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“Self-Righteous Condemned” 
Romans 2:1-16 

 

 
God does not grade on the curve. Not even the most moral person is good 
enough to meet His perfect standard of righteousness. Only the grace of God 

given to us in Jesus Christ can provide the righteousness that we need. 
 

- How many, if not most people in our world approach God  

o as long as I’m better than most people, then I’m good in God’s eyes.  

o they approach life like a bell curve 

o Righteousness is a relative measure – just beat the average 

- Number of names we might use to describe that attitude: 

o self-righteous 

 looks to his above-average behavior as proof of his right standing before God 

 looks at others & says, “I’m not as bad as that guy, so I’m doing okay.” 

o legalist 

 believes he can earn God’s love and approval by keeping his moral checklist  

 “God will have to bless me cause I’ve kept the list!” 

 classic example = the Pharisees – turned God’s Law into a checklist of 613 

outward practices  

 keep the list and you’re better than everyone who doesn’t 

o religious 

 assumes his practice of religion makes him righteous  

 in Paul’s day – especially true of the Jews 

 God’s covenant people – practiced the Jewish religion – surely they 

were assured of His blessing 

 in our day and age – any religious person who assumes that attending 

temple, mosque, or church earns God’s approval 

 whether Hindu, Muslim, Jew, or even Christian  

 thinks they are righteous because they are religious  

o For the sake of simplicity – I will lump all 3 into first title 

- How do you know if this is you? How do you know if you are self-righteous in your 

approach to God?  

o ask yourself this question: if you were to die today...  

 “Why should I let you into my heaven”  

 if you would answer by pointing to any good thing you have done or bad thing 

you have avoided... 

 then you are approaching God this way 

 

Today’s passage speaks to the self-righteous person...  

Is righteousness a bell curve?  

Does God grade on a curve – just beat the average and you’re good?  

That’s the question our passage answers.  

 

But before we get there...First, review the context 

- Big idea of Romans – read 1:16-17 

o The gospel reveals the righteousness of God 

 right in WHO HE IS 

 right in WHAT HE DOES  

- Section 1: God is righteous in judgment – 1:18-3:20  

o God is righteous in judging and condemning human sin 



- Begins with a summary in v18 – read v18  

o God’s wrath revealed against all sin 

o v19-32 – the most egregious sins that human beings commit  

o As Paul lists these sins out, you can hear the self-righteous say... 

 “Amen! You go Paul! Condemn those wicked people!” 

- Natural for the self-righteous to assume 1:18-32 does not apply to them. 

 

But wait, says Paul – you’re not off that easy...  

 

Read 2:1-5 – begins with an indictment... 

 

1) Indictment: Self-righteous condemned 

- Paul switches to 2nd person singular  

o imagining a person in his audience – religious, comes to church 

o someone who conceives of righteousness as a bell curve 

o because he’s above average, he sits in judgment over everyone below average 

o That’s what self-righteous people do: judge those who seem less righteous 

 “Wow! Because I don’t do that awful thing and that awful thing... I am better 

than you.”  

o That’s the root attitude Paul is addressing: someone who thinks that he or 

she is better than other people – that they are above average on the bell curve of 

life – that’s the self-righteous person. 

- What’s his problem? 

o in reality, he’s as guilty as everyone else.  

o Paul brings him into God’s courtroom to show that he’s just as guilty 

- Why is he just as guilty?  

o Because he “practices the same things” – his life is as full of sin and evil as all the 

people he is judging 

- Now how can Paul say that?  

o This is a religious man – avoids the gross idolatry & immorality of ch1 

 Not a drug dealer, murderer, adulterer, thief  

 an upstanding citizen.  

 How can Paul say that he practices the same things? 

o Look back at the end of chapter 1 – read 1:28-32 

o Look past the outward, flagrant sins – look at the internal sins: 

 envy, deceit, malice, gossips, arrogant, boastful, unloving, unmerciful...  

 is there any person that hasn’t fallen to one of those? No!  

o When the bar of sin is raised to the level of attitude – we all fall short 

o Especially the self-righteous man!  

 by definition, he’s committing the sins of pride & lack of love 

 Ill: like teaching kids to pray 

 “Johnny didn’t close his eyes for the prayer!”  

 By tattling, you’ve revealed that you’re just as guilty. 

o By comparing himself to others, he reveals that he’s just as guilty 

o ironic hypocrisy: by priding himself on being above average, he demonstrates that 

he is no better than average!! 

- The self-righteous man desperately needs to see the true standard of God’s 

righteousness.  

o He is not as good as he assumes he is. 

 

- That was actually the message that Jesus preached as often as any other... 

o most famous sermon = Sermon on the Mount – Mt 5-7 

o Most important purpose: challenge the complacency and pride of the self-righteous 

Jews to whom Jesus spoke 

o Jesus was usually speaking to a self-righteous audience  

 exactly the kind of people Paul’s addressing in chapter 2 



 assumed that they were right with God because they were religious Jews  

o Jesus, the Messiah, arrives to bring them salvation – but they aren’t interested 

 “We’re Jews, we’re way better than the rest of the world. You want to save 

them? Fine. But we don’t need your help!” 

o How does Jesus respond on the Sermon on the Mount? 

 5:21-22 – their standard = don’t murder – true standard of God = don’t hate 

 5:27-28 – their standard = don’t commit adultery – true standard = don’t lust 

 5:20 – “unless your righteousness surpasses...” – those are fighting words! 

 Pharisees 613 outward commands were not sufficient.  

 evil desires and thoughts constitute sin just as much as do evil actions 

o So, by Jesus’ standard, the self-righteous man is just as guilty 

- That leads Paul to the conclusion of v2:  

o God is “right/righteous” in condemning the self-righteous because he is just as guilty 

as everyone else 

 

- Unfortunately, the self-righteous man doesn’t realize that.  

 

- Self-righteous people are blind to reality – make 3 errors in judgment that lead to 

their sin & condemnation: 

o 1) v3 – wrongly assumes that because he is able to judge other people, he won’t be 

judged.  

 He’s on God’s side after all – judgment’s for those people 

o 2) v4 – wrongly assumes that since he is not being judged now, he won’t ever come 

under judgment.  

 looks at the blessings in his life as proof that he is approved  

 Wrong!  

 Why has God not entered our world in judgment? Because He is patient – 

giving humanity time to repent 

 2 Pet 3:9  

 But the self-righteous man doesn’t see it that way – sees no need to repent – 

He’s above average after all! 

o 3) v5 – wrongly believes that his deeds are storing up treasure of rewards in heaven 

– in reality, his deeds are storing up a flood of wrath on the day of judgment. 

 This is the saddest reality for the self-righteous man 

 Opposite – his self-righteous deeds = pride – therefore, they are sin 

earning wrath 

- His situation is desperate – worthy of God’s wrath 

- But can’t see it – Why? 

o v5: “stubbornness” = lit: “hard of heart” 

o no longer sensitive to God’s conviction or truth 

 

But Paul’s not ready to give up on him yet.  

- Reasons with him – explains the indictment 

- “You’re convinced you can earn God’s approval. You know what, you’re right! You can earn 

it if you live up to God’s standards – so let’s see what those are.” 

 

2) Explanation: What it actually takes to earn God’s approval – read v6-11 

 

- v6 – Quotes common refrain from Old Testament– this is always God’s standard of 

judgment when it comes to evaluating the deeds of men 

- v11 – true for all people – no partiality with God  

- Notice: only 2 options 

o either judged “righteous” & earn eternal life, glory, and honor 

o or judged “unrighteous” & earn wrath & indignation 

- Obviously, you want to be part of the first group.  

- So what does it take to earn the grade of “righteous”? 



o v7 - not just doing good from time to time, but “perseverance in doing good”  

o Conversely, v9 – you must not do that which is evil. 

o Be consistently & unchangeably good 

- Jesus made a similar point in the Sermon on the Mount... 

o Matt 5:48 

o What is required? Absolute perfection – as good as God is. 

o So, righteousness is not graded on a bell curve – righteousness looks like this...  

 a binary state: either as perfectly righteous as God, or you’re not righteous at 

all 

 there is no middle ground 

- According to this standard, clear that none of us measure up.  

o ill: Claw crane game. Is it theoretically true that I could get a stuffed animal? Yes. Is 

it practically true? No!  

o So is earning God’s righteousness. It’s theoretically possible – you really can earn it 

– but nobody does because we all sin  

- ...with 1 exception – there is 1 person who has met this criteria 

o that’s why this isn’t a hypothetical standard  

o Who? Jesus – while all the rest of us earn an “F” – He got an “A+”  

- But no one else does. Because we are not perfect, we all fail the test. 

 

Seems simple enough – but Paul anticipates a further objection 

- “Yeah, that’s a hard standard, but I deserve special treatment – I’m religious – pray, read 

the Bible, go to church – surely I won’t be part of that judgment!” 

- That’s special pleading – the defendant argues for special treatment  

- That’s what most Jews believed  

 

But Paul bursts the bubble of their self-confidence... 

 

3) Special Pleading Overruled: Your religion won’t help you – read v12-16 

 

- v12 – summary principle: God is always perfectly fair in judgment 

o no one gets special treatment in God’s courtroom 

o if you sin you will be judged and condemned, period. 

- v13-16 – gives the explanation:  

o all people are held accountable by God to whatever revelation they have received  

 If you’ve received more revelation from God...  

 If you’ve not received that special revelation... 

 holds you accountable to what you know to be right and wrong in your 

heart. 

 everyone knows deep inside the basics of morality.  

 They have a conscience – convicts sin & approves righteousness 

 They’re held accountable to their innate sense of right & wrong 

- So: having God’s revelation in scripture does not give you privileged status 

o back to v12 – all who have sinned will be condemned, whether they knew God’s 

Word or not  

- And the final nail in the coffin of the self-righteous man – v16 [re-read] 

o really bad news for the self-righteous, religious man 

o his life looks so good – upstanding 

o But God sees past the façade of his self-righteousness and into his thoughts and 

attitudes that condemn him 

- God... 

o does not play favorites 

o is not impressed with religion or public morality 

o sees all and knows all 

o to earn His approval, requires absolute perfection in all our deeds and all 

our thoughts for all our life... 



 

And that reality should lead the self-righteous man to hopelessness.  

- That’s Paul’s ultimate goal in this passage: make him hopeless of ever earning God’s 

approval 

- Why? so that he desperate for God’s grace! 

- REMEMBER, THERE IS GOOD NEWS: 1:16 – “the gospel is the power of God for salvation to 

all who believe” 

- Gospel:  

o only man who ever earned an A+ took our F upon Himself and died in our place 

o through faith, we are placed “in Christ” – what’s true of Him becomes true of us 

 His A+ is now yours!! 

o you can stop trying to earn God’s approval – just receive it as a gift 

 

Application for believers:  

- passage no longer directly applies to us 

- BUT – so easy for us to fall back into this way of thinking 

o forget we were saved by grace alone 

o think & act as if we were saved by our works 

- My first 2 yrs in college – I was a Christian legalist – check my list  

o good day: felt pride – better than my peers 

o bad day: despair – beat myself up 

o It WAS GOOD to avoid immorality & to work hard 

o But WASN’T GOOD to base my worth on my performance compared to others! 

- What I needed to remember: I already had an A+ in the eyes of God 

o can’t add to it; can’t subtract from it 

o obey out of gratefulness, not out of obligation 

- Is that a lesson you need to learn? 

 



Questions	  for	  Romans	  Sermon	  #6	  –	  2:1-‐16	  
	  
Note:	  these	  questions	  have	  been	  written	  for	  small	  groups	  studying	  Romans	  together.	  You	  can	  
also	  adapt	  these	  questions	  for	  your	  family	  or	  for	  personal	  study.	  
	  
Group	  leaders:	  Do	  not	  limit	  yourself	  to	  these	  questions.	  You	  know	  your	  group	  best,	  so	  you	  are	  
more	  likely	  to	  come	  up	  with	  the	  questions	  that	  will	  really	  energize	  your	  discussion	  of	  the	  
passage.	  And	  do	  not	  feel	  like	  you	  need	  to	  answer	  all	  of	  the	  questions	  below.	  Pick	  and	  choose	  as	  
you	  see	  fit.	  
	  

• Review	  
o What	  does	  the	  word	  “righteous”	  mean?	  
o What	  does	  the	  Bible	  mean	  when	  it	  says	  that	  God	  is	  righteous?	  See	  Psalm	  

11:7;	  Dt.	  32:4.	  
	  

• Read	  Romans	  2:1-‐16	  
	  

• What	  is	  the	  big	  idea	  of	  this	  passage?	  What	  verses	  stand	  out	  as	  particularly	  important	  
to	  Paul’s	  point	  (good	  summary	  verses	  of	  Paul’s	  argument)?	  
	  

• How	  does	  this	  passage	  relate	  to	  1:18-‐32?	  Trace	  Paul’s	  flow	  of	  thought	  from	  that	  
passage	  into	  this	  passage.	  
	  

• Define	  the	  term	  “self-‐righteous.”	  For	  a	  helpful	  explanation	  of	  this	  mindset,	  see	  what	  
Paul	  says	  of	  his	  self-‐righteous	  countrymen	  in	  Romans	  9:30-‐10:4	  (cf.	  Phil.	  3:3-‐9).	  

	  
• Define	  the	  concept	  of	  “sin”	  using	  Romans	  1:28-‐32	  and	  2:12-‐16	  as	  well	  as	  Matthew	  

5:21-‐22,	  27-‐28,	  48,	  and	  James	  4:17	  
	  

• Is	  it	  ever	  appropriate	  for	  us	  to	  judge	  other	  people?	  If	  so,	  when,	  who,	  and	  how?	  To	  
answer	  this	  question,	  use	  2:1-‐3	  as	  well	  as	  Matthew	  7:1-‐5,	  18:15-‐17,	  and	  1	  
Corinthians	  5:1-‐13.	  
	  

• Compare	  the	  "wrath"	  of	  2:5	  with	  the	  "wrath"	  of	  1:18.	  How	  are	  they	  similar?	  How	  are	  
they	  different?	  	  
	  

• In	  view	  of	  Romans	  2:4-‐5,	  2	  Peter	  3:9,	  and	  Revelation	  2:20-‐22	  what	  is	  the	  purpose	  of	  
God's	  longsuffering	  patience?	  What	  application	  can	  be	  made	  for	  Christians?	  	  For	  
non-‐Christians?	  

	  
• Will	  believers	  be	  judged	  by	  God	  based	  on	  their	  works?	  If	  so,	  how	  will	  our	  judgment	  

differ	  from	  the	  judgment	  Paul	  is	  speaking	  of	  in	  Romans	  2?	  To	  answer	  this	  question,	  
use	  1	  Corinthians	  3:12-‐15,	  2	  Corinthians	  5:8-‐10,	  and	  Revelation	  2:25-‐27.	  

	  



• Why	  does	  Paul	  say	  “to	  the	  Jew	  first	  and	  also	  to	  the	  Greek”	  (2:9,10	  –	  also	  1:16)?	  Why	  
the	  Jew	  first?	  Is	  that	  good	  news	  or	  bad	  news	  for	  Jewish	  people?	  

	  
• Using	  1:19-‐23	  and	  2:12-‐16,	  answer	  the	  following:	  

o If	  a	  person	  never	  receives	  the	  Bible	  or	  hears	  anything	  about	  God	  from	  anyone	  
else	  (receives	  no	  “special	  revelation”),	  what	  can	  he	  still	  know	  about	  God	  and	  
about	  right	  and	  wrong?	  

o On	  what	  basis	  will	  God	  hold	  such	  a	  person	  accountable	  on	  the	  day	  of	  
judgment?	  	  

o Will	  any	  person	  pass	  that	  judgment?	  Why	  or	  why	  not?	  
	  

• In	  what	  ways	  do	  you	  struggle	  with	  self-‐righteousness	  (the	  attitude	  that	  you	  are	  
more	  righteous	  than	  others	  based	  on	  what	  you	  do	  or	  don’t	  do)?	  
	  

• Are	  there	  sins	  in	  your	  life	  that	  you	  have	  overlooked,	  accepted,	  or	  simply	  ignored	  
because	  they	  seem	  so	  small	  compared	  to	  other	  people’s	  sins?	  Spend	  some	  time	  
confessing	  those	  sins	  to	  the	  Lord	  and	  asking	  Him	  to	  give	  you	  victory	  over	  every	  sin,	  
even	  the	  ones	  that	  feel	  small.	  
	  

	  
	  


