What in the World is God Doing?
Part 4: No Escape
Romans 2:1-16
Therefore you [singular] 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. 2 We know that the judgment of God rightly falls on those who practice such things. 3 Do you suppose, O man—you who judge those who practice such things and yet do them yourself—that you will escape the judgment of God? 4 Or do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not knowing that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance? 5 But because of your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will be revealed. 

6 He will render to each one according to his works: 7 to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; 8 but for those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury. 9 There will be tribulation and distress for every human being who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek, 10 but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek. 11 For God shows no partiality. 

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

Dr. Paul is diagnosing the human condition for us in these first three chapters of his letter to the Church of Rome.  Our deadly congenital heart disease is called ungodliness, the refusal to trust God.  The disease has numerous symptoms, some of which Paul listed for us in 1:18-32.
All of those symptoms, including gossip, coveting, lying and grumbling, are forms of self-worship demonstrating how the sons of Adam and daughters of Eve exchanged trusting Creator God for created things and other creatures as the means of their satisfaction.  God’s response to human self-worship was to judge mankind by pushing them further into their idolatry – all their sins, both sexual and non-sexual in nature.
Nowhere in the letter does Paul speak about any one sinful act as evidence of God’s judgment on a particular nation or culture! Paul’s concern is not a national morality but an alien righteousness as the only cure for the disease of ungodliness.  It is “alien” because it comes from outside, not inside, sinners.
The apostle will stress this even further in our text this morning by means of an ancient literary style called a diatribe, “an imaginary dialogue with a student or opponent.”
  In chapter 1, Paul used the 3rd-person plural, “they” to describe mankind’s disease and its symptoms.  But he shifts to the 2nd-person singular, “you” here in 2:1.  Paul is putting a fictional representative of fallen humanity on trial.
Like all of Romans, Paul’s argument is not medical but legal.  So we’ll shift from medical terminology of disease and symptoms to the legal terminology of justice and judgment as Paul shows us that there is NO ESCAPE from God as judge, jury, and executioner.
Our passage this morning shows us two things about God as judge: (1) God judges people’s actions; and (2) God judges impartially.
I. CRIMINAL JUSTICE OVERVIEW 
A. Human Justice
1. In most Western criminal justice systems, there are several ways an offender can escape the justice system: 
2. He may never be identified and captured; 

3. He could flee beyond the court’s jurisdiction and/or assume a new identity; 

4. If arrested, he might be able to make a jail break or skip bail and remain at large.

5. He might be captured and evade punishment because of a breakdown in the legal process, such as a missing witness or a botched investigation or prosecution.
6. Paul the prosecutor assures us there are no such hopes in the divine justice system.  There is no escape; there is no hiding; there is no breakdown in the process.
B. Divine Justice
1. Prosecutor Paul is summing up the courtroom language of the Old Covenant.
2. God identifies all human acts of defiance against his Law. David sang, “O Lord, you have searched me and known me! 2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar. 3 You search out my path and my lying down and are acquainted with all my ways. 4 Even before a word is on my tongue, behold, O Lord, you know it altogether” (Ps. 139:1-4).
3. No one can flee his jurisdiction.  “You hem me in, behind and before, 

4. and lay your hand upon me.…7 Where shall I go from your Spirit? 

5. Or where shall I flee from your presence?” (vv. 5,7).
6. There is no failure in the divine legal process.  Deut. 32:4, “The Rock, his work is perfect, for all his ways are justice. A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and upright is he.”
7. The words judgment and “justice” are closely related.  “Justice” describes the quality of being righteous, impartial.  Judgment is the activity of rendering a righteous decision.

8. Theologians teach God’s justice has 3 aspects: rectoral justice (God rules rightly over all people and things); distributive justice (rewarding good and punishing evil; Rom. 2:6); and, redemptive justice (evangelical justice; God’s work of justifying sinners by means of trust righteousness).

9. These three aspects of justice appear throughout Romans.  But chapter 2 deals primarily with God’s distributive justice, rewarding good and punishing evil.

10. Prosecutor Paul has demonstrated the guilt of all mankind generally in chapter 1 (with some emphasis upon pagan Gentiles).  But now, Paul turns his attention to the imaginary man standing next to his who had been nodding his head and pointing his finger at all those “unrighteous people.”
11. “You preach it, Paul!” cheers the bystander.  “They are an abomination to God and to descent, upright pro-family folk everywhere!”  
12. Paul turns, looks at his cheerleader, and calls him to the witness stand to prove the man’s hypocritical self-righteousness.  The moralist is now under indictment for capital crimes.  Life or death is on the line and there is no escape.
II. ATCUS REA (2:1-11)
A. Therefore You (1-3)
1. As Paul turns to call the self-righteous cheerleader to the stand, he begins his accusation with the word “Therefore….”  It is a strong linking word drawing us back to 1:32, “Though they know God’s righteous decree that those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them.”
2. God’s Law is written into every human conscious and no sinner can suppress all of it all of the time.  His self-love may attempt to censor and rationalize his guilt, but ultimately he proclaims the truth of universal guilt; he is simply content to apply it to other people and not himself.
 
3. In 2:2, he tells the self-righteous man that God’s judgment “rightly falls on those who practice such things”; the word “rightly” means “according to the truth of actual events.”  God judges according to reality, not self-perception.
4. We may not be able to go more than a few hours without a good rationalization, but God sees through even the lies we tell ourselves, our protests of good intentions, and our situational ethics.

5. 1 Samuel 16:7, “For the Lord sees not as man sees: man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”  God knows what man can only guess at: the motive for the crime.  
6. A guilty mind is an element of certain crimes; but men have to infer a guilty mind based upon the actions of the accused.  God does not rely on inference; He judges according to the truth of mind (mens rea) and the actions reflecting it (actus rea).
7. Verse 3, “Do you suppose, O man—you who judge those who practice such things and yet do them yourself—that you will escape the judgment of God?”  The stress lies upon the second “you” because there are always those who think they can escape the inescapable by pointing their fingers at others, hoping God will grade on a bell curve.
8. “Sure, maybe I get a little carried away sometimes but I’m no Caligula!  Maybe my concern over a situation could be considered gossip or grumbling, but I have valid reasons for the way I feel; if it IS sin, it’s not really BAD sin.”
9. The “Or…” in verse 4 introduces the idea that a poor estimate of God’s goodness gives the self-righteous man a license to sin covertly.  Paul is beginning to bear down on the Jewish listeners as his “hidden target” in this passage (he doesn’t yet mention them by name).
10. God has long made good promises of Messiah and has been patient with his people to allow them time to enter into Messiah’s kingdom blessings.  But they have made an idol out of the Mosaic Law, treating it as a means of earning God’s acceptance and hardening their hearts to His gracious offer of trust righteousness.
B. According to Works (4-11)
1. Paul warns the self-righteous man that God’s judgment will be according to works.  The self-seeking earn God’s wrath and fury for obeying unrighteousness.  
2. But “to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life.”  How do we reconcile these two promises, life and wrath, with justification through trust righteousness?
3. First, there is the undeniable biblical theme that those who have hardened their hearts and refuse to trust God are truly wicked.  Paul has hammered away at this idea in the first chapter.
4. Second, it is vital to remember how God’s Word imposes upon itself the construct of Law and Gospel.  Many modern teachers have rejected that crucial distinction taught by all the early reformers.     
5. It’s crucial to know that Paul is preaching on God’s Law here in Romans 2, not the Gospel.  “It is a continual seeking after eternal rewards, accompanied by a persistent doing of what is good, that is the condition for a positive verdict at the judgment. Paul …goes on to show that no one meets the conditions necessary for this principle to become a reality. This is the conclusion to which Paul is driving throughout this part of Romans (cf. 3:9, 19–20).”

6. Consequently, the Law can only condemn because no fallen human has the capacity for “patience in well-doing” (Rom. 3:20).  For the ungodly to be made right with God, it must be apart from law or works (3:21).

7. Paul isn’t denying salvation by trust alone, he is attacking the he Jews’ conviction that their corporate election, combined with sincere intention to obey the law, sufficed for salvation.

III. JUSTICE IS IMPARTIAL (2:11-16)
A. Religion is No Bribe
1. Remember: Paul’s central theme in these first 3 chapters is that God’s judgment is just; it deals with both Jew and Gentile in the same way.  
2. Each is judged by the standards of God’s Law – written on the Gentile’s heart (14-15) and on stone tablets for the Jews (12-13).
3. “11 For God shows no partiality.”  Sinners die.  There is no bribing the judge, no running from his jurisdiction, no hope for a flaw in the trial.  Religious connections will not sway the judge.
B. Stone and Conscience
1. If God’s Law can only condemn, then tablets of stone are of no more benefit to salvation than the innate law written on the pagan’s conscience (v. 15).
2. 13 For it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous [dikaios] before God, but the doers of the law who will be justified [dikaioo].  The sense of the adjective “righteous” and the verb “will be justified” is the same: they are legal terms.
3. Doers of the Law are just by definition and in reality; they do not need to be MADE righteous.  The word “justify”, then, can only mean to be DECLARED right with God.

4. Everywhere Paul uses this word in the doctrinal sections of Romans, it has the same meaning -- not to MAKE righteous, but to DECLARE righteous.
5. Any doubt about that ought to melt away when we see this verb in 3:4, “Let God be true though every one were a liar, as it is written, ‘That you may be justified in your words, and prevail when you are judged.’” 

6. God does not need to be MADE righteous.  But he must be DECLARED righteous.   That provides us crucial insight into the nature of the divine act of God justifying the sinner.

7. 14 For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. Does that mean Gentiles are Law-keepers?  No.  Only that everyone everywhere can partially keep some of God’s law some of the time.
8. Pagans can honor their parents, pay their debts, offer kindness to the poor out of their consciences just as the Jew would do out of partial obedience to the tables of stone.  

9. But neither Jew nor Gentile can achieve the perfection required by God. When either does something in line with the Law and/or their conscience, then their conscience excuses them.  When either violates the Law, his conscience accuses.
Paul concludes with a reference to the great Day of Judgment, “that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.”  The secrete thoughts of the Gentiles will be held against them just as all violations of the Mosaic Law will be held against the Jews. “…the inner witness of the conscience and conflicting thoughts (v. 15) are known to God and destined to be revealed on the day of judgment.” 

Paul says it is Messiah who will judge both Jew and Gentile and there will be no secretes.  What you hide in your heart, what you tell no one about WILL be known by God as you are judged by Jesus.
“Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account” (Heb. 4:13).  Before their rebellion, Adam and Eve were naked and unashamed.  They were totally exposed and totally without secretes.  Secrecy and sin go hand-in-hand – the terror of having our worst thoughts (things we never share with anyone!) uncovered, laid bare by Jesus Christ.

On that first day of rebellion, our first parents were expecting death (for they were promised death for disobedience).  But the death that came that day was not theirs but the death of a substitute – animals killed by God, innocents killed in place of the guilty.  And they didn’t have to remain naked; God clothed them in the covering of their substitute.
“This is what must be done for us. We cannot escape from our guilt. The guilt is there and is well documented. We can try to deny it, but everything in our lives, culture, and psychological makeup will refute the denial. We show our guilt by doors and blinds and shower curtains and the clothing industry—as well as by our calculated attempts to hide from one another. 
“These patterns testify to the truthfulness of the Word of God. But the gospel tells us that God deals with this guilt. He does not just deny, forgive, or forget it. He deals with it in Jesus Christ. Christ died for sin; the penalty of sin has been paid. Now God covers those who have believed in Christ with Christ’s righteousness.  He doesn’t MAKE them righteous, he declares them righteous by means of their trust in Christ’s perfection and sacrifice:
Jesus, thy blood and righteousness

My beauty are, my glorious dress;

’Midst flaming worlds, in these arrayed,

With joy shall I lift up my head.”

Without Jesus’ blood and righteousness, there IS NO ESCAPE.
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