
At one time in his life there was no one more religious than Paul. 
On one occasion he described his religious pedigree as being 
“circumcised on the eighth day; an Israelite from the elite tribe 

RI�%HQMDPLQ��D�VWULFW�DQG�GHYRXW�DGKHUHQW�WR�*RGłV�ODZ��D�ğHU\�
defender of the purity of my religion, even to the point of perse-

cuting the church; a meticulous observer of everything set down 

in God’s law Book” (Phil. 3:5-6). Paul knew all about religion. But 
when he met Christ on the Damascus Road everything changed. 
Do you know what he later said about those religious creden-
tials? He said, “I’m tearing (them) up and throwing (them) out 

with the trash—along with everything else I used to take credit 

for. And why? Because of Christ. Yes, all the things I once thought 

were so important are gone from my life. Compared to the high 

SULYLOHJH�RI�NQRZLQJ�&KULVW� -HVXV�DV�P\�0DVWHU��ğUVWKDQG��HY-

HU\WKLQJ�,�RQFH�WKRXJKW�,�KDG�JRLQJ�IRU�PH�LV�LQVLJQLğFDQWŌGRJ�
dung. I’ve dumped it all in the trash so that I could embrace 

Christ and be embraced by him” (Phil 3:7-9, The Message). 

We’ve been studying Paul’s letter to the Romans. He’s been ar-
guing that every single human being who ever lived is deserving 
of the judgment of God. Starting in 2:17 Paul applies this to the 
religious, Bible-believing Jew. These people had read all of what 
Paul had said in Romans up to this point. They’d read Paul’s de-
scription of how Gentiles are under the wrath of God because al-
though the truth about God is evident all around them, they sup-
pressed the truth in unrighteousness. Certainly, a Jewish person 
who read Paul’s analysis of the Gentiles would have agreed 
with much of what he’d said up to this point. They would have 
thought, “But we’re not like those people, Paul. We’re different. 
Our religion sets us apart.” So starting in 2:17ff Paul speaks to 
his own people—the Jews. And he describes several ways their 
religion, and all religion, falls short.

Religious People Rely on Profession Without 
Practice
First, he says religious people rely on profession without prac-
tice. He proves his point by listing several things the Jews were 
proud of.

Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on 
the law and boast in God; if you know his will and 
approve of what is superior because you are in-
structed by the law; if you are convinced that you 
are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are 
in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher 
of little children, because you have in the law the 

embodiment of knowledge and truth—... (Romans 
2:17–20).

+HUH�DUH�ğYH�WKLQJV�WKH\�IHOW�VHW�WKHP�DSDUW�IURP�RWKHUV��WKLQJV�
ZKLFK�GHğQHG�WKHP�DV�PRUDOO\�VXSHULRU�

“You call yourself a Jew” – they were proud of their nationality and 
all the history they had as God’s people. 

“You rely on the law and boast in God” – God had revealed his law 
to Israel on Mt. Sinai and made a covenant with them.

“You know his will and approve what is superior”  – they knew right 
IURP�ZURQJ��WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�SOHDVH�*RG�DQG�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�GRQłW�

“You are a guide to the blind, a light to those in the dark” – they were 
HQOLJKWHQHG��DEOH�WR�VHH�ZKDW�RWKHUV�FRXOGQłW�DQG�VR�JXLGH�WKHP�

“You instruct the foolish and teach little children” – they viewed 
others as fools and kindergartners in need of instruction.

3DXO�LVQłW�VD\LQJ�WKHUHłV�DQ\WKLQJ�ZURQJ�ZLWK�EHLQJ�-HZLVK��ZLWK�
NQRZLQJ�DQG�YDOXLQJ�*RGłV�ODZ��ZLWK�XVLQJ�KLV�FRPPDQGV�WR�LQ-
IRUP�RXU�FKRLFHV��RU�HYHQ�ZLWK�VKDULQJ�WKHVH�WKLQJV�ZLWK�RWKHUV��
The problem is they relied on these things but didn’t practice 
them. Look what he says next.

... you, then, who teach others, do you not teach 
yourself? You who preach against stealing, do you 
steal? You who say that people should not commit 
adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor 
idols, do you rob temples? You who boast in the 
law, do you dishonor God by breaking the law? As 
it is written: “God’s name is blasphemed among 
the Gentiles because of you” (verses 21–24).

It’s quite clear what Paul is saying: you don’t practice what you 
SUHDFK��+H� HYHQ� JLYHV� VSHFLğFV�� DOO� RI�ZKLFK� KHDUNHQV� EDFN� WR�
the Ten Commandments: you steal, you commit adultery and 
you rob temples, which is tantamount to idolatry and probably 
UHIHUV�WR�WKH�IDFW�WKH\�VRPHKRZ�SURğWHG�IURP�WKH�LGRO�ZRUVKLS�
prevalent in Rome. Certainly Paul is thinking not just of the ex-
ternal manifestation of these sins in their lives, but also sins of 
the heart. Jesus talked about that in the Sermon on the Mount. 
When you covet something belonging to your neighbor, you’re 
stealing from him. When you desire his wife, you’re committing 
adultery. It’s not just the outward act, it’s what goes on in your 
heart as well.

Let’s think about this as it relates to us. I’ve talked to people who 
rely on and boast in the fact they’re Americans or just a good 
person. “If there is a God, of course he’ll accept me. I may not 
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be perfect but I’m a decent human being who keeps the Ten 
Commandments…most of the time.” We can even rely on and 
boast in the fact that we’re “Christians” committed to the Bible. 
It may help for us to insert the word “Christian” for “Jew” and 
paraphrase verses 17-20 like this, “You call yourself a born again 
&KULVWLDQ� DQG� \RXłUH� FRQğGHQW� \RXłUH� ULJKW�ZLWK� *RG� EHFDXVH�
you signed a commitment card, or raised your hand, or prayed 
a prayer, and really felt something. And, hey, you read the Bible 
and go to church and know the right answer to the questions. 
You even lead a small group where you instruct others!” 

It’s not that those things are wrong, but we rely on them rather 
than on God, and deep in our heart we’re practicing all the things 
we condemn in others. We love to study God’s word and de-
bate we know all the right answers but we’re not being changed 
by them. We hear a sermon and we think of so many others 
who need to hear it, but never apply it to ourselves. We never let 
the Bible disturb us, convict us, thrill us, or just melt our hearts. 
Martin Lloyd-Jones writes, “As you read your Bible day by day, 
do you apply the truth to yourself? What is your motive when 
you read the Bible? Is it just to have a knowledge of it so you can 
show others how much you know, and argue with them, or are 
you applying the truth to yourself? … As you read, say to yourself, 
‘This is me! What is it saying about me?’ Allow the Scripture to 
search you, otherwise it can be very dangerous. There’s a sense in 
the more you know of the Bible, the more dangerous it is to you, 
if you don’t apply it to yourself.” 

Then there’s a moral superiority we feel towards others. We do 
all the things Christians are supposed to do: we attend church, 
ZH�KDYH�D�TXLHW� WLPH��ZH� VWD\�RXW�RI�GHEW�DQG� WLWKH� UHJXODUO\��
ZH�ZLWQHVV� WR�RWKHUV�DQG�JR�RQ�PLVVLRQ� WULSV��ZH�GRQłW�ZDWFK�
porn. And we come to see these things as spiritual achievements 
and with that we look down on those who’ve failed in the same 
areas. But we’re blind to the sins of the heart like pride, ambi-
tion, envy and worry. You see, religious legalism can’t protect the 
KHDUW� IURP�VLQQLQJ��DOO� LW�FDQ�GR� LV�FRYHU� LW�XS��$QG�PD\EH�WKH�
worst thing is that people who aren’t religious see right through 
it and despise it. Paul is saying, “You were called to be a light 
WR�D�GDUN�ZRUOG��EXW�WKH�ZRUOG�ğQGV�\RXU�UHOLJLRQ�WRWDOO\�XQDW-
tractive.” What does the world need to see? They need to see 
humility, love in hard situations, grace under pressure. 

Recently Giants pitcher Jeremy Affeldt announced his retire-
ment. He’s a committed believer and it’s been interesting to 
listen to what others are saying about him. Almost across the 
ERDUG�KHłV�EHHQ�SUDLVHG�E\�EHOLHYHUV�DQG�XQEHOLHYHUV�DOLNH��,�ğQG�
that so interesting. I think a lot of it has to do with his humility 
and his willingness to serve and his refusal to judge his team-
mates. In fact, he said when he came to The City he stood in 
judgment of it, but over time he came to love it. He showed that 
E\�VWDUWLQJ�D�QRQ�SURğW�WR�KHOS�DW�ULVN�\RXWK��DQG�SDUWQHUHG�ZLWK�
groups like Not For Sale. It reminds me of what James wrote, 

“Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is 

this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to 

keep oneself from being polluted by the world” (James 1:27). 

Religious People Rely on Ritual Without Reality
So religious people rely on profession without practice. The next 
thing we see is religious people rely on ritual without reality. 
Look what Paul says in verses 25–27:

Circumcision has value if you observe the law, but 
if you break the law, you have become as though 
you had not been circumcised. So then, if those 
who are not circumcised keep the law’s require-
ments, will they not be regarded as though they 
were circumcised? The one who is not circumcised 
physically and yet obeys the law will condemn you 
who, even though you have the written code and 
circumcision, are a lawbreaker.

Paul moves from their pride in having the law to their reliance 
on the rite of circumcision. The Jews loved to think of how God 
called Abraham and made a covenant with him and his offspring 
and the sign of that covenant was, “Every male among you shall 

be circumcised” (Gen. 17:10). So the problem wasn’t circum-
cision in and of itself, it was the assumption this bestowed on 
them a superior righteousness. They thought of it as a magical 
ceremony that would endow them with permanent insurance 
against the wrath of God. 

But Paul says circumcision only has value if you keep the law. 
Circumcision was a part of the covenant and the covenant de-
manded obedience (Galatians 5:3). So, if you break the law, you 
may as well be uncircumcised. That’s a radical statement, but 
then he says something even more radical: if those who aren’t 
circumcised keep the law, they’ll be regarded as circumcised! So 
circumcision minus obedience equals uncircumcision, while un-
circumcision plus obedience equals circumcision. And in contrast 
to the traditional picture of Jews sitting in judgment on uncir-
cumcised pagans, the roles will be reversed—the uncircumcised 
Gentiles will be judging the circumcised Jews!

Now Paul isn’t advocating works-righteousness. In fact, he’s 
talking here about Gentiles who believe in Jesus. Look what he 
says next.

A person is not a Jew who is one only outwardly, 
nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. 
No, a person is a Jew who is one inwardly; and 
circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the 
Spirit, not by the written code. Such a person’s 
praise is not from other people, but from God 
(verses 28–29).

3DXO�GHğQHV�ZKDW�D� WUXH� -HZ� LV�� %HLQJ� WUXO\� -HZLVK� LVQłW� DERXW�
\RXU�QDWLRQDOLW\�RU�EHLQJ�RXWZDUGO\�FLUFXPFLVHG��LWłV�DQ�LQZDUG�
WKLQJ��LWłV�KDYLQJ�\RXU�KHDUW�FLUFXPFLVHG�E\�WKH�6SLULW�RI�*RG��$QG�
that’s recognized and applauded not by man who looks at the 



outward appearance but by God who sees what’s in the secret 
places of the heart. 

By the way, if they’d just read their Bibles they’d know this. In 
Deuteronomy 10:16 Moses said to the Israelites, “Circumcise 

your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer” 
(Dt. 10:16). But they didn’t do that. So, much later, the prophets 
came along and looked forward to a time when God would make 
a new covenant with his people and he himself would circumcise 
their hearts. God said through Jeremiah, “The days are coming…

ZKHQ� ,�ZLOO� SXQLVK�DOO�ZKR�DUH� FLUFXPFLVHG� RQO\� LQ� WKH�ĠHVKń 
(Jer. 9:25). But he also looked forward to a time when he’d “put 

his law in their minds and write it on their hearts” (Jer. 31:33b). 
And later he said through Ezekiel, “I will give you a new heart 

and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart 

RI�VWRQH�DQG�JLYH�\RX�D�KHDUW�RI�ĠHVK�b$QG�,�ZLOO�SXW�P\�6SLULW�LQ�
you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my 

laws” (Ez. 26:26-27). 

That’s what Paul is talking about in verses 28-29. He’s talking 
DERXW� OLIH� LQ�&KULVW�� ,WłV�QRW�DERXW�RXWZDUG�ULWXDO�� LWłV�QRW�DERXW�
XV�WU\LQJ�KDUGHU�WR�EH�JRRG�SHRSOH�� LWłV�DERXW�WKH�6SLULW�RI�*RG�
invading our hearts and making us people who genuinely seek to 
do his will. Outward circumcision was just a symbol of the cutting 
DZD\�RI� WKH�ĠHVK��ZKLFK� LV�RXU� VLQIXO�QDWXUH��:H�FDQłW�GR� WKDW�
RXUVHOYHV��LWłV�D�GHHS�LQQHU�ZRUN�RQO\�*RG�FDQ�GR��DQG�LWłV�SDLQIXO��
That’s why all you men have your legs crossed right now!

What are some of the outward rituals we might depend on today 
to justify us before God? How about baptism? There are those 
who think they’re right with God because they were baptized as 
an infant or even as a teenager. There’s not a lot of reality in their 
ZDON�ZLWK�*RG��EXW�WKH\�KDYH�WKHLU�ğUH�LQVXUDQFH�EHFDXVH�WKH\�
were baptized. John Stott said, “Humans are comfortable with 
ZKDW�LV�RXWZDUG��YLVLEOH��PDWHULDO��DQG�VXSHUğFLDO��:KDW�PDWWHUV�
to God is a deep, inward, secret work of the Spirit in our hearts.” 
A hallmark of ritual without reality is a total lack of an inner life. 
On the other hand, authentic Christianity will mean an active 
prayer life, not out of obligation and duty but out of love.  It will 
mean being sensitive to God’s Spirit when he convicts us of sin. It 
will mean having a genuine concern for those in need, again not 
out of duty or obligation, but out of love.

I think this is why so many people today are taken with Pope 
Francis. Our entire nation was captivated a few weeks ago by 
his visit, and perhaps that’s because there’s a reality there 
that’s deeper than so many of the outward rituals valued in the 
Catholic Church. He once said, “Jesus condemns cosmetic spiri-
tuality, which attempts to look good, beautiful – but the truth 
inside is something else.” He condemns those who have “good 
manners but bad habits, those habits that you don’t see, but are 
hidden.” He also condemns the false piety of those who desire 
others to see their good works. He tells the story of how his late 
brother, a Jesuit himself, had an experience with this type of 

hypocrisy. A wealthy woman invited him somewhere to give him 
a sum of money for the Jesuit missions in Japan, to which he was 
very committed. When he got there this woman brought him in 
front of a building, with reporters and photographers lined up, 
and there she gave him an envelope. He was angry, realizing it 
as a publicity stunt. He was even more angry when he opened 
the envelope later and there was only $10 inside. In light of this, 
Francis tells us to ask ourselves if ours is “a cosmetically Christian 
life of appearances, or if it’s a Christian life of faith that’s active 
in charity.”

Religious People Rely on Objections Without 
Objectivity
Religious people rely on profession without practice and ritual 
without reality. There’s one more thing: religious people rely on 
objections without objectivity.

What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or 
what value is there in circumcision? Much in every 
way! First of all, the Jews have been entrusted with 
the very words of God.

What if some were unfaithful? Will their unfaith-
fulness nullify God’s faithfulness? 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.”

But if our unrighteousness brings out God’s righ-
teousness more clearly, what shall we say? That 
God is unjust in bringing his wrath on us? (I am 
XVLQJ� D� KXPDQ� DUJXPHQW��b &HUWDLQO\� QRW�� ,I� WKDW�
were so, how could God judge the world? Someone 
might argue, “If my falsehood enhances God’s 
truthfulness and so increases his glory, why am 
I still condemned as a sinner?” Why not say—as 
some slanderously claim that we say—“Let us do 
evil that good may result”? Their condemnation is 
just! (Rom. 3:1–8).

7KHVH� DUH� VRPH� RI� WKH�PRVW� GLIğFXOW� YHUVHV� LQ� 5RPDQV� WR� LQ-
terpret, so let me try to simplify this. Paul is dealing with some 
common objections the Jews would have to what he’s said. By 
the way, I love this about Paul. He was always willing to meet 
people where they’re at. Here he is, putting himself in their 
shoes, respecting them enough to think hard about their ques-
tions. And he knew they’d have at least four objections. Let’s 
EULHĠ\�ORRN�DW�HDFK�

Objection #1: “Paul, are you saying there’s no advantage to 
being Jewish and having God’s law?” Paul’s answer: “No, I’m 
not saying that. There’s great value in  having and knowing the 
words of God.”

Objection #2: “But aren’t you saying those words and promises 
of God to the Jews have failed because of their own unfaithful-
ness to the covenant?” Paul’s answer: “Not on your life! God could 
never break a promise! Part of God’s covenant with them was if 
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they failed at their end of the covenant, they’d incur a curse. Even 
King David said when he sinned God was proved right and his 
YHUGLFW�MXVWLğHG�ń

Objection #3: “But if unrighteousness is necessary for God’s 
righteousness to be seen, how is it fair for him to judge?” Paul’s 
answer: “If that were true, God wouldn’t judge anyone in the 
world. And we all agree that He should.”

Objection #4: “Well then, if me sinning makes God look better, 
that means I should sin more so his glory is more clearly seen.” 
Paul’s answer: “I’ve been accused of saying this, but that’s just 
slander. Whoever says that is worthy of judgment.”   

All of these objections show us when deeply held views are chal-
lenged, as Paul was challenging the views held by so many Jews, 
reactions are going to be strong. Paul has just said a person isn’t a 
Jew who is one outwardly. A Jew is one who has the presence of 
the Spirit of God in his heart through faith in Jesus, the Messiah. 
It’s not knowledge of the Law or the rite of circumcision that 
makes a person a Jew, it’s faith in the Messiah. This was an at-
tack on everything they believed and so they come back with 
their own objections.

The more attached you are to your position, the deeper your 
SDVVLRQV�ZLOO�ĠRZ�DQG� WKH� OHVV�REMHFWLYLW\�\RXłOO�KDYH��7KLQN�RI�
the outrage in our own country just about 60 years ago when 
nine black students enrolled at formerly all-white Central High 
School in Little Rock, Arkansas, testing the Supreme Court ruling 
WKDW�GHFODUHG� VHJUHJDWLRQ�XQFRQVWLWXWLRQDO��2Q� WKH�ğUVW�GD\�RI�
classes the Governor of Arkansas reacted by calling in the state 
National Guard to bar the black students’ entry into the school. 
A few years later in Oxford, Mississippi, James Meredith, an 
African American, was escorted onto the University of Mississippi 
campus by U.S. Marshals. That set off a deadly riot. Two men 
were killed before the racial violence was quelled by more than 
3,000 federal soldiers.

When deeply held views are challenged reactions will be strong. 
It reminds me of something Frederick Buechner said, “If there 
is a terror about darkness because we cannot see, there is also 
a terror about light because we can see. There is a terror about 
light because much of what we see in the light about ourselves 
and our world we would rather not see, would rather not have 
be seen.” I believe that’s what Paul’s critics were experiencing. 
Paul was shining the light of truth on them and their dark world, 
DQG�LW�WHUULğHG�WKHP��

For some of us to drop our religion—the dangerous kind of re-
OLJLRQ�3DXO�KDV�EHHQ�H[SRVLQJ� LQ� WKLV�SDVVDJH�� WKH�NLQG�RI� UHOL-
gion that ultimately will send us to hell—if we’re going to truly 
embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ, which offers us forgiveness 
and a right standing with God not based on our own works but 
on the righteousness of Jesus Christ, we’ll have to be ruthlessly 
honest with ourselves and be willing to reconstruct how we 
think about our relationship with God.   

Think of it this way: it’s like we experience the death of a hus-
band. We were married to a man named Law. Law was a good 
man, in his own way, but he didn’t understand our weakness. 
Law came home every night and asked, “How was your day? 
Did you do what I told you to? Did you make the kids behave? 
Did you waste any time? Did you do everything I put on your 
list?” So many demands and expectations, and we really wanted 
to please him. But hard as we tried, we couldn’t be perfect. We 
could never satisfy Law. We forgot things important to him. We 
let the children misbehave. We failed in other ways. It was a mis-
erable marriage. Law always pointed out our failings. We never 
felt accepted. The worst of it was, he was always right! But his 
remedy was always the same: Do better tomorrow. We didn’t 
because we couldn’t.

Then Law died and we remarried, this time to a man named 
Grace. Grace comes home every evening and the house is a 
mess, the children are being naughty, dinner is burning on the 
stove, and all we’ve accomplished is reading People magazine. 
Still, he sweeps us into his arms and says, “I love you, I chose 
you, I died for you, I’ll never leave you nor forsake you.” We don’t 
understand such love. We expect him to despise us and reject us 
and humiliate us, but he treats us so well. 

2YHU� WLPH��ZH�ğQG�EHLQJ�PDUULHG� WR�*UDFH� LV� WUDQVIRUPLQJ�XV�
deep within, and it shows. We want to do the things that please 
him, not because we have to but because we love him. Being 
married to Law never changed us. We had no joy or peace with 
Law either. It was all just guilt and duty and fear.

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, why would you want to go 
back to the Law when you can live with Grace? Why would you 
want to rely on profession without practice, ritual without re-
ality, and objections without objectivity?

This manuscript represents the bulk of what was preached at CPC. For further detail, 
please refer to the audio recording of this sermon.


