what obedience looked like.   
 

o Therefore, how could the Jewish people think that the giving of the Law signaled 
that God would pass over their sins at the end of time?  That’s the very opposite of 
the intent of the Law. 

 
§ Second, Paul deals with circumcision: 

 
For indeed circumcision is of value if you practice the Law; but if you are a transgressor of the Law, your 
circumcision has become uncircumcision. – ROMANS 2:25 
 

o Physical circumcision was given to the Jewish people in order to symbolize what 
God really wanted: a “circumcision of the heart” (Deuteronomy 10:16).  God 
wanted the “unclean” (i.e. “sinful”) portions of a Jewish person’s heart to be taken 
away.  In other words, circumcision was to be a reminder that God wanted 
obedience. 

 
o Just like with the Mosaic Law, therefore, to think that circumcision suggested that 

God would not punish the sins of a Jewish person at the end of time is to 
completely misunderstand why God gave circumcision in the first place!  
Circumcision wasn’t given to excuse a Jewish person from obedience; it was given in 
anticipation of obedience! 
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CONCLUSION 
 

§ The point that Paul is making is this: 

 
§ This leads to an important question: if both Jew and Gentile stand under the wrath of God 

because of their sin, then how in the world can anyone escape God’s judgment? 
 

§ Before he gives us the answer, Paul affirms that we are right to ask the question: we are right to 
conclude that we all equally stand under the judgment of God. 

 
God has to judge all sins impartially.  The Jewish people have sinned.  Their “special relationship” 
with God—shown through the fact that God gave them the Mosaic Law and circumcision—doesn’t 

excuse them of judgment, because the whole point of the Mosaic Law and circumcision was to 
bring about obedience.  The Jewish person stands under God’s wrath just like the Gentile! 
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THE BIG “SO-WHAT” (3:9-20): 
WE ARE ALL IN NEED OF GOD’S GRACE 

 
§ Paul draws the first major section of Romans to a close (1:18-3:20) by making it clear—without a 

doubt—that all people are sinners and therefore all people stand under God’s judgment (3:9-18).  
He does this using a series of Old Testament quotations starting in v. 10: 

 
9 What then? Are we better than they? Not at all; for we have already charged that both Jews and Greeks 
are all under sin; 10 as it is written, 

“There is none righteous, not even one; 
11 There is none who understands, 
There is none who seeks for God; 
12 All have turned aside, together they have become useless; 
There is none who does good, 
There is not even one.” 
13 “Their throat is an open grave, 
With their tongues they keep deceiving,” 
“The poison of asps is under their lips”; 
14 “Whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness”; 
15 “Their feet are swift to shed blood, 
16 Destruction and misery are in their paths, 
17 And the path of peace they have not known.” 
18 “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” 

– ROMANS 3:9-18 
 

§ Following these Old Testament quotations, Paul suggests what he has implied already: if we are 
all sinners, then no one will be able to be made “right with God”—no one will be able to achieve 
salvation—by their own merit.   

 
19 Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are under the Law, so that every mouth 
may be closed and all the world may become accountable to God; 20 because by the works of the Law 
no flesh will be justified in His sight; for through the Law comes the knowledge of sin. - ROMANS 
3:19-20 
 

 
§ The key phrase is in v. 20: by stating “by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His 

sight,” Paul is making it clear that, because of sin, works can never earn a person’s place in 
eternity.  (To be “justified” means to be made “right with God.”)  In other words, no one can 
be made right with God by their works.  Indeed, the only thing that God’s Law has done is 
shown how depraved mankind is and how unable they are to do what God wants them to do: 
“through the Law comes the knowledge of sin,” Paul says.  (Paul will expound on that concept 
later in Romans 7.) 

 
§ But if we can’t be made right with God by our works, then how can we be made right with God?  

That we will find out in our next session! 
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Who are you judging too harshly?   
Who do you need to have an attitude of grace and forgiveness towards? 

 

APPLICATION: 
THE LOG IN OUR OWN EYE 

 
§ Romans 2:1 is an important verse: 
 

 “Therefore you have no excuse, everyone of you who passes judgment, for in that which you judge another, you 
condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things.” - ROMANS 2:1 

 
§ In some ways, it summarizes Paul’s whole point in Romans 2:1-3:20: the Jewish people thought 

they were “better” than the Gentiles and less deserving of God’s judgment; Paul makes it clear 
that nothing could be further from the case. 
 

§ In many ways, Paul’s statement is a paraphrase of Jesus’ words in Matthew 7: 
 

1 “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 2 For in the same way you judge others, you will be judged, and 
with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. 3 Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your 
brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? 4 How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me 
take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? 5 You hypocrite, first take 
the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.”  
– MATTHEW 7:1-5 

 
§ It has been said before that’s often easy to ACCUSE others and EXCUSE ourselves.  This is 

natural human tendency. 
 

§ The end result of this attitude is pride and a sense of superiority—puffing ourselves up and 
making others seem beneath us. 
 

§ Part of the point of Romans 2:1-3:20 is to show how hopeless—utterly hopeless—all of us are 
before God.  All of us have committed sins worthy of God’s judgment, and all of us would 
experience God’s wrath were it not for the gracious provision of God. 
 

§ Understanding this gives us a more grace-filled attitude towards others.  As Oswald Chambers 
says, “Who among us would say to God—God, judge me using the same criteria with which I 
judge others?” 

 
§ Thus, our question for this week: 
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QUESTIONS FOR 
GROUP DISCUSSION 

 
 

1. Read Romans 2:1-3.  Can you think of any modern-day examples of people “judging others” but 

ultimately “practicing the same things”?  Where do people support certain standards of behavior that 

they don’t even practice themselves?1 

 
2. Where in your life do you need God to deal with an attitude of “superiority” towards others?  

 
3. Read Romans 2:16.  Does this verse bring you comfort or fear?  Why? 

 
4. Read Romans 2:17-24.  Here Paul deals with the reliance that Jewish people had on the Law, thinking 

that merely possessing the Law indicated that God would not judge them at the end of time. 

 
a. What stands out to you about what Paul says regarding the Law here? 

b. In what areas today might the behavior of Christians today cause “God’s name to be 

blasphemed” among those who are not Christians (2:24)?  How do we correct this? 

 

5. Read Romans 3:9-18.  What is Paul’s point in this section?  In light of what we have learned so far in 

our study of Romans, why do you think Paul quotes so many Old Testament passages in this section? 

 

6. Read Romans 3:19-20.  What is Paul’s point here?  Are you ever tempted to think that “works” 

makes you right with God?  What does it mean for you to realize that no amount of works can ever 

make us right with God? 

 

7. Read Matthew 7:1-5.  React to Jesus’ words here.  Where are you most likely to “accuse” others but 

“excuse” yourself?  Who are you judging too harshly in your life?  Who do you need to have an 

attitude of grace and forgiveness towards? 

 
  

 
1 Some questions in this section adapted from N.T. Wright, Romans (N.T. Wright Bible Studies for Everyone) and Serendipity Bible 
for Groups: Fourth Edition. 
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APPENDIX: 
ROMANS 3:1-8 

 
1 What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or what value is there in circumcision? 2 Much in every way! First of all, the Jews 
have been entrusted with the very words of God. 
 
3 What if some were unfaithful? Will their unfaithfulness nullify God’s faithfulness? 4 Not at all! Let God be true, and every 
human being a liar. As it is written:  
 
  “So that you may be proved right when you speak  
  and prevail when you judge.” 
 
5But if our unrighteousness brings out God’s righteousness more clearly, what shall we say? That God is unjust in bringing his 
wrath on us? (I am using a human argument.) 6 Certainly not! If that were so, how could God judge the world? 7 Someone might 
argue, “If my falsehood enhances God’s truthfulness and so increases his glory, why am I still condemned as a sinner?” 8 Why not 
say—as some slanderously claim that we say—“Let us do evil that good may result”? Their condemnation is just! 

– ROMANS 3:1-8 NIV 
 
 

§ Romans 3:1-8 represents a bit of a “tangent” in Paul’s thought in this section of Romans.  It 
doesn’t begin that way.  Romans 3:1-2 flows very logically from Paul’s argument at the end of 
Romans 2: Paul has made it clear that the Mosaic Law and circumcision doesn’t mean that a 
Jewish person will escape God’s judgment at the end of time, since the whole point of the Law 
and circumcision was to bring about obedience.  This might cause a Jewish person, then, to think 
that there is no “advantage” in being Jewish.  Paul says that is not clear (a point he will return to 
in Romans 9): to be entrusted with God’s Law is a good thing, because the Law is good!  Only 
the Jewish people received it—and this is, indeed, a privilege. 

 
§ But this then raises a question (and brings about the “tangent”): if the Law is good, then why 

have so many Jewish people not obeyed God?  Could this imply that God has failed in what He 
attempted to do in giving His people the Law and circumcision?  Paul’s answer is very clear in 
Romans 3:3-4: No!  God has not failed—people have failed.  God is always faithful! 

 
§ But this then raises another issue.  One of the central themes of the gospel that Paul is 

proclaiming in Romans is that it is not obedience that makes us righteous, but God’s grace.  And 
obviously God’s grace is something that gives Him “glory” (3:7).  And so, if God’s grace gives 
Him glory, then why does God judge the Jews for falling away, since giving them grace would 
enhance His glory (3:5-7)?  And, generally, what is to stop people from sinning more and more 
just to allow more opportunity for God to show grace and thus enhance His glory (3:8)?  Isn’t an 
implication of the “gospel” the idea, “Let us do evil that good may result” (3:8b)? 

 
§ Paul makes it very clear that this is a terrible thought: “Their condemnation is just!” he says (3:8)! 
 
§ Paul will pick these themes up again later in Romans: he’ll deal with the Jewish people rejecting 

God in Romans 9-11, and he’ll deal with the idea of sin and grace in Romans 6. 
 


