
Letter to the Romans 
Study 3: The Religious Need The Gospel

Read Romans 2:1-29

Therefore you have no excuse, O man, every one of you who judges. For in passing 
judgment on another you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, practice the very 

same things. (Romans 2:1)

As we listen to Paul rebuke the sinfulness of the irreligious world around us, we 
must be careful and resist the temptation to stand behind him and cheer him on 
by pointing fingers at those who practice such sinfulness. Paul’s intended 
purpose is to bring all of mankind down to an equal status before a holy God. 
The moment we begin to shake our heads at the irreligious world around us, 
Paul turns around to rebuke us as well.

Paul takes time throughout chapter two to address the sin of the Jews during 
his time. However, we can appropriately apply this rebuke to include the 
modern-day Christian as well. 

The religious people (whether Jew or Christian) who place their hope in their 
religious knowledge and rule-keeping are not exempt from the wrath of God. 
Just because we know the revealed truth of God's Word doesn't necessarily 
mean we are exempt from His judgement. 
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❖ Question #1: How do we know if we are rejecting the gospel by relying on our 
religion? Consider and discuss the questions below:
• Do you feel that you are a hopeless sinner, whom God would have a perfect 

right to cast off this minute because of the state of your life and your heart?
• When you consider how those outside the church live, do you shake your 

head and judge in your heart; or do you think: “I’m really no different than 
them; my sin just shows itself a little differently.”

• Do you, deep down, think there is no invisible recorder or that God will 
generally accept you for who you are? Or have you accepted that you are 
condemned based on your own standards for others and that you need a 
righteous standing that you could never achieve on your own?

We need to examine ourselves rather than seeking to condemn those who 
outright suppress or reject the truth about God. At least their immorality is 
consistent with their view concerning God; we claim to believe the truth about 
God but then do the same types of things that the irreligious do.

Paul is leveling the playing field. 

If we ever find ourselves feeling as if we’ve accomplished or achieved a higher 
level of spirituality than others, we’ve lost sight of the gospel.

Paul warns that we need to be cautious of setting ourselves up as the judges of 
God’s standard. We must certainly not approve of the sinfulness of others (v. 
1:32), but we aren’t to look down on others either in a way that magnifies their 
sin while minimizing ours. 
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When we condemn others, we are expressing our awareness of the wrongness 
in their certain behaviors. So then, when we go and do these same things, we 
are basically admitting that we know its wrong, but we’re going to do it 
anyway. It’s one thing to act wrongly. It’s a greater thing to show acute 
awareness of what’s wrong (by condemning others) and then go and do it 
anyway.

The twentieth-century theologian Francis Schaeffer uses the example of an 
“invisible tape recorder” to show how the standards on which we judge others 
stores up wrath for ourselves on the Day of Judgement. Imagine an invisible 
tape recorder strapped around our necks recording everything we say to others 
about others on how others ought to live. Then, on the Day of Judgement before 
God, imagine God saying, “I’m just going to judge you based on what your own 
words say are the standards for human behavior.” Would we be able to escape a 
guilty verdict?     

“Our problem is that we fail to feel the weight of the law. We are so hardened in our sin 
and so accustomed to our corruption that we give our attention not to the law of God 
but to the social customs of our culture, and we measure ourselves in conformity to 

those customs rather than against the standard of God’s perfect righteousness.” 
- R.C. Sproul

There were many Jewish people who falsely assumed that their covenant 
relationship with God would shield them from final judgment. They thought 
that blessings such as God’s kindness, forbearance, and patience towards them 
proved obedience to His standard and so they condemned those who failed to 
look and act like they did. 
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There are many of us in the church who make the same false assumptions. We 
assume that since life is going well we must be right with God, and others 
should be more like us. We think “Surely, we aren’t going to have to worry about the 
wrath of God. That’s only for the really bad and irreligious people like the ones described 
in chapter one.” 

The idolatry of the irreligious is plain and obvious. However, the more deceptive 
and subtle idolatry of the religious person is found in their worship of their 
own ‘goodness’.

❖ Question #2: What are the sins you are tempted to excuse in your own life 
while condemning them in others? What are ways we try and convince 
ourselves that we’re really not that bad?

Moralism is the most popular religion in the world. Relying on our obedience to 
God for salvation is the same kind of self-centeredness and rejection of the 
gospel as utterly ignoring obedience to God at all.

The Jews were morally decent and religiously active, but Paul makes clear that 
neither of these things makes us righteous. We may call ourselves Christians 
and study our Bibles and have strong feelings for God and memorize verses 
and know answers to tough questions and lead others to Jesus through Bible 
studies that we lead and yet still find ourselves misplacing our hope and 
worship in the idolatry of our own morality and goodness.  
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“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 that you can 

show others how much you know, and argue with them, or are you applying the truth to 
yourselves?… 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 is a sense 

in which the more you know of [the Bible], the more dangerous it is to you, if you do not 
apply it to yourself.” - Dr. Martin Lloyd-Jones

Whenever we walk around assuming a much higher righteousness than we 
truly possess is it any wonder that those outside of the church view us as two-
faced hypocrites and liars? The Gentiles in Paul’s day, like non-believers today, 
were rejecting God for the way they were treated by those claiming to be His 
people. Self-righteous moralism is always distasteful and unattractive. Only a 
clear understanding and acceptance of the gospel will produce a people that are 
attractive to the rest of the world around them.

❖ Question #3: How can you live a life that makes Jesus attractive to the world 
around you? What is a practical way we can begin to help those around us 
who are oblivious to where they stand before God realize their desperate need 
for His grace as revealed through Jesus and what He accomplished?

We must stop putting any hope whatsoever in our own false sense of goodness 
and self-righteousness. For no one is a child of God who is merely one 
outwardly, nor is faith outward and physical. But a true child of God is one 
inwardly and true faith is a matter of a heart changed by the Holy Spirit.
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The reality of the gospel is that there are no exemptions or excuses to help us 
escape the wrath of God. Self-righteous religion is just as much a rejection of 
God as self-centered irreligion. 

Hearing the gospel doesn’t save the Christian moralist and never hearing the 
gospel doesn’t excuse the immoral secularist. If you’ve heard the gospel, be 
thankful that you have! The Rescuer has extended His hand to you; let go of 
your goodness and embrace His grace. Jesus is the only Way of escaping the 
judgement and wrath of God. We need the gospel more than our goodness.
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Summary Statements:

❖ If we ever find ourselves feeling as if we’ve accomplished or achieved a higher 
level of spirituality than others, we’ve lost sight of the gospel.

❖ The more deceptive and subtle idolatry of the religious person is found in their 
worship of their own ‘goodness’.

❖ Self-righteous religion is just as much a rejection of God as self-centered irreligion.

❖ We need the gospel more than our goodness.


