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Insufficient
Since no one can keep the law perfectly, everyone needs a Savior.

ROMANS 2:17-29
We never make a sale every time we talk to a potential client. Athletes 
never hit every pitch, make every shot attempt, or complete every 
pass. Why? Because nobody’s perfect. And what’s true in these areas 
is also true in our spiritual lives. God’s standard is perfection, and 
none of us can reach that standard. That’s a problem. And that’s what 
makes Jesus’ work on the cross so important.

What are some things you’re really good at? How close are you to perfect 
in those areas? In what ways do you fall short?

Session 3

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Resources



26 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
ROMANS 2:17–3:20
In his early years, Paul received religious training at the feet of 
Gamaliel, one of the leading Jewish theologians of the first century. 
That meant two things. First, Paul knew how to develop a logical 
argument. Second, Paul knew the law inside and out. He knew about 
God’s standard of perfection, and he knew that humanity could never 
live up to that high standard. His training taught him that the only 
way people could bridge that gap was to keep the law to the best of 
their ability—and hope that they had done enough when the time 
came to stand before God.

By his own testimony, the apostle had come about as close to 
keeping the law as a human could. He told the believers in Philippi 
that if anyone could be confident in their good works, it was him. He 
had the right qualifications and held the right credentials. When it 
came to keeping the law, he was “blameless” (Phil. 3:4-6). But that 
wasn’t enough—for him or any other person. 

After spending most of chapter 1 detailing the sin and depravity 
of the Gentiles, Paul admitted that God’s chosen people fell short 
as well. If the law was the standard, then no one could escape God’s 
judgment (Rom. 2:1-16). The Jews had violated God’s law in many 
ways through the ages (2:17-29). Even though they knew a lot about 
God, they didn’t know His heart. They had disobeyed His commands. 
They had led other nations astray. They had relied on symbols like 
circumcision instead of trusting the Savior of the world.

When all was said and done, the Jews had no advantage over 
the Gentiles when it came to standing before God (3:1-8). All people 
find themselves in the same mess. They are sinful in God’s eyes and 
incapable of satisfying His demand for perfection (3:9-20). That’s why 
every person needs a Savior.

Read Romans 2:17-29 in your Bible. How would you describe the Jews’ 
attitude toward the law and their relationship with God? 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
HYPOCRISY REVEALED (ROM. 2:17-24)
17 But if you call yourself a Jew and rely on the law and boast in 
God 18 and know his will and approve what is excellent, because 
you are instructed from the law; 19 and if you are sure that you 
yourself are a guide to the blind, a light to those who are in 
darkness, 20 an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of children, 
having in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth— 21 you 
then who teach others, do you not teach yourself? While you 
preach against stealing, do you steal? 22 You who say that one must 
not commit adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor 
idols, do you rob temples? 23 You who boast in the law dishonor 
God by breaking the law. 24 For, as it is written, “The name of God 
is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”

VERSES 17-18

These verses provide insight into problems with the Jews. On the 
surface, these didn’t really look like problems. They looked like 
positive qualities that should be applauded. But Paul saw chinks in 
the armor of these “boasts.” What had once given the Jews strength 
had transformed into the fatal flaw of self-righteousness. 

First, they were taking undue pride in their status as God’s chosen 
people. The phrase translated if you call yourself a Jew can also be 
rendered “since you call yourself a Jew.” In their eyes, being Jewish 
meant everything in terms of righteousness before God.

Just as the Gentiles worshiped creation instead of the 
Creator, the Jews worshiped the law instead of the Lawgiver.

Next, they were relying on the law. Over time, the law God 
had given on Mount Sinai had become a god unto itself. Just as 
the Gentiles worshiped creation instead of the Creator, the Jews 
worshiped the law instead of the Lawgiver. Also, the Jews would 
boast in God. In truth, they were boasting in their special relationship 
with Him as the recipients of the law. 

Finally, they claimed to know and follow God’s will. Throughout 
their history, God had revealed Himself to them in ways no other 
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nation had seen. The law was a part of that revelation. Because they 
embraced the law, the Jews embraced the superiority of God’s plan 
over any other belief system—at least in words.

VERSES 19-20

Paul again used the word if to make explicit the assumptions many 
Jews held in their minds. They saw themselves as lights to the world. 
While the rest of the world wandered in darkness, the Jews believed 
they held the truth that allowed people to see God for who He 
really is. 

God had called Israel to teach other nations the difference 
between right and wrong. Most Gentiles were ignorant of God’s 
work in the world. It was the responsibility of the Jews to help them 
know God. But they had either assimilated to the pagan practices of 
their neighbors or completely withdrawn into a spiritual cocoon that 
protected their rituals. Neither approach fulfilled God’s plan. 

When God promised to make Abraham into a great nation, the 
Lord said the blessing wasn’t just for the patriarch and his offspring. 
The blessing was also for others—with its ultimate fulfillment in 
Christ (Gen. 12). The prophet Isaiah confirmed that God expected 
Israel to be a light for the nations and to teach them about His 
salvation (Isa. 60:1-3).

God’s people became self-centered and self-righteous, 
snubbing their noses at the very people they were 
commanded to help.

The Jews had failed to accomplish this mission. Instead of leading 
the blind, they had become stumbling blocks. Likewise, their teaching 
fell flat because they did not apply it to their own lives. God’s people 
became self-centered and self-righteous, snubbing their noses at the 
very people they were commanded to help.

How do you see self-righteousness expressed in the world today? How 
does today’s self-righteousness compare to what Paul was addressing? 
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VERSES 21-22

After listing all the reasons why the Jews believed they were superior 
to the Gentiles, Paul turned the tables in a startling way. He pointed 
out the Israelites’ hypocrisy by showing that they did not practice 
what they preached. Just like an accountant lists debits and credits on 
opposite sides of a ledger, Paul demonstrated how the Jews’ spiritual 
liabilities revealed their true spiritual condition. 

The Jews claimed to be teachers of God’s law, but Paul pointed 
out that they didn’t even follow their own teaching. He provided 
examples of the Jews’ hypocritical positions. The law clearly stated 
that they should not steal. But his question—do you steal?—implies 
a positive response. God’s people were guilty of breaking the very 
rules they demanded others keep. 

In addition to stealing, Paul questioned the Jews’ integrity in two 
other areas: adultery and idolatry. The Ten Commandments leave 
no wiggle room for either practice. The Jews were forbidden to have 
sexual relationships outside of marriage. God strictly warned them 
against serving any deity aside from Him. Yet they were guilty of 
both. They were unfaithful to their spouses and to their God. On the 
outside, they despised idolatry. In their hearts, however, they longed 
for the treasures found in pagan temples. The walk did not back up 
the talk.

VERSES 23-24

After calling out specific examples, Paul made a general statement 
about the Jews’ lack of scruples. By violating even one of the 
commands God had provided, they were guilty of violating the entire 
law. James also emphasized this point in his letter (Jas. 2:8-12). 

The Jews were no better than the Gentiles they judged. Both were 
guilty and needed a Savior. Sometimes, it’s tempting to write off 
some sins as too minor to worry about. We think God will somehow 
understand and let our sins slide because we’re generally good people. 
Paul stated this was not the case.

Referring to passages like Isaiah 52:5 and Ezekiel 36:20-21, Paul 
wrote that the hypocrisy of the Jews pushed the nations farther away 
from God. Their lack of integrity and sincerity gave the name of God 
a black eye among the Gentiles, leading them to blaspheme Him. 
The name that the Jews would not speak because of its holiness was 
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being abused and dragged through the mud due to their hypocrisy. 
The Jews claimed to worship God with whole hearts. But by breaking 
the law, they diminished God in the eyes of their neighbors. The 
missionary purpose of Israel had suffered, and God held the Jews 
accountable for their actions. 

OBEDIENCE REQUIRED (ROM. 2:25-27)
25 For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you 
break the law, your circumcision becomes uncircumcision. 26 So, if 
a man who is uncircumcised keeps the precepts of the law, will not 
his uncircumcision be regarded as circumcision? 27 Then he who is 
physically uncircumcised but keeps the law will condemn you who 
have the written code and circumcision but break the law.  

VERSES 25-27

God gave the Israelites circumcision before He gave them the law. 
Abraham had every male in his family circumcised, along with his 
male servants. Other patriarchs followed suit. Circumcision was 
intended to be a physical reminder of Israel’s relationship with God 
and responsibility before God. Though it had become a source of pride 
for Israel, it was actually a reminder of the nation’s failure. Because 
they had transgressed other parts of the law, their circumcision was an 
empty practice. 

To drive home his point even more deeply, Paul presented a case 
study of sorts. The apostle asked his Jewish audience to imagine an 
uncircumcised man—likely a Gentile—who trusted God and kept the 
law. In this scenario, the question was, “Who really pleased God?”

In the Gospels, Jesus startled His listeners by making a hated 
Samaritan the hero of a parable (Luke 10:25-37). Paul followed 
a similar tactic here, assuring the Jews that an obedient person 
honored God, even though he wasn’t circumcised. By obeying God’s 
commands, this individual would have shown more devotion to God 
than one who was circumcised but disconnected from God.

Circumcision was useful only if an individual kept the whole 
law perfectly. That was not going to happen. Paul emphasized that a 
genuine relationship with God does not rest in outward ceremonies; it 
is a matter of the heart. (See 1 Cor. 7:19.)

Paul summarized his emphasis on obedience with one last zinger. 
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Not only would an uncircumcised obedient man find favor with God, 
such a person’s actions would condemn the Jews, providing evidence 
of their unfaithfulness. For centuries, the Jews had judged others. 
Paul turned the table on their faulty theology.

Leaning on the law to find God’s favor only works if you keep 
the law perfectly.

God desires obedience from the heart, and anyone with genuine 
faith has access to the Father. Paul wanted his readers to understand 
that leaning on the law to find God’s favor only works if you keep the 
law perfectly. The Jews had broken the law, and circumcision could 
not change that. 

What religious practices might a person point to today in an effort to 
prove righteousness? 

HEART RECOGNIZED (ROM. 2:28-29)
28 For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is 
circumcision outward and physical. 29 But 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. 

VERSES 28-29

For centuries, the Jews had been known as God’s people, and 
circumcision had been the visible sign of that relationship. 
Paul understood that being God’s people was about more than 
following rituals. Being a child of God never depended on physical 
signs or ceremonies; it depended on faith in Jesus Christ. The children 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Man 

Only the grace of God can bring man into His holy fellowship and enable 
man to fulfill the creative purpose of God (1 Cor. 1:21-31).
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of God were not those who had been physically circumcised but those 
who had devoted their hearts to God by putting their faith in the 
Savior He sent, Jesus Christ.

God sees past the hypocritical masks and honors those who 
follow Him with all their hearts.

Beyond the issue of circumcision, Paul used another contrast to 
describe the new paradigm of faith—the letter and the Spirit. The old 
way of doing things focused on keeping the law to maintain a right 
relationship with God. But the letter of the law had given way to the 
power of the Spirit to change the heart. Instead of cutting away flesh, 
the Spirit cuts away sin. God sees past the hypocritical masks and 
honors those who follow Him with all their hearts.

How would you describe the Spirit’s work of circumcising a person’s 
heart? How might this be described today?

BIBLE SKILL:  Allow Scripture to interpret Scripture.

Read Philippians 3:5-11, identifying the things Paul notes about his life prior 
to becoming a Christ follower. How did Paul’s life confirm what he wrote 
in Romans 2? How is what Paul wrote to the Romans another way of Paul 
sharing his life experience? 
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IN MY CONTEXT
• A person’s inability to keep the law cancels any claims of 

self-righteousness.
• The profit of the law is found only in full obedience to the law.
• God looks at the heart of humans, acknowledging those with a 

heart dedicated to Him.

In what areas do you try to compare yourself positively to other people? 
What actions do you need to take to safeguard against comparing 
yourself with others?

How would you describe your level of obedience to God? Where are you 
just giving Him lip service? What will you do about it?

How can you and the members of your Bible study encourage one 
another to have hearts for God? List actions the group needs to take.

Prayer Needs
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