
Does it Reach the Heart? 
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Series: Romans 2022: Righteousness from God – Yay!  
Preaching Date: February 13, 2022 
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Key Sentence:  

 Knowledge and ritual are false paths. God must work in your heart.  
Outline: 
I. It doesn’t matter if you’ve heard the law (Romans 2:12-16) 
II. It doesn’t matter if you can teach law (Romans 2:17-24) 
III. It doesn’t matter what law-rituals you’ve followed (Romans 2:25-29) 
 
Romans 2:12–29 For all who have sinned without the law will also perish without 
the law, and all who have sinned under the law will be judged by the law. 13For it is 
not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law 
who will be justified. 14For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do 
what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have 
the law. 15They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their 
conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse 
them 16on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men 
by Christ Jesus. 
 
17But if you call yourself a Jew and rely on the law and boast in God 18and know 
his will and approve what is excellent, because you are instructed from the law; 
19and if you are sure that you yourself are a guide to the blind, a light to those who 
are in darkness, 20an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, having in the 
law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— 21you then who teach others, do you 
not teach yourself? While you preach against stealing, do you steal? 22You who say 
that one must not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, 
do you rob temples? 23You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law. 
24For, as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles 
because of you.” 
 
25For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you break the law, 
your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. 26So, if a man who is uncircumcised 
keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be regarded as 
circumcision? 27Then he who is physically uncircumcised but keeps the law will 
condemn you who have the written code and circumcision but break the law. 28For 
no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and 
physical. 29But 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. 
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Does it Reach the Heart? 
Romans 2:12-29 

 
I don’t usually like to name names when using a negative illustration, but once in a 

while it seems appropriate. So, see if you can figure out the author of the this 
quote: “What I appreciated when I was a student was that Liberty provided 
me with the opportunity to take ownership of the faith of my parents. It was 
the perfect environment to critically examine why I believed what I had been 
taught and come to my own conclusions. I focused my studies on the teachings 
of Jesus and, at the end of my years at LU, I had built a solid foundation that 
served me well. I found that Christianity at its core is simple: Love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, soul and mind and love your neighbor as 
yourself.” Still don’t know who this is? How about this quote: “My father 
stated over and over that the purpose of Liberty University was to train 
champions for Christ in every profession. We want to get the word out to 
young people that there is an alternative, that there is a place where they can 
obtain a quality education without compromising their morals or values.” 

The speaker, of course, is Jerry Falwell Jr. who until recently was the President and 
Chancellor of Liberty University, the school founded by his father. In 2020 
Falwell resigned in the wake of serious revelations and shocking accusations 
concerning financial wrongdoing, administrative tyranny and sexual scandal. 
I won’t into the sordid details of the accusations from the pulpit, but the 
cumulative package was enough to show that many of Jerry Falwell Jr’s fine 
words over the years did not come from his heart, but were gross hypocrisy. 

Sadly, this kind of thing is not all that rare. Well, let me revise that. I think the vast 
majority of believing Christians have a sincere heart relationship with Jesus 
and try to live it out with integrity. Many Christians are, in the words of a film 
we quoted a few weeks ago, living hidden lives that bless others and make the 
world better. They are salt and light. Yet there have always been a minority 
of so-called believers who have given Christianity a bad name. When I was a 
much younger Christian there were the great scandals of Jim and Tammy Faye 
Bakker, both sexual and financial. One of those who denounced the Bakkers 
was Jimmy Swaggert, who called their misdeeds a “cancer” on Christianity. 
In 1988 however, Swaggert himself was caught hiring prostitutes. It goes on 
and on. You can think of them. Christians of greater and lesser celebrity whose 
faith didn’t really change them at the core have been too common. Last week, 
in chapter 2 of Romans we called these people hypocrites. That’s a convenient 
label, not inaccurate, but it doesn’t get to the heart of the matter.  
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This week, in Romans 2:12-29, we’ll see that knowledge of God and rituals in 

obedience to God are false paths. God must work in your heart. Our outline 
looks like this: First, it doesn’t matter if you’ve heard the law, God must be at 
work in your heart. That’s verses 12-16. Second, it doesn’t matter if you can 
teach the law, nor how wise you appear, God must be at work in your heart. 
Verses 17-24. Finally, it doesn’t matter if you’ve been circumcised, or what 
ritual you’ve adhered to. God must be at work in your heart.  

Let’s begin by reading Romans 2:12-16 For all who have sinned without the law 
will also perish without the law, and all who have sinned under the law will 
be judged by the law. 13For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous 
before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified. 14For when Gentiles, 
who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law 
to themselves, even though they do not have the law. 15They show that the work 
of the law is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness, 
and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even excuse them 16on that day when, 
according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus. 

We’re dividing the continuous thought of chapter 2 into a two part mini-series. The 
“for” in verse 12 points back to the first part of the chapter, where it was clear 
that even those who have the law of Moses can sin, and some add to that sin 
either hypocrisy or presumption or both. God judges such sin impartially. 
Here Paul starts to think about the benefits of the Law and finds those benefits 
to be less than most Jewish people would have assumed, because God judges 
impartially. Those who don’t have the law will perish because of their sin, but 
if you have the law and yet sin, you’ll be judged by the requirements of the 
law and you’ll get the death sentence as well. Notice that Paul is not accusing 
the Gentiles of being “lawless,” that is, notorious criminals or outlaws but of 
being without the law. As Gentiles, they do not possess the law of Moses. Paul 
says in Ephesians that Gentiles are “alienated from the commonwealth of 
Israel, strangers to the covenants of promise.” In contrast, the Jews, who 
received the covenants, had the full beauty and severity of the Old Testament 
law as their standard. They believed there was no salvation outside this law. 

In verse 13 Paul explains why even those who possess the law will nevertheless be 
condemned when they sin. “For it is not the hearers of the law who are 
righteous before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified.” The law 
can justify only when it is obeyed; reading it, hearing it taught and preached, 
studying it—none of these, nor all of them together, can justify. This is the 
common teaching of the New Testament. James says much the same thing: 
“but be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves.”  
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At the end of the Sermon on the Mount Jesus taught that “Everyone then who hears 

these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house 
on the rock. The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat 
on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock.” 
But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be 
like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. The rain and the floods 
and the winds beat against that house, “and great was the fall of it.”  

Paul uses this truth not as exhortation but as doctrine. Someone who only hears the 
word but does not do it will not be justified. This is the first time in Romans 
that Paul uses the verb “justify,” which we will find at the center of his most 
profound arguments. Moo says “it connotes the judicial decision of God to 
regard a sinner as ‘just’ or ‘right’ or ‘innocent’ before him.” Notice in verse 
13 that “justify” is in parallel to the phrase “righteous before God,” which is 
a brief definition of justification. Only those who are doers of the law will be 
declared righteous in the judgment of God. As we saw last week, this teaching 
is not meant to imply that there is somebody out there who so perfectly does 
the law that they earn the status of righteousness before God. Paul is arguing 
that that’s not the way to receive the status, because nobody is that righteous. 

Verse 14: “For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law 
requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law.” 
Gentiles are, indeed, “without the law” when one is thinking from the typical 
Jewish perspective of the law of Moses. They are “without the law,” but they 
are not without any law. All people have some knowledge of God’s moral 
demands, “law” in the generic sense. Every culture has had moral restrictions 
against killing, stealing, rape, adultery, cheating, cowardice, hypocrisy and so 
on. When God judges, he does not judge people who have no understanding 
of his demands. People know they have violated those demands.  

Verse 15 “They show that the work of the law is written on their hearts, while their 
conscience also bears witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even 
excuse them.” There is a law written on the hearts of all people, and God 
judges the heart. This doesn’t mean that people who “walk in the light they 
have received” are justified before God. The chief purpose of having this law 
written on hearts is to show people that they have violated God’s standards. 
Paul says that their conscience, the voice of this law on their hearts, bears 
witness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse them or even excuse them. The 
word ‘even’ makes it clear that the normal case is for their conscience to 
accuse them, and their conflicting thoughts are a recognition that sometimes 
I’m not guilty, but often I am. This is true for every person.  
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Verse 16 says people will be judged, apart from Christ of course, on the basis of that 

record. “That day” is coming and according to the Gospel, which is good news 
predicated upon bad news, God will judge the secrets of men – their hearts – 
by Christ Jesus. Jesus is the standard of a perfect human life, so Jesus is the 
judge who knows the heart and sees that “all have sinned.” As Hebrews 4:13 
says, “nothing in all creation is hidden from His sight, but all are open and 
laid bare before the eyes of Him to whom we must give account.” 

We’ve seen in this first section that having the Law, in the sense of hearing it, is not 
that great an advantage for the Jews, or for the Christian church. Every people 
has a law written on their hearts, not a subjective law, but a heart-level image 
of God’s objective moral law. If someone could follow the written law or even 
the law written on their heart, they could be justified. But no one does. Our 
consciences accuse us. “Remember what you did to so and so. Remember 
what you said to so and so. Remember what you promised you would do and 
didn’t.” We can try to slip out from under our conscience with the “you don’t 
understand what happened” excuse, or we can try to harden ourselves against 
the voice of conscience, but we can’t succeed because “all have sinned.” 

Next Paul ups the ante and says “It doesn’t matter if you are a teacher or proponent 
of the law. You’ll still find some hypocrisy in your heart.” Romans 2:17-24 
But if you call yourself a Jew and rely on the law and boast in God 18and know 
his will and approve what is excellent, because you are instructed from the 
law; 19and if you are sure that you yourself are a guide to the blind, a light to 
those who are in darkness, 20an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, 
having in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— 21you then who 
teach others, do you not teach yourself? While you preach against stealing, 
do you steal? 22You who say that one must not commit adultery, do you commit 
adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23You who boast in the 
law dishonor God by breaking the law. 24For, as it is written, “The name of 
God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.” 

Verse 17 lists three privileges God gave his chosen people. First, you call yourself a 
Jew. This is the first use of “Jew” in Romans, though Paul has already been 
talking about Jewish ideas in this chapter. “Jew” first referred to a person from 
the tribe of Judah, but by Paul’s day, all of the people of Israel called 
themselves Jews as a sign of special status compared to all other peoples. The 
second privilege was reliance on the Law. Certainly, the law was a genuine 
blessing, but to rely on the law rather than relying on God takes the blessing 
too far, because no one fully keeps the law. This is why God instituted the 
sacrificial system and ultimately why Jesus became the perfect sacrifice.  



Romans 2:12-29, Page 5 of 8 
 
The third privilege is “you boast in God.” God is worth boasting about. One of my 

favorite verses is Jeremiah 9:23 “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, 24but 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.” Boasting is great 
as long as we’re exalting God and not ourselves, and as long as we’re exalting 
God and not demeaning others, as the Pharisee does in Jesus’ parable. 

Verse 18 adds two more privileges the Jewish person might enjoy. You know his 
will and approve what is excellent because you are instructed from the law. 
God’s law reveals his will. God’s law reveals what is excellent. We could give 
a hundred examples from the law of Moses of the excellence of what God 
desires, including “love your neighbor” and “love the LORD your God.” There 
is truth and beauty in the law. But you can see the danger, can’t you? This 
privilege leads to pride, haughtiness and judgmentalism. This is often seen in 
those who choose to teach the law. Verse 19: “if you are sure that you yourself 
are a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, 20an instructor of 
the foolish, a teacher of children, having in the law the embodiment of 
knowledge and truth.” “I’ve got my act together. I know the Bible. I can teach 
blind foolish children the way out of darkness, because I know the truth.” 
Notice that if these statements were made humbly, in dependence on God, 
they would be true. But a humble person wouldn’t say them this way. When 
these statements are made by a boastful, proud person they are poison, because 
they focus on the person rather than on God. 

It’s not just pride that is the downfall of the boaster. It’s hypocrisy. It’s doing 
yourself what you teach others against. Verse 21 “you then who teach others, 
do you not teach yourself? While you preach against stealing, do you steal? 
22You who say that one must not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? 
You who abhor idols, do you rob temples?” The first part of the verse, “you 
who teach others, do you not teach yourself?” is a heading, followed by 
examples. The law teaches “do not steal.” Hypocrisy teaches “do not steal,” 
then steals. The law says “do not commit adultery.” Hypocrisy says “do not 
commit adultery,” then commits it. These two examples are directly out of the 
ten commandments, and point to the whole law. The third example, “you who 
abhor idols, do you rob temples,” is harder to pin down, but of all the theories 
I’ve read the one that makes the most sense to me is that someone is teaching 
against idolatry, but is so idolatrous that they steal idols for themselves. The 
whole list is exaggeration for effect, but the point is clear. If you teach against 
some sin, but you practice that sin, that’s sin compounded by hypocrisy.  
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Paul could have used another legitimate approach to convict his hearers. Jesus took 

“you shall not murder” and amplified it by saying that anger is equivalent to 
murder. He took “you shall not commit adultery” and raised the bar by saying 
lust is equivalent to idolatry. He turned these things inward, toward the heart. 
Is Paul doing that? Most commentators don’t think so, but his exaggeration 
for effect can accomplish the same thing. “Yeah, these are the most extreme 
things. Some of you probably do these. But do you remember the list I just 
gave you?” Romans 1 “all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, 
malice.” “envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness.” “gossips, 30slanderers, 
haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to 
parents, 31foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.” Going through this list pretty 
much anyone Paul confronted, if they were honest, would find themselves on 
the list. Including you and me. Integrity is not just practicing what you preach, 
it’s practicing what you teach: in your home, to your kids, in your school, in 
your Sunday School class, to your home group, on social media. 

Paul summarizes in 23 and 24: “You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking 
the law. 24For, as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the 
Gentiles because of you.” That last verse is sad. It’s a quote from Ezekiel 
36:22 where God says to the people in exile that he’s going to rescue them, 
not because of their good works, but “for the sake of my holy name, which 
you have profaned among the nations.” Our own experience, whether with 
Jerry Falwell Jr. or the pastor down the street is that these failures bring 
mockery from our culture. Even sadder, those who have the hardest time 
receiving the grace of salvation in Jesus are often those who have received 
some kind of abuse at the hands of so-called Christians, parents or pastors or 
priests. This is not just academic. These behaviors hurt people. 

Point 1 was it doesn’t matter if you’ve heard the law. Point 2 was it doesn’t matter 
if you can teach law. Point 3 is it doesn’t matter if you’ve been circumcised, 
or what ritual you’ve done. God must work in your heart. Verses 25-29 For 
circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you break the law, 
your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. 26So, if a man who is 
uncircumcised keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be 
regarded as circumcision? 27Then he who is physically uncircumcised but 
keeps the law will condemn you who have the written code and circumcision 
but break the law. 28For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is 
circumcision outward and physical. 29But 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.  
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A Jewish person might say “well, I do sometimes break the law of Moses, but I’m 

circumcised. God is not going to judge me harshly because I’m part of his 
covenant people.” Paul says no. Your circumcision is null and void if the law 
is broken. Furthermore, Paul says, if someone without this covenant sign does 
what the law requires, he is part of the covenant people, just as if he'd been 
certified by the external sign. Therefore, verse 27, the one who is physically 
uncircumcised but keeps the law will condemn you who have the written code 
and circumcision but break the law. From the point of view of an impartial 
God, an impartial judge, doing what the law requires, even without the 
external sign, is of way more value than being circumcised, but not doing what 
the law requires. Up to this point I think Paul is using the same contrast he’s 
used earlier in the chapter. If someone kept the law perfectly they would be 
saved, they would be justified, they would be part of God’s covenant people 
because of their good works. Nobody meets this standard. Chapter 1 already 
made that clear. Chapter 3 will nail it.  

But, I think (and Douglas Moo in his commentary agrees with me, or I agree with 
him) that verses 28 and 29 are beginning to talk about the contrast between 
those who do not believe in Jesus and those who do. “For no one is a Jew who 
is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physical. 29But 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 is a 
matter of the heart. Paul is not inventing this concept. It was pretty common 
in the Old Testament. My favorite example is Deuteronomy 30:6, where 
Moses says “And the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart 
of your offspring, so that you will love the LORD your God with all your heart 
and with all your soul, that you may live.” It’s God who does it.  

Being a part of God’s covenant people, in the deepest sense, is not about outward 
ritual or law-keeping. It is about inward change by the Spirit. Outward law 
keeping can get you praise from men, but only inward change is valued by 
God and it is valuable because it is his gracious work. So Paul confirms, 
without yet going into detail, what we’ve been suspecting all along, that 
salvation, justification, is by grace. It is a work of God in the heart. Knowledge 
and ritual are false paths. They lead to hypocrisy and false confidence. The 
one true path is Jesus, the way, the truth and the life. Through his sacrifice and 
his resurrection we find grace. We give up on ourselves as rebels and sinners, 
we trust him for rescue and forgiveness, and we receive new hearts. Not hearts 
of stone but hearts of flesh. Not uncircumcised-far-from-the-covenant hearts, 
but circumcised hearts that are the true sign of our covenant relationship. 
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As with everything in this bad news section, the foundational application is the good 

news. Yes, we’re all sinners. Paul will spare no exertion to convince us of that. 
But he’s doing it for our good, so we will give up on ourselves and turn in 
dependence to Jesus, who paid the price of our sin on the cross and justified 
us. We encountered that word for the first time in Romans today. It is the 
judicial decision of God to regard a sinner as “just” or “right” or “innocent” 
before him. This is the good news that follows “all have sinned.” Romans 3:23 
“for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 3:24 “and are 
justified freely by his grace, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” 
That’s where we’re going. Recognize your sin, but receive by faith, trust, 
dependence, the free gift of being made right before God. 

A second point of application goes back to those verses about conscience. You have 
one, and as a believer you also have the Holy Spirit. But our culture pushes 
back, and your conscience can be clouded and hardened by too much time in 
the world. Instead sharpen your conscience by time with God in the Word and 
time with God in prayer, asking God to show you your hidden faults through 
his Spirit. In this exercise we need to be especially sensitive to hypocrisy, 
those places where we say one thing and do another. It's not that we never 
teach someone about sin, it’s that we recognize our weakness and humbly 
teach as a fellow sinner whose only hope is in grace and God’s ongoing love.  

Finally, a third application comes out of this idea of circumcision as a ritual. It’s 
probably less common in our generations, but there is always a danger that 
ritual can substitute for reality. In churches like ours there can still be some 
who will say “I’m a Christian because I go to church.  I’m a Christian because 
I’ve been baptized.” There are some who think that way and it’s deadly 
because it’s such a false assurance. There is no ground for salvation except 
faith in Jesus Christ. Furthermore, when we talk to many of our Catholic 
friends we may find that they answer the question “how do you know you’re 
going to heaven?” with the phrase “because I’m basically a good person.” 
They’ve never confronted the bad news that we’re all sinners and none is good 
enough for heaven. Or they may say, our Orthodox friends may say “I’m 
going to heaven because I go to mass and take the eucharist. I go through this 
ritual and it is ritual which assures my salvation.” No. There is no rituals which 
can save you because no ritual can touch the heart. It is only the redemption 
that is in Christ Jesus that justifies, only faith in him that saves. So be sensitive 
to a reliance on ritual or behavior in those you encounter day to day but be 
sensitive to it in yourself too. Am I relying on ritual? Am I relying on law-
keeping, being good? Or am I relying on Jesus, the work he does in my heart. 


