
EXPLANATION OF 45TH BIBLEBOOK
ROMANS 2:1-16 (April A.D. 67)

INTRODUCTION

In Romans 1, Paul showed that  the Gentiles are  experiencing God’s wrath and that they need God’s righteousness.
After hearing Romans 1, the Jews living in Rome were readily agreed that the godless and wicked Gentiles deserved
God’s wrath and could never, by their own works, secure the approval and favour of God. 

But the Jews still believed that God would judge the Jews in a different way than the Gentiles, because they thought that
the Jews were God’s chosen people and possessed unique privileges. They believed that in virtue of some promise of
God and the performance of some special duties (the law), they could claim exemption from God’s wrath. 

Paul proclaims God’s perfect righteousness towards all people by posing principles and criteria by which God judges all
people. God is perfectly impartial in his judgements (2:11). The purpose of Paul’s argument is to show that no one will
be justified by his own means. 

In Romans 2:1-16, Paul shows that also the Jews are  storing up God’s wrath for themselves and that also they need
God’s righteousness. 

OUTLINE

Theme. The Jews need God’s righteousness

(I) 2:1-4. God’s principles according to which he judges all people.
a. God judges a person as this person judges other people (2:1,3).
b. God judges a person’s deeds (2:2).
c. God’s patient character does not exempt people from his judgement (2:4). 
(II) 2:5-16. God’s criteria according to which he will judge on the final judgement day.
a. God’s final judgement is an absolute necessity (2:5).  
b. God’s final judgement will be universal (2:6). 
c. God’s final judgement will be just (fair) (2:7-10). 
d. God’s final judgement will show no favouritism (2:11).
e. God’s final judgement will be absolutely reasonable (2:12-16).

God’s criteria for judging Gentiles, Jews and Christians (2:12-15)
a. God’s criterion for the judgment of the Gentiles (2:12a,14-15).
b. God’s criterion for the judgment of the Jews (2:12a,13).
c. God’s criterion for the judgment of the Christians (2:12a,13).

How God will judge people on the final judgement day (2:16)

EXPLANATION

(I) 2:1-4. God’s principles according to which he judges all people.

2:1. Therefore you are (vipa) without excuse (defence)  1  , O man, whosoever you are when you pass judgement  2   (vppa)  
(on someone else),  for at whatever point you judge  3   (vipa) the other person, you are condemning  4   (vipa) yourself,  
because you, the judge (vppa), are practising (vipa) the same things. 
2:2. Now we know (by relationship, reflection, intuition)  5   (vira) that the judgement of God is (vipa) according to truth  
(is justly pronounced) against those who practise (vppa) such things. 
2:3. And do you imagine  6   (suppose)(vipn) this, O man who, though you pass judgement (vppa) on those who practise  
(vppa) these things, are doing (vppa) the same things, that     you will escape  7   (vifd) the judgement of God  ? 
2:4. Or do you despise (look down upon, treat with contempt)  8   (vipa) the riches of his kindness  9  , tolerance (holding  
back his wrath for the moment)  10   and patience (long before getting angry)  11  , not realizing (being ignorant)(vppa) that the  
kindness of God is leading (vipa) you toward repentance  12  ?

1 G: anapologétos
2 G: pas ho krinón
3 G: krinó
4 G: katakrinó
5 G: oida
6 G: logizomai
7 G: ekpheugó
8 G: kataphroneó
9 G: chréstotés
10 G: anoché
11 G: makrothumia
12 G: metanoia
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a. God judges a person as this person judges other people (2:1,3).

The Jews were hypocrites (2:1). The Gentiles were openly degenerate. They did what was evil (1:18) and approved of
people doing evil  (1:32). The Gentiles  did not condemn others for  the wicked things they did,  but  on the contrary
tolerated and even approved godlessness and wickedness. 

In contrast, the Jews  pretended that they were righteous and good. The Jews  condemned the Gentiles for the wicked
things they did, while they themselves were doing the very same wicked things (2:21-22)! The inclination to judge the
Gentiles for their religious and moral perversity was peculiarly a national characteristic of the Jews. Paul identifies the
Jews with the expression: “You, O man, whosoever you are when you pass judgement on others”. The fact that the Jews
judged others proved that they also knew God’s righteous decree that people who do evil things deserve death (1:32).
Therefore, not only the wickedness of the Gentiles is inexcusable, also the wickedness of the Jews is inexcusable (1:20;

2:1).  The blindness  and hypocrisy of  the  Jews  was  that  they judged the Gentiles  for  the very  wicked  things they
themselves  practised!  They  failed  to  realise  that  by  pronouncing  condemnation  on  the  Gentiles,  they  actually
pronounced condemnation on themselves! The knife cuts both ways. If a person cannot escape from his own judgement
and condemnation, how will he escape from God’s judgement and condemnation?

b. God judges a person’s deeds (2:2).

The Jews were presumptuous. They assumed that God would judge the Jews according to others rules than the truth
and reality. They thought that God would not judge them for their deeds, but on the basis of their national and spiritual
relationship to God.

They believed that on the basis of the following seven facts that they (and no-one else) were God’s special people and
therefore exempt from judgement: 
 They confessed faith in only one God13

 They prayed three times every day14

 They fasted four months every year15 and two times every week16

 They gave a tenth17, even three tenths of their income18 to their religion 
 They went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem three times every year19

 They were the physical descendants of Abraham20

 They were physically circumcised21

However,  God’s  judgement  is  in  accordance  with  the  truth.  God’s  judgement  was,  is  and  will  always  be  in
accordance with the facts how a person lived. Therefore God’s judgement is always completely impartial (2:11)22. Jews
do not  have any privileged position above Gentiles.  Jews must not  think that  they will  escape  God’s  sentence of
condemnation. 

c. God’s patient character does not exempt people from his judgement (2:4).

God showed  much  patience  with  the  Jews.  Throughout  the  history  of  the  Jews,  God  has  shown his  kindness,
tolerance and patience to the Jews. God expressed his kindness by regarding such an insignificant small nation as his
covenant people23. God expressed his tolerance by time and again restraining himself from punishing them for their
sins. And God expressed his patience by continually bearing their provocations against him. It took a long time for God
to get angry.  

However, the Jews showed contempt. Throughout their history and especially during the time that Paul wrote his
letter to the Romans, Jews despised God’s dealings with them24. They were so convinced of their self-righteousness that
they  rejected  God’s  grace  revealed  in  Jesus  Christ.  In  their  blind  and  hardened  presumption  they  completely
misinterpreted God’s kindness, tolerance and patience with them as a guarantee that God indulged their personal sins
and that God would not sentence them to condemnation! The Jews were convinced that the Gentiles needed to repent.
But the Jews were equally convinced that they themselves did not need to repent. 

13 Deuteronomy 6:1
14 Daniel 6:10
15 Zechariah 8:19
16 Luke 18:12
17 Malachi 3:10; Luke 18:12
18 Leviticus 27:30; Deuteronomy 14:22-29
19 Deuteronomy 16:16
20 Matthew 3:7-12; 8:10-12; John 8:30-44
21 Acts 15:1,7-11
22 1 Samuel 16:7; John 7:24; 8:16
23 Deuteronomy 7:7-9
24 Acts 13:42-52; 17:13; 28:23-28
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The Jews did not understand that the real purpose of God’s kindness, tolerance and patience with them was to lead them
to repentance25. So they persisted in their refusal to be led to repentance (10:21). 

25 2 Peter 3:9
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Paul is therefore not speaking about God’s  special grace which always leads to salvation (8:29-30), but he is speaking
about God’s  common grace which is designed to lead people to repentance26.  ‘Repentance’  means to change your
thinking about God, Christ, yourself and sin.

(II) 2:5-16. God’s criteria according to which he will judge on the final judgement day.

2:5. But because of your hardness  27   (stubbornness) and your unrepentant  28   heart, you are   constantly   storing up  29   (vipa)  
wrath against yourself for the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgement of God. 
2:6. who will   certainly   give (recompense)  30   (vifa) to each person according to his works  .
2:7. To those who by persistence  31   in good work   continually   seek  32   (vppa) glory, honour and immortality, (he will give)  
eternal life. 
2:8. But for those who out of selfish ambition and   continual   disobedience  33   (vppa) of the truth   constantly   obey  34   (vppp)  
unrighteousness, (there will be) wrath and anger  35  ,
2:9. tribulation (trouble)  36   and distress (anguish, torturing confinement)  37   for every soul of man (human being) who  
continues   to do (produce)  38   (vppn) evil: first for the Jew, also for the Gentile  ; 
2:10. but glory, honour and peace for everyone who   continues   to do (produce)  39   (vppn) good: first for the Jew, also for  
the Gentile. 
2:11. For there is (vipa) no partiality (the acceptance of appearance)  40   with God  . 
2:12. All who sin  41   (viaa) apart from the law (i.e. in ignorance of the law)  42   will   certainly   also perish  43   (vifm) apart from  
the law (i.e. though they did not know the law) and all who sin (viaa) in  44   the law (i.e. knowing the law) will   certainly  
be judged (vifp) by  45   the law  . 
2:13. For it is not the hearers  46   of the law (are) righteous in God’s sight, but the doers  47   of the law will    certainly   be  
declared righteous (vifp).
2:14. When Gentiles, who do not have (vppa) the law, do (vspa) by nature things of (required by) the law, they, even
though they do not have (vppa) the law, are (vipa) a law for themselves, 
2:15. since they show  48   (vipm) that the works of (required by) the law (are) written on their hearts, their consciences  49  
(are) bearing witness with  50   (vppa)(these laws), and their thoughts  51   making (legal) accusations  52   (vppa) or also (legal)  
defences  53   (vppn) between themselves  .
2:16. (All this will become clear) on the day when God through Jesus Christ judges (vipa) the secrets of men according
to my gospel. 

It is not correct to say that these verses deal exclusively with the law and not with the gospel, because Paul’s teaching
concerning the final judgement day is a part of the gospel (2:16)! 

Romans 3:20-24 and Romans 2:6-10 speak about different  issues.  Romans 3:20-24 speaks about the law with
respect  to  salvation  (justification).  The  ‘law’  is  God’s  righteous  requirement  for  salvation  (justification).  God  is

26 Acts 14:17; 17:24-27 
27 G: sklérotés
28 G: ametanoétos
29 G: thésaurizo
30 G: apodidómi
31 G: hupomoné
32 G: zéteó
33 G: apeitheó
34 G: peithomai
35 G: thumos
36 G: thlipsis
37 G: stenochória
38 G: katergazomai
39 G: ergazomai
40 G: prosópolémpsia
41 G: hamartanó, émarton
42 G: anomós
43 G: apollumi, apolesó
44 G: en
45 G: dia
46 G: akroatés
47 G: poiétés
48 G: endeiknumi
49 G: suneidésis
50 G: summartureó
51 G: logismos
52 G: katégoreó
53 G: apologeomai
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perfectly holy and righteous. On the one hand, his holiness and righteousness demand that all people in the world must
be completely holy and righteous as God himself is. On the other hand, his holiness and righteousness demand that all
their sins must be punished! The issue of salvation is determined in a person’s life before death. In the issue of salvation
the law can only condemn every person as guilty and lost. In the issue of salvation doing the works of the law only
brings a curse on one54. 
Romans 2:6-10 speaks about the law with respect to judgement (condemnation). The ‘law’ is God’s righteous measure
or standard for the final judgement (condemnation). The issue of the final judgement is determined at the end of history.
In the issue of the final judgement the law functions as the measure or standard by which unbelievers and wicked
people will be punished and believers will be rewarded. Then all people will be judged according to their good and evil
works55. 

The righteous people have eternal life. They have already been justified, because they believed in Christ and received
his salvation. They persevere in doing good. And they will receive the perfect fulfilment of eternal life, not on the basis
of their good works, but only by grace. The unrighteous people will only be condemned. The wicked people will be
condemned, because they did not believe in Jesus Christ and because they did evil things. And they will be punished
justly according to what their evil works deserve and on the basis of their imperfect works and in accordance with their
unholy and unrighteous works.

a. God’s final judgement is an absolute necessity – justice must and will be done (2:5).

The final judgement is absolutely necessary. Life is manifestly unjust! The good people suffer, the unselfish people
are exploited, the meek people are terrorised, and the poor people are deprived. On the other hand, the evil people
flourish, the selfish people make fortunes, the brutal people oppress the meek and the rich people cause the poor to get
poorer. Tyrants die peacefully in their beds while saints are tortured to death. If, as we are assuming, there is a God who
is all-powerful and good, how can he possibly allow the injustices in the world to continue? If he does nothing about all
the injustice in the world, either now or after this life in order to redress such gross injustice and put down such rampant
evil, then he is either not all-powerful and so cannot do it, or he is not good and so does not care! 

However, the Bible teaches very clearly that the Living God is all-powerful and good and that justice on a cosmic scale
will be done. All the people who ever lived on earth will be present at this final future judgement!

The final judgement day is an absolute necessity, because there are people (Jews and Gentiles) who do not repent or do
not want to repent. Instead they stubbornly persist in their unbelief, disobedience, godlessness and wickedness. 

The Jews stubbornly refused to repent. During the time of Paul, God was still patient with the Jews, because he did
not immediately execute his wrath against them, but postponed it till the final judgement day. Compare this with God’s
patience with Gentiles56.

However they are piling up wrath against themselves on the final judgement day. By refusing to repent, the Jews
are all the time piling up a treasure for themselves for the final judgement day. This treasure consists of God’s wrath.
Compare this with God’s wrath against the Gentiles  (1:18). ‘God’s wrath’ is the just reaction and fair expression of
God’s justice and truth against the sins of the Jews. 

On the final  judgement  day,  God will  execute  his  stored  up wrath against  the unrepentant  Jews (and  unrepentant
Gentiles)! 

b. God’s final judgement will be universal – for each Jew and each Gentile (2:6a).

God will judge each person, whether Jew or Gentile. 

c. God’s final judgement will be just (fair) – according to works (2:6b-10).
God is absolutely righteous and fair. The final judgement is described in the same way in the Old Testament and in
the New Testament. “Far be it from God to do evil, from the Almighty to do wrong. He repays a man for what he has
done; he brings upon him what his conduct deserves. It is unthinkable that God would do wrong, that the Almighty
would pervert justice”57. He “will reward each person according to what he has done”58. “For God will bring every deed
into judgement, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil”59. “We must all appear before the judgement
seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him, for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad” 60.
Thus Romans 2:6 says, “God will give to each person according to what he has done.” 

The final judgement will be according to works. The consistent message in the Bible is that God’s final judgement
will  be  according  to  deeds  (works,  actual  conduct).  It  is  important  for  people  from all  religions  in  the  world  to

54 Galatians 3:10
55 Ecclesiastes 12:14; 2 Corinthians 5:10; Ephesians 6:8
56 2 Corinthians 6:1-2; 2 Peter 3:9
57 Job 34:10-12
58 Psalm 62:12
59 Ecclesiastes 12:14
60 2 Corinthians 6:10
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understand that  no one will be  saved according to their works, but that everyone will be  judged according to their
works! Romans 2:6 does not imply that any person could or would be justified by his works! The consistent message in
the Bible is that salvation is on the basis of what God accomplished in Jesus Christ and that judgement will be on the
basis of what man accomplished through his unbelief, disobedience, godlessness and unrighteousness! 
The meaning of ‘doing good’ in Romans 2:7.  Romans 2:7 needs a good explanation. It says, “To those, who by
persistence in good work seek glory, honour and immortality, (God will give) eternal life.” If this verse is taken out of
its context it may seem that people (whether Christian or not) will be justified (saved) by their good works! 

However, because the letter to the Romans clearly teaches that no one will be saved (justified) by his works, Romans
2:7 cannot be contradictory and thus must mean something else. 

The immediate context teaches clearly what is meant by “the people who really do good”. The context clarifies what
Paul is teaching. Romans 2:8-9 teaches that people will be judged/condemned by their evil works. But Romans 2:7 does
not teach that there will be some people who could or would be saved/justified by their good works! 
 The people who really do good have not been saved or justified by their good works  . Romans 3:20-24 says: “No one

will be declared righteous in God’s sight by works (the works of the law).” Not a single person keeps or can keep
the law in such a way that he could be justified (saved) (8:7-8). The gospel is the good news that God made an eternal
plan to justify (save) people without the works of the law. While the law condemns all people of falling short of
God’s  required  perfection,  the gospel proclaims how Jesus Christ  justifies (saves)  condemned people.  The law
shows people that they need a Saviour and the gospel proclaims the Saviour. Righteousness never comes by the
works or accomplishments of man, but only by the work of Christ to make atonement for sins and to redeem lost
people.  
This righteousness of Christ is received by faith. 

 The people who really do good, do what is ‘good’ according to the Bible  . Jesus already divided humanity into two
groups: the hearers only and the doers61; those who try to preserve their life and those who lose their life62; those
who bring forth evil and those who bring forth good from their hearts63; the evildoers and the righteous64; those who
cause children to stumble and those who welcome children65; the proud and the humble66. Also James divided people
into two groups: those who claim to have faith but have no deeds and those who prove their faith by their deeds 67.
Likewise in Romans 2:7-10 the apostle Paul divided humanity into two groups: the righteous and the wicked. The
righteous already have eternal life; persevere in doing what is good in the eyes of the God of the Bible; seek or
aspire after the eternal things (glory, honour, immortality and peace); and receive the fullness of eternal life. The
wicked are self-seeking, reject the truth as revealed in Christ and the Bible, follow evil; and remain under God’s
wrath. 

It is thus the consistent message of the Bible that (merely secular) good works without these Christian aspirations are
dead works and that (mere) Christian aspiration without (biblical) good works is presumption. 

‘What is good’ in Romans 2:7 must be the opposite of ‘what is evil’ in Romans 2:8-9. ‘What is good’ must therefore be
defined by seeking glory, honour, immortality and the truth68! And it must be defined by actually doing the truth and
following what is good!  And ‘what is bad’ must be defined by seeking oneself, rejecting the truth and following evil.
This perseverance in doing what is good is what Jesus said in Matthew 24:13, “He who stands firm to the end will be
saved”69. Romans 2:7 formulates this same truth by combining perseverance in doing good and perseverance in aspiring
to the reality of salvation at the end of this age (the Christian hope in glory, honour, immortality). By combining ‘doing
good’ and ‘salvation’ Paul emphasises that these two truths may never be separated.  There is no ‘good’ apart from
salvation, because good works without salvation in Jesus Christ are dead works  .   And there is also no salvation apart  
from ‘good’, because salvation in Jesus Christ without good works is presumption. 

The real ‘good’ is perseverance in aspiring to the reality of salvation at the end of this age (2:7). The people who
persevere in doing good are focussed on the future reality of Christians: the Christian hope with regard to glory, honour
and immortality. They are the righteous people, who have been justified (saved) by grace through faith. They seek
(desire to attain,  strife  after)  the final  manifestation of eternal  life.  The terms ‘glory’,  ‘honour’,  ‘immortality’ and
‘peace’ describe the nature, value, durability and blessings of eternal life (2:7,10). 
 ‘Glory’ describes the nature of eternal life  . The word ‘glory’ refers to participating in the divine nature70 and to the

future expectation of Christians, namely the final transformation of everything at the second coming of Christ (5:2;

61 Matthew 7:24-29
62 Matthew 10:39
63 Matthew 12:35
64 Matthew 13:41-43
65 Matthew 18:5-6
66 Matthew 23:12)(cf. Matthew 11:25-26; 21:28-32; 25:29,46
67 James 2:14-26
68 John 8:32-36; 14:6 (Jesus Christ is the Truth); John 17:17 (The Word of God is the truth)
69 Colossians 1:22-23; Hebrews 3:14
70 2 Peter 1:4
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8:17). When believers in Jesus Christ die, they will see Jesus face to face71, their spirits will be transformed so that
their whole personalities will be conformed to the likeness of Jesus Christ and they too will reflect the glory of God
(8:17,18,21,29,30; 9:23)72.  And when Christ returns at his second coming, the mortal bodies of believers in Christ will be
resurrected and transformed to become like the glorious body of Jesus Christ himself 73. Then also the present earth
will be shaken and cleansed with fire and transformed into a new earth (8:21).

 ‘Honour’  describes the value of eternal  life  . The word refers to God’s  approval of believers in Jesus Christ in
contrast to his disapproval and reproach of the ungodly and wicked people especially at the second coming74. 

 ‘Immortality’ describes the durability of eternal life. The word ‘immortality’ refers to the imperishable nature after
the resurrection from the dead75. ‘Immortality’ refers to the hope of Christians in the resurrection of their bodies at
the second coming76. 

 ‘Peace’    (2:10)   describes the blessings of eternal life  .  While verse 7 uses the word ‘immortality’, verse 10 uses the
word ‘peace’. The word ‘peace’ refers to the complete absence of trouble and distress in the state of immortality,
that is, on the new earth77. Here on the present earth ‘peace’ does not merely refer to peace between nations on earth,
but peace in its highest sense, namely,  peace with God78, peace with Christians from every nation79 and  peace of
heart and mind in the full enjoyment of God unto all eternity80.

These aspirations to glory, honour, immortality and peace are the aspirations and expectations of born-again Christians,
not  of  non-Christians  or  unbelievers.  Only saved (justified)  Christians  can  have  such aspirations and  expectations
(hope)!  Thus in Romans 2:7 ‘those who persevere  in good works’81 refer to ‘those who aspire to Christ  likeness,
approval of God, hope and peace. It is to these righteous people that God will give eternal life in its full and final
phase! 

Believers of other religions and unbelievers in general do not have these Christian aspirations or expectations: they do
not believe in rebirth and transformation82 or in the resurrection from the dead83. They do not seek the approval of the
God of the Bible and do not make peace with him. The requirement of God’s law is not met in them (8:4a)84. And they
do not live according to the Holy Spirit, but only according to their sinful natures (8:4b)85. 

Conclusion. The people who persistently seek glory, honour, immortality and peace can only be believers in Jesus
Christ! They do not obtain eternal life by doing any good works, but their good works are an assurance to them that
God has given eternal life to them86. Because they possess eternal life, their life is characterised by perseverance in
doing good and by aspirations of hope.    

The real ‘bad’ is the persistent refusal to believe in the gospel (2:8-10). In Romans 2:8-9 those who are self-seeking,
reject the truth and follow evil refer to non-Christians and unbelievers . It is on these unrighteous people that God’s
wrath and anger remain (1:18)87 and God will finally assign them to trouble and distress in hell. They will perish (2:12)88. 

The people who seek themselves, who reject the truth as revealed in Christ and who follow evil are not focussed on the
future reality of Christians. They are the unrighteous (wicked) people, who have not been justified (saved) by grace
through faith. They seek themselves and their own opinions instead of seeking God and his revelation. They reject the
gospel. In the view of the early Christians, refusal to believe the gospel was the supreme disobedience! 

Although the truth revealed in God’s special revelation in the Old Testament is much greater than his truth revealed in
his general revelation in creation (1:19-20), the wicked among the Jews and the wicked among the Gentiles have this one

71 Philippians 1:23
72 1 Corinthians 2:7; 2 Corinthians 4:17; Colossians 3:4; 1 John 3:1-3
73 1 Corinthians 15:43; Philippians 3:21
74 Matthew 25:21; Hebrews 2:7; 1 Peter 1:7; 2 Peter 1:17; Revelation 4:9,11; 5:12-13
75 1 Corinthians 15:42
76 Romans 8:23; 1 Corinthians 15:42-54; 2 Corinthians 5:4; 1 Peter 1:4
77 Revelation 21:4
78 Isaiah 26:3-4; Romans 5:1
79 Ephesians 2:14-15
80 Philippians 4:7; Revelation 21:4
81 G: ergou agathou (good works)
82 John 3:3
83 1 Corinthians 15:19
84 cf. John 10:11
85 cf. 1 Corinthians 12:3
86 Luke 3:8; John 15:5,8
87 John 3:36
88 cf. John 3:18
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thing in common and that is that they both disbelieve the truth of the gospel! ‘The truth’ is Jesus himself89, the teachings
of Jesus90 and Gods’ Word (the Bible) in general91. 

It is very clear that the good works of Romans 2:7 are not any kind of works that are deemed ‘good’ in the eyes of
secular people, but works that are ‘good’ in God’s eyes, because these good works are completely based on ‘the truth’,
of God’s special revelation as it is revealed in Christ and the Bible. The truth is the gospel and whatever the Bible
teaches about the Christian faith and practice. The ‘good works’ must include faith in Jesus Christ92! “Whoever remains
an unbeliever, remains doomed … God’s wrath remains on him.”93

The Bible teaches very clearly that it is impossible to do what is ‘good’ in God’s eyes apart from Jesus Christ! John
14:6 says that no one in the whole world or history will come to God the Father but by Jesus Christ! Acts 4:12 says that
there is no other name than Jesus Christ given under heaven by which all people must be saved! And John 15:5 teaches
that apart from Jesus Christ a person can do nothing, that is, nothing good and nothing that has any lasting value in
God’s eyes! 

God does not show favouritism in the final judgement, because not the law revealed during the Old Testament period
and not the gospel revealed during the New Testament period will be the criterion in the final judgement, but the works
of man, no matter whether they have received the special revelation of God or not! God will judge a person how he
lived, no matter whether he had little or much knowledge of the law or the gospel! God will judge Jews with exactly the
same criteria as the Gentiles. A real good work is thus believing and accepting the truth of the Bible instead of rejecting,
suppressing or exchanging this truth by the so-called truths of non-Christians (the other religions) (1:18,25). A real good
work is obeying this truth in the Bible instead of doing wickedness. 

Conclusion. The people who really do good can only be believers in Jesus Christ! Only Christians do what is ‘good’ in
the eyes of the God of the Bible. The ‘good’ they do is NOT their so-called ‘good works’ (personal righteousness), but
the fact that they have received Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord and with him the righteousness which he earned94.
‘Eternal life’ is thus never earned or deserved by believers, but only given to believers in Jesus Christ! Believers of
other religions or unbelievers in general will not be saved by simply doing good works, because their good works are
not based on ‘the truth’ which the Bible teaches. Their good works are based on what their religions or they themselves
regard as ‘good works’ and these always fall far short of God’s demand of perfection! 

d. God’s final judgement will show no favouritism (2:11).

God will judge the Jews with exactly the same criteria as the Gentiles. The words, “first for the Jews, then for the
Gentile” (2:10) may not be interpreted to mean that God will deal more generously with the Jews than with the Gentiles.
God is the God of both the Jews and the Gentiles (3:29). God shows no favouritism (2:11)95. And God will certainly judge
the Jews with the same criteria that he will use for the Gentiles. 

Since in the order of history the Jews had received the gospel before the Gentiles, this order will also be followed on the
final judgement day. The Jews will be judged first (1:16; 2:10). If they are believers in Christ, they will be the first to be
publicly  pronounced  ‘justified’ and  rewarded.  But  if  they  are  unbelievers,  they  will  be  the  first  to  be  publicly
pronounced ‘condemned’ to eternal punishment (2:9)96. 

e. God’s final judgement will be absolutely reasonable (2:12-16).

God will judge people according to how much they know about God and God’s will. There are two groups of people in
the world: “The people who are apart from the law” and “the people who are under (literally ‘in’) (cf. 3:19) the law”. But
because “the requirements of God’s moral law” are written on the hearts of even the Gentiles and thus on everybody’s
heart  (2:14-15), the ‘law’ in this context must refer to  God’s special written revelation in the Old Testament. The two
groups must refer  to the people who live outside God’s Old Testament revelation (generally the Gentiles) and the
people who live within God’s Old Testament revelation (generally the Jews and later also the Christians). 

Because everybody possesses the law in one or another sense, not a single person can hide behind the excuse that he did
not know. Ignorance concerning God and God’s will is never complete (2:13-15)! On the final judgement day God will
judge men’s secrets through Jesus Christ (2:16)97.

Conclusion. These five criteria for God’s final judgement for both Jews and Gentiles prove that God does not favour the
Jews more than any other nation on earth! The Jews have no special privileges! 

89 John 14:6
90 John 8:31-32
91 John 17:17
92 John 6:28-29
93 John 3:18 G: pepisteuken, kekritai (2x perfect tense): John 3:36 G: menei (present continuous tense) 
94 cf. Matthew 10:18; John 6:28-29
95 cf. Acts 10:28,34-35
96 cf. Matthew 25:31-46
97 cf. John 5:22
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God’s criteria for judging Gentiles, Jews and Christians (2:12-15).

It is also not correct to state that the written Mosaic Law will be God’s criterion for judgement on the final judgement
day for both unbelievers as believers. Not the Law, but man’s works in the light of God’s revelation (including God’s
moral law) will be the criterion for judgement. 

a. God’s criterion for the judgement of the Gentiles (2:12a,14-15).

The Gentiles are outside God’s special revelation in Old and New Testament. Romans 2:14 and 15 is an elaboration
of God’s criterion for judgement of the Gentiles on the final judgement day. These Gentiles do not have God’s special
revelation. They do not know any part of the Bible and have not yet heard the gospel. 

“But how can the Gentiles, who do not have God’s special revelation, be regarded as having sinned?” The assumption
behind this question is that these Gentiles are ignorant of God’s law and that God would be unjust if he judged them for
something they did not know or had no choice. 

The answer is that although these Gentiles do not have the written law (the Old and New Testament revelations) they
nevertheless do ‘the things” required by the law that are written on their hearts. Therefore the Gentiles prove that they
have knowledge of God’s moral laws, because of two things: 

The Gentiles possess knowledge.  Since creation many Gentiles, who do not have God’s special revelation, pursue
lawful vocations, marry and have children, show filial and natural affection, care for the poor and the sick, and do many
other virtuous things which are also required by God’s special revelation (the revealed law). They do these things ‘by
nature’, which means, that this is their natural instinct or inclination in distinction from some law outside themselves,
which forces them to do something. The fact that these Gentiles do by nature the works of the law, prove that “they are
a  law to  themselves”,  that  is,  they  are  as  it  were  their  own law book and  they  themselves  reveal  God’s  law to
themselves!  Some of  their  own  actions  reveal  that  the  requirements  of  God’s  moral  law are  written  in  the  very
constitution of their human nature. It is important to notice that this ‘law’ (of which the requirements are written in the
natural constitution of every human being since creation), is not a different law than the written law that God later
revealed more clearly to the Jews through Moses (1447-1407 B.C.). 

The ‘conscience’ is a function of the human spirit and makes moral discriminations and judgements. The conscience
functions like an inward judge or inward monitor, requiring human beings to do what the law requires. The thoughts of
the human conscience sometimes condemn and at other times acquit the moral conduct of humans.

Gentiles, who have never heard God’s special revelation, cannot plead ignorance or innocence, because they all have
knowledge of God’s general revelation that is written on their hearts and their conscience functions as an advocate
accusing  them when they violate  God’s  law and defending  them when they live according  to  God’s  law  (2:14-15).
Moreover,  what Gentiles may be able to know about God is manifest  in  them, because they can clearly see God’s
eternal power and divine nature in his creation (1:19-20)98. The Gentiles are therefore not ignorant! 

The Gentiles will be judged according to their knowledge. Gentiles will certainly be judged on the final judgement
day.  Although they  have  never  heard  God’s  special  revelation,  they have  once  for  all  sinned  in  Adam  (5:12),  are
consequently born with a sinful nature99, committed sins throughout their lives and fall short of the glory of God (3:10-

12,23). The Gentiles are therefore not innocent (3:19-20)! 

The Gentiles will be judged: 
 according to their knowledge in the light of God’s general revelation (in creation, in the heart and in the conscience).

But because these Gentiles sin without knowing God’s special revelation, God will not judge them according to the
criteria of his special revelation! God will judge them according to their knowledge of his general revelation: their
knowledge of God (derived from the creation) and their knowledge of God’s moral law (derived from the moral law
written on their hearts). But the Gentiles will not be judged according to any law that they did not possess.

 and according to their works (2:6). But the Gentiles will not be punished for any work which they have not done. The
final judgement will be absolutely righteous (2:5) and absolutely fair (2:11).  

The Gentiles will be punished according to their knowledge and works. The Gentiles who have never heard God’s
special revelation will not only be  judged apart from God’s special revelation, but will also perish apart from God’s
special  revelation  (2:12).  Only those  people,  whom God chose  from eternity  to  be saved,  will  hear  God’s  special
revelation (the gospel) and will be effectively called to salvation (8:29-30)100. What God therefore reveals in his special
revelation (the gospel) about heaven and hell is therefore not directed to the Gentiles who have never heard the gospel. 

The only thing we can say about the Gentiles who have never heard the gospel is that God will judge and punish them
with absolute justice and fairness! They will be judged and punished according to how they have lived in the light of the
knowledge of God’s general revelation which they possessed. God will punish them according to their works  (2:6).
“That servant, who knows his master’s will and does not get ready or does not do what his master wants, will be beaten

98 cf. Psalm 19:1-6
99 Job 14:4; 15:14,16; 25:4; Psalm 51:5
100 2 Thessalonians 2:13-14; 2 Timothy 1:9-10
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with many blows. But the one who does not know and does things deserving punishment will be beaten with few blows.
From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with
much, much more will be asked”101.  There will be an exact correspondence in God’s final judgement between the
nature of people’s sin and the punishment they deserve! 

The godless and wicked cities of Sodom, Gomorrah, Tyre and Sidon did not possess the Old Testament or the New
Testament revelations. Therefore the final judgement day will be more bearable for them than for the Jews living in the
time of Jesus, who possessed the Old Testament and heard the gospel in the New Testament 102. There will therefore be
many different verdicts and many different punishments in the final judgement, based on different levels of knowledge
and obedience. 

God demands from Christians that their mercy should surpass their judgement103. Likewise with respect to God himself
we may expect that God’s mercy will also triumph over God’s judgement104! How, is not specified in God’s special
revelation. God has not revealed to us everything there is to know105! 

b. God’s criterion for the judgement of the Jews (2:12b,13).

The Jews are inside God’s special revelation, but have rejected the gospel. At the time of Paul, the people who lived
under (literally ‘in’) God’s special revelation in the Old Testament and have rejected the gospel were in general the
Jews.  In  contrast  to  the  majority  of  Gentiles  at  that  time,  the  Jews  sinned  with  full  knowledge of  God’s  special
revelation in the Old Testament. Many Jews also continued to sin after hearing the gospel (God’s special revelation in
the New Testament). 

The Jews will be judged and punished according to their knowledge and works. The Jews will be judged:  
 according to their knowledge of God’s general revelation (in creation, in the heart and in the conscience). 
 according to their knowledge of God’s special revelation in the Old Testament (in the Law and in the Prophets).

They will certainly be condemned for transgressing God’s laws in the Old Testament. 
 according to their knowledge of God’s special revelation, if they heard the gospel. 
 and according to their works (2:6). They will certainly be condemned for their unbelief106, for their disobedience and

neglect of doing what God requires107 and for their many sins that have not been forgiven108.

The Jews are therefore not ignorant and also not innocent! Jews who sin under God’s special revelation will be judged
and punished by God’s special revelation! With Jews there will be an exact correspondence between the nature of their
sin and their punishment. But because they had much more knowledge of God and his will than the Gentiles did, their
final judgement and punishment will be aggravated in accordance with the gravity of their sin109. 

The criterion for judgement will not simply be knowledge, but obedience of God’s special revelation. Many Jews
thought that simply possession and knowledge of the Holy Book of God (the Old Testament Scripture) would justify
them. The Holy Book was revered, kissed, handled with respect, discussed, debated and preached in their midst. Every
Sabbath, they heard the reading of the Book in their synagogues. Nevertheless, they did NOT DO what they heard. The
Jews  generally  neglected  the  most  important  aspect  of  the  Book  –  they  did  not  obey  its  contents!  
They did not live according to its teachings! Jesus condemned the Pharisees, because they did not practise what they
preached110. The Jews will be judged according to their works and not simply according to their knowledge. 

However, no one will be justified on the basis of his obedience to the law. When Paul says, “Those who do the law
(2:13) will certainly be justified”, he does not imply that Jews or anybody else could or would be justified on account of
their  obedience  to  the  law.  He does  not  imply  that  people’s  works  (deeds)  would  only  be  weighed  on  the  final
judgement day and that some would be declared righteous by God on account of their obedience to the law. The Bible
says very clearly, “No one will be justified by observing the law” (3:20,28)111. What Paul means is that the criterion of
judgement on the final judgement day will not be what one has heard or knows about the Old Testament, but how one
has lived according to the contents of the Old Testament!

God’s righteous requirement for salvation is nothing less than absolute perfect (100%) obedience to the law! Both the
Old Testament112 as well as the New Testament113 teach that all people who want to be justified or saved by keeping the

101 Luke 12:47-48
102 Matthew 10:15; 11:20-24
103 Matthew 9:13
104 James 2:13
105 Deuteronomy 29:29
106 John 3:18,36; 2 Thessalonians 1:8-9; Hebrews 4:2,6
107 Matthew 25:41-46
108 Matthew 6:14; John 9:41
109 Luke 12:47-48
110 Matthew 23:3; Luke 10:25-28
111 Galatians 2:16
112 Deuteronomy 27:26
113 Galatians 3:10; James 2:10
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law, must keep the law completely and perfectly. James 2:10 says, “Whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at
just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.” And Galatians 3:10 says, “All who rely on observing the law are under a
curse, for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law’.”

The Bible does not teach that God will justify or save people on the basis of their obedience to the law. Romans  
2:12b-13 teaches that God will judge those people who possess God’s special revealed law by that law. God’s special
revealed law says in Leviticus 18:5, “Keep my decrees and laws, for the man who obeys them will live by them”.  
Both the Old Testament114 as well as the New Testament115 teach that if there were people who could keep the law
completely and perfectly, they would be justified or saved. 

However, no human being qualifies, because no one can keep the law perfectly. All people who want to be justified or
saved by keeping the law are under God’s curse, precisely because there is not a single person in the world who can
keep the law! Romans 3:10 teaches, “There is no one who is righteous, not even one.” There is not a single person in
the world who will receive eternal life on the basis of doing the works of the law! So Romans 2:13 does not teach that
there will be some people who will be saved or justified by doing the works of God’s revealed law. 

c. God’s criterion for the judgement of the Christians (2:12b,13).

The Christians are  inside God’s special revelation and have accepted the gospel.  No one is born a Christian. A
person can only become a Christian by being born again116. Jesus proclaimed, “The Kingdom of God is at hand. Repent
(change your thinking) and believe the gospel”117. A person becomes a Christian by changing his old way of thinking
and old way of life by turning to the truth of the New Testament revelation, to Jesus Christ and his teachings. All
Christians heard the gospel (the special revelation of God in Christ) and most Christians also possess the Bible or parts
of the Bible (the special revelation of God in the Bible). 

The Christians will be judged according to their faith and their works. Genuine Christians will be  judged:
 according  to  God’s  special  revelation  in  the  New Testament,  especially  their  relationship  to  Jesus  Christ.  All

genuine Christians have been justified by their faith in Jesus Christ. This means that God has declared all genuine
Christians perfectly righteous in his sight and henceforth regards and treats them as perfectly righteous (forgiven and
accepted). Because Christians have already been justified (saved) by God’s grace through faith, on account of what
Christ has done for them, they will never be condemned to the eternal fire of hell118, but will be publicly vindicated
on the final judgement day119. Their names have been recorded in the Lamb’s book of life120 and they will inherit the
new earth together with Christ. Jesus Christ made atonement for all the sins of those who genuinely believe in him
(3:24-25; 5:9-10)121. He made atonement for their past sins, their present sins and their future sins122. The eternal life
they received (2:7) consists of a personal fellowship with God in Jesus Christ123, possession of the peace that passes
all understanding124, being filled with inexpressible and glorious joy125, knowing the glory of God in the face of
Christ126, experiencing God’s great love for them (5:5; 8:29) and living in the presence of God in Christ on the new
earth forever127. 

 and according to their works (2:6). This judgement will not determine their salvation (justification), but their reward
at the final judgement128. They will be judged according to how they have lived their justified (saved) lives 129. Their
lives will be judged in accordance with all the moral laws in the Bible and in accordance with all the teachings of
Jesus Christ in the Bible. Their works will be judged in order to test the quality of their faith and the fruit of their
salvation. 

114 Leviticus 18:5; Ezekiel 20:11
115 Romans 2:7; 10:5; Galatians 3:12
116 John 3:3-8
117 Mark 1:15
118 John 5:24
119 Matthew 25:31-34
120 Revelation 10:20; 20:15
121 cf. Mark 10:45
122 Hebrews 8:12
123 John 17:3
124 Philippians 4:7
125 1 Peter 1:8
126 2 Corinthians 4:6
127 Matthew 25:46; Revelation 21:1-5
128 1 Corinthians 3:12-15
129 1 Corinthians 3:11
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Nominal Christians will certainly be condemned. They will be condemned for their unbelief130, for their disobedience
and neglect of doing what God requires131 and for their many sins that have not been forgiven132.

The Christians are justified on the basis of Christ’s work of  righteousness and by means of their faith.  No
Christian will be justified on the basis of his obedience to the law or any of his works! God’s righteous requirement for
salvation is nothing less than absolute perfect obedience to the law. If there were Christians who could keep the law
completely and perfectly, they would be justified or saved. But no Christian qualifies, because no Christian can keep the
law perfectly (3:10,23)133. 

However, Christians are justified (saved), not on the basis of their own works, but  on the basis of God’s completed
work of grace through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The basis for their salvation (justification) is NOT
what they do, but what Jesus Christ has already done for them! And Christians receive their salvation or justification
(that is, the perfect and complete righteousness of Christ)134 because they believe in Jesus Christ. Their faith is not the
ground or reason of their salvation, but the means by which they receive salvation from God. 

The criterion for judgement will not simply be historic faith, but faith that bears works as its fruit.  Also with
Christians the criterion of judgement on the final judgement day will not be what Christians have heard or know about
the Old Testament and the New Testament, but how they have lived according to the contents of the Bible!

 Christians are   saved (justified)   on the basis of Christ’s righteousness  . Christians will never be saved or justified by 
a faith that is a pure historic faith, that is, a faith without the specific works that belong to salvation135. 
God’s judgement will not respect merely faith or justification by faith in the abstract136. He will respect faith and
justification by faith in its relationship to all the elements that comprise the saved state. In salvation, God’s grace
may not be emphasised to the extent that the Christian’s way of life is overlooked. Believers are not simply saved
from evil and every kind of unrighteousness, but also saved to live a life of holiness and every kind of righteousness
(6:19; 8:29)137. They are not simply saved from a meaningless and empty life, but also saved to live a very meaningful
and fruitful life in good works. 

 Christians are   rewarded   on the basis of Christ’s righteousness  . Christians will also be rewarded, not on the basis of
their  own accomplishments  and works  (which  are  always  imperfect),  but  on the  basis  of  what  God in Christ
accomplished for them, namely, the completed work of salvation of Jesus Christ (which is completely perfect).
However, they will be rewarded in accordance with their own works. Their good works are for them the proof or
clear evidence that they belong to those people whom God has saved by grace through faith 138. To some extent their
good works will also be the measure of their reward139. The good works of Christians are therefore also the criterion
of God’s judgement of Christians. 

 The criterion  for  good works is  God’s  moral  laws  .  They are the Ten Commandments  and all  the other  moral
teachings in the Bible. The moral law of God has not been abrogated for Christians. Although Christians are no
longer “under the law” (6:14), they nevertheless are “not free from God’s law, but under Christ’s law” (13:8-10)140. The
moral laws of the Bible are  not the means of justification, but they are  the guidelines how to live the justified or
saved life as Christians. 

Conclusion. When Paul says, “God will give to each person according to his works” (2:6), he includes Christians. The
good  works  of  Christians,  as  the  evidences of  faith  and  salvation  by  grace,  are  therefore  the  criterion  of  God’s
judgement also for the Christian. The good works of Christians have an indispensable place in the biblical doctrine of
salvation141.  

How God will judge people on the final judgement day (2:16).

People will be judged according to all their visible and invisible works (deeds).  Not just the outward actions of
people,  but  also  the  secret  or  hidden  actions  of  people  will  be  judged142.  This  is  especially  directed  towards  the
unbelieving Jews, who specialised in correct outward behaviour. In Romans chapter 2, Paul had repeatedly exposed the
fallacy of Jewish presumption. Now he also exposes  the foolishness of Jewish externalism. God’s judgement will be

130 John 3:18,36; 2 Thessalonians 1:8-9
131 Matthew 25:41-46
132 Matthew 6:14; John 9:41
133 Galatians 3:10; James 2:10
134 1 Corinthians 1:30
135 James 2:14-26
136 cf. James 2:19
137 Ephesians 1:1:4
138 Ephesians 2:8-10
139 Matthew 25:20-21; 1 Corinthians 3:14-15; 9:25; 2 Timothy 4:6-8; Revelation 14:13
140 Mark 12:30-31; 1 Corinthians 9:21
141 Matthew 5:16; Galatians 6:9-10; Ephesians 2:8-10; Titus 2:14; James 2:14-26
142 Ecclesiastes 12:14
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according to the truth, that is, according to the actual thoughts, motives, attitudes and actions of people. And it will
certainly include all secret and shameful action143. 

Jesus said to the hypocritical Pharisees, “”You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside you are full of greed and
wickedness. ... You are like unmarked graves, which men walk over without knowing it”144. “You are like whitewashed
tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the
same  way,  on  the  outside  you  appear  to  people  as  righteous  but  on  the  inside  you  are  full  of  hypocrisy  and
wickedness”145. 

People will  be judged according to Paul’s  gospel  (2:16).  This cannot mean that  the gospel will  be the universal
criterion of God’s judgement. The law as a part of God’s Old Testament special revelation is not the universal criterion
of God’s judgement (2:12). Also the gospel as a part of God’s New Testament special revelation cannot be the universal
criterion of God’s judgement (2:16). 

The universal criterion of God’s judgement will be the works of people   (2:6)  , that is, how they have lived in accordance
to the light of revelation they have received. What Paul means to say in verse 16, is that the gospel proclaims that God
will  judge the  good and  bad works  of  people  through the  Judge Jesus  Christ  on the  final  judgement  day146.  The
proclamation of God’s righteous judgement of all people and of all their secrets and deeds is an outstanding feature of
the Christian message. 

On the final judgement day, all people that have ever lived will stand before the throne of Jesus Christ to be judged
(2:16). The book of life will be opened and if anyone’s name was not found written in the Lamb’s book of life, he was
thrown into the lake of fire147. The book of life contains all the names of all true believers in Jesus Christ 148. Also other
books will be opened and people will be judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books149. 
Believers in Christ will not be condemned to eternal death150, but they will be judged for how they lived as Christians151.
People will not be judged for the sins of other people152. But people will be judged according to the quality of their own
works153. 

God’s grace does not dispense with God’s judgement  !   The proclamation of the gospel must include the proclamation of  
God’s grace as well as the proclamation of God’s judgement! The final judgement day is therefore an essential part of
the proclamation of the gospel. 

143 2 Corinthians 4:2; Ephesians 5:12
144 Luke 11:39,44
145 Matthew 23:27-28
146 Matthew 25:31-46; John 5:22,27-29
147 Revelation 20:12b,15; 21:27
148 John 5:24; 6:37; 10:28-30; 17:12
149 Revelation 20:12a,c; Matthew 16:27
150 John 5:24
151 2 Corinthians 5:10
152 Ezekiel 18:20
153 1 Corinthians 3:12-15
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