THE OBEDIENCE OF FAITH - A STUDY OF ROMANS
Session 3: God Shows No Partiality

Romans 2:1-3:8 - Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim. The group discovers that the trap set in chapter 1 springs on the reader: the one who judges
does the same things. God's judgment is impartial and according to works; conscience is a real witness written
on every heart; and belonging to the covenant outwardly, without the heart, shields no one. A Jew, Paul says, is
one inwardly, by the Spirit; what that means for the whole people of God waits for chapters 9-11.

Catholic Touchstone. Two Catholic doctrines stand on tonight's text: that God "will render to every man
according to his works" at the judgment (2:6; CCC 682), and that conscience is a real law "written on their
hearts" (2:15), the natural moral law the Church has always taught. Judgment by works and salvation by grace
are not rivals in Catholic teaching, and Romans 2 is a principal reason why.

What You Need to Know

Chapter 2 opens with the most dangerous word in Romans: "Therefore you" (2:1). The reader who spent
chapter 1 nodding along at the pagans suddenly finds the finger turned: "in passing judgment upon him you
condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the very same things" (2:1). Paul's rhetorical target is the
judging moralist, progressively focused on the Jewish interlocutor confident in possessing the law (named
openly at 2:17), but the trap is built for anyone who read chapter 1 as a chapter about other people, which is to
say, for your group.

The engine of the chapter is God's impartiality: "he will render to every man according to his works" (2:6),
"glory and honor and peace for every one who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek. For God shows no
partiality” (2:10-11). Notice that Paul says this about the final judgment without embarrassment, three
chapters before he says no one is justified by works of the law (3:20). Hold both; the study will earn their
reconciliation rather than forcing it tonight. Notice too the astonishing claim of 2:14-16: Gentiles without the
law sometimes do what the law requires, showing it "written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears
witness" (2:15), and God's judgment through Christ will reach "the secrets of men" (2:16).

The last movement (2:17-3:8) presses the insider directly: the name, the law, the confidence of being a guide to
the blind, and then the wound, quoting Isaiah: God's name blasphemed among the Gentiles because of his own
people (2:24). Circumcision profits if one keeps the law; otherwise it is as if it never happened (2:25). "He is a
Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal" (2:29). Then
3:1-8 raises the objection Paul will spend chapters 9-11 answering: if Israel failed, has God's word failed? His
first answer is a thesis for the whole Bible: "Let God be true though every man be false" (3:4). Flag it and move
on; Sessions 10-11 live there.

0Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment

Psalm 62:12 and Proverbs 24:12. "He will render to every man according to his works" (2:6) is not Paul's
innovation; he is quoting Israel's songbook and wisdom: "thou dost requite a man according to his work" (Ps
62:12). Judgment by works is the Old Testament's settled teaching, carried into the New without apology (see
Mt 16:27). A discovery passage; keep it back.

Deuteronomy 30:6. "Real circumcision is a matter of the heart" (2:29) is Moses' own promise: "the Lord your
God will circumcise your heart... so that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart" (Deut 30:6; see
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also Deut 10:16, Jer 4:4). Paul's most radical-sounding claim develops Moses' own promise. A discovery
passage; keep it back.

Voices of the Church

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. MOSES THE BLACK

Among the Desert Fathers the story is told that when a brother sinned, the elders summoned Abba Moses,
a onetime brigand become monk, to the council to judge him. He came at last carrying a leaking jug filled
with water. Asked what it meant, he said: my sins run out behind me where I cannot see them, and today
I come to judge the errors of another. The brothers said nothing more, and forgave (Sayings of the Desert
Fathers, Abba Moses 2). It is Romans 2:1 performed: the judge, doing the very same things, condemned
himself, and mercy broke the court.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. JOHN HENRY NEWMAN

St. John Henry Newman called conscience "the aboriginal Vicar of Christ, a prophet in its informations, a
monarch in its peremptoriness, a priest in its blessings and anathemas" (Letter to the Duke of Norfolk,
section 5). Before there was a pope, a Bible, or a Church, God had already stationed a representative inside
every human being. That is Paul's claim in 2:15 exactly: a law written on the heart, a witness that accuses
and excuses. The sobering corollary, the study's application in step with CCC 1783-1785: a vicar can be
obeyed, malformed, or shouted down, which is why conscience must be formed and not merely consulted.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH: ST. JEROME

St. Jerome, in his commentary on Ezekiel, speaks of a "spark of conscience" that was not extinguished
even in Cain after his sin: a remnant witness by which the soul knows it sins even while sinning. The later
tradition took up his word for it (synderesis) and the later doctrine of synderesis, the soul's habitual
grasp of first moral principles (distinct from conscience, which applies them), grew from this ember. St.
Jerome's point sits close to Paul's: the witness on the heart is durable. It can be suppressed, as chapter 1
showed, but it does not go out, and at the judgment its testimony is unsealed (2:16).

Catechism Connection

CCC 678 and 682. The Last Judgment articles teach that Christ "will reveal the secret disposition of hearts and
will render to each man according to his works" (CCC 682), the Catechism's calm restatement of Romans 2:6
and 2:16. Judgment according to works is explicit biblical and Catholic teaching, affirmed in different
frameworks by Protestants as well, and must be integrated carefully with justification by grace.

CCC 1776-1777,1783-1785. Conscience: CCC 1776 quotes the Council's words that conscience is man's "most
secret core and his sanctuary," where he is alone with God whose voice echoes in his depths, and the paragraph
is anchored to Romans 2:14-16. CCC 1783 adds that conscience must be informed and moral judgment
enlightened, its formation traced through CCC 1783-1785: St. John Henry Newman's corollary in magisterial
form.

CCC 1954-1956. The natural moral law, in CCC 1956's words "present in the heart of each man," universal and
expressing the dignity of the person; 2:14-15 is the classic scriptural warrant the tradition cites for it.
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THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

Has God's word failed? 3:1-8 opens the objection that governs chapters 9-11: God's faithfulness versus
Israel's unfaithfulness. Tonight only plant "Let God be true though every man be false" (3:4); it resolves in
Sessions 10-11.

Works and faith, both held. Do not let the group resolve 2:6-13 against 3:20 tonight in either direction.
The tension is the syllabus: Sessions 4-5 (justification) and 9 (life in the Spirit as the how of 2:7) complete
it. If someone quotes tonight's text as proof against faith, or next week's against works, congratulate them
for reading closely and promise the collision is scheduled.

To the Jew first, again. 2:9-10 repeats the ordering from 1:16, now applied to judgment as well as
salvation. Second quiet planting for Sessions 10-11.

Sealed guess check. Tonight's text is designed to unsettle every easy answer sealed in Session 1, in both
directions. Say nothing; let it work.

Session Goals

1. The group feels the trap of 2:1 spring on themselves, not on a third party.

2. The group discovers Psalm 62:12 and Deuteronomy 30:6 and can say why judgment by works and heart-
circumcision are Old Testament teachings Paul inherits.

3. The group can explain what conscience is (a real witness written on the heart) and what it is not (an
infallible oracle needing no formation).

4. The group can state the open tension between 2:6-13 and what is coming in 3:20, and agree to carry it
rather than resolve it prematurely.

Timed Plan (75-90 minutes)

Opening prayer and Win questions: 15 min

Build questions 1-3 with the Psalm 62 discovery: 30 min

Build questions 4-5 with the Deuteronomy 30 discovery and the steelman chain: 25 min
Send questions, Live It This Week, memory verse, closing prayer: 15 min

If time runs short, pre-chosen cuts: drop the Dig Deeper box, and summarize 2:17-24 (the insider's
confidence and the Isaiah wound) in two sentences instead of discussing it. Never cut a discovery moment or
the steelman answer.
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THE OBEDIENCE OF FAITH - A STUDY OF ROMANS
Session 3: God Shows No Partiality

Romans 2:1-3:8 - Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Father, you judge without partiality and you see the secrets of hearts. Before we say one word about anyone else
tonight, turn your light on us. Give us the mercy we hope to receive, and circumcise our hearts, as you promised,
so that we may love you with all of them. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

Win

1. When has someone called out in you the exact fault you had just criticized in someone else? How did it feel?

2. Where did your sense of right and wrong come from? Can you remember it ever speaking up before anyone
taught you the rule?

Build

Read Romans 2:1-11 aloud.

1. Last week ended with a list of pagan sins. Who is 2:1 suddenly addressing, and what is the charge? Be
honest: did the trap catch you?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

"Therefore you have no excuse, O man, whoever you are, when you judge another; for in passing
judgment upon him you condemn yourself, because you, the judge, are doing the very same things" (2:1).
The addressee is the moral insider, the reader who agreed with chapter 1. Note the echo: chapter 1 ended
"without excuse" over idolaters; 2:1 opens "no excuse" over their judges. Same verdict, new defendant. The
list of 1:29-31 (envy, gossip, pride, disobedience) was the net that made "the very same things" true of
everyone in the room.

2. Verse 4: what is God's kindness for? What does presuming on it look like in practice?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

"Do you not know that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?" (2:4). God's patience has a
purpose and a direction: it is leading somewhere, and the destination is repentance. Presuming on it
means reading the delay of judgment as the absence of judgment: I got away with it, so it must be fine.
Paul's counter is 2:5: what is being stored up in that delay, for the unrepentant, is wrath. Kindness
misread as indulgence becomes evidence against us.

Discovery moment. Say: "Verse 6 says God 'will render to every man according to his works." Paul is quoting.
The line appears in Israel's prayer book, in a psalm about waiting in silence for God alone. Find it." Hint if
needed: it is in the first half of the Psalter, and the psalm's refrain is "For God alone my soul waits in silence."
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ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Psalm 62:12: "For thou dost requite a man according to his work" (the same teaching in Proverbs 24:12,
and on Jesus' lips at Matthew 16:27). Judgment according to works is not a detour from biblical religion; it
is its spine, Old Testament and New. Read 2:7 again slowly: to those who by patience in well-doing seek
glory, honor, and immortality, God will give eternal life. Paul means it. How that fits with "not justified by
works of the law" (3:20, next session) is a tension we are required to keep, and the study will earn the
answer rather than force one tonight.

3. Verses 14-16: what do Gentiles who never received the law of Moses nevertheless have, and what are its
two witnesses doing in the courtroom of 2:15-16?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

What the law requires is "written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their
conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them" (2:15), all of it unsealed "on that day when... God
judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus" (2:16). Every human being carries the law's core and a witness
to it: this is what the Church calls the natural moral law and conscience (CCC 1776-1777 with 1783-1785,
1954-1956). Two honest cautions for the group: conscience is real but not autonomous (it can be
malformed, which is why it must be formed), and its existence does not make revelation unnecessary, any
more than having eyes makes the sun unnecessary.

Read Romans 2:17-29 aloud.

4. Paul turns to the person who relies on the law and boasts of belonging (2:17-24). What is his charge, and
what makes verse 24 the most painful sentence in it?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

The insider has the name, the law, the confidence of being "a guide to the blind" (2:19), and a gap between
teaching and doing: "you then who teach others, will you not teach yourself?" (2:21). Verse 24 lands the
wound with Israel's own prophet: "The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you"
(quoting Isaiah 52:5). The people meant to make God known made him despised. Before anyone relaxes:
read the sentence again with the word "Catholics" in it. Every scandal that has driven someone from the
Church is Romans 2:24 continued. The privilege of bearing the name raises the stakes of dishonoring it.

Discovery moment. Say: "Verse 29 says 'real circumcision is a matter of the heart.' That sounds like Paul
spiritualizing away the Old Testament, except he learned it from the Old Testament. Moses himself promised
that God would one day perform this surgery. Find it, near the end of Deuteronomy." Hint if needed:
Deuteronomy 30, as Moses describes what God will do after exile.

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Deuteronomy 30:6: "And the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so
that you will love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, that you may live" (see
also Deut 10:16 and Jeremiah 4:4, where the command form appears). Two things to notice. First, Paul's
"radical” teaching is Moses'. Second, the grammar of Deuteronomy 30:6 is promise, not demand: God will
do the circumcising. The inward reality the law demanded, God himself must supply, which is the gospel's
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shape appearing already in Torah. Where and how he supplies it, chapter 6 will show; say only that much.

Steelman: Is Romans 2 Only a Hypothetical?

Build it at full strength. Say to the group: "Here is how much of the Reformed tradition reads the chapter we
just studied, and it is a careful reading, so give it its full weight. Romans 2 promises eternal life to those who do
good (2:7) and justification to doers of the law (2:13). But Paul is about to conclude that no one is righteous,
not one (3:10), and that no human being will be justified by works of the law (3:20). So chapter 2 must be
describing an empty set: a standard held up precisely to show that nobody meets it. God would justify doers of
the law, if there were any; there are none; therefore the chapter's real function is to drive us to grace alone.
Doesn't chapter 3 itself force that reading?" Pause; it is a genuinely strong argument. Then press.

5. Press: Test the hypothetical reading against the passage itself. Are the Gentiles of 2:14-15 doing something,
or failing to do something? And is the judgment scene of 2:16 a thought experiment?

ANSWER: SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

The Gentiles of 2:14-15 "do by nature what the law requires": the verse describes actual doing, not a vacant
category, and 2:26-27 goes further, imagining the uncircumcised keeper of the law judging the
circumcised breaker of it. And 2:16 anchors the whole passage to the real judgment of the real world by
Christ Jesus, not a hypothetical one. So the honest reading holds both truths the text holds: no one, by
unaided performance of works, earns standing before God (3:20 is coming, and Catholics affirm it without
reserve; Trent teaches that nothing prior to justification merits it), and yet the judgment according to
works is real, because grace does not replace doing but creates it. Deuteronomy 30:6, which the group just
found, is the hinge: God circumcises the heart so that we will love and do. Be honest about the scope:
tonight establishes that Romans 2 cannot be waved off as hypothetical, how doing relates to justifying is
exactly the business of the next two sessions, and the sealed guesses stay sealed.

DIG DEEPER

"Let God be true though every man be false" (3:4). The objection of 3:1-8 is the Bible's hardest
question wearing first-century clothes: if God's own people can fail, is God's promise any good? Paul's
opening answer is not an argument but an axiom: God's faithfulness does not hang on human
performance. Israel's story, the Church's scandals, and your own relapses all press the same question, and
Paul gives them all the same first word. The full answer takes him three chapters (9-11) and takes this
study two sessions. If tonight's discussion of 2:24 stirred real pain about the Church's failures, this axiom
is the pastoral place to stand: the treasure's Guarantor is not the treasurers.

Send

1. Where are you presuming on God's kindness right now: reading his patience with some corner of your life as
his approval of it?

2. If God's name is honored or blasphemed through the people who bear it (2:24), what did the people who
watched you this week learn about God?
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Live It This Week

+ Once this week, when you catch yourself judging someone, stop and name silently one of your own sins
that runs out behind you unseen, and pray for the person instead.

+ Pray Deuteronomy 30:6 for yourself each day: Lord, circumcise my heart so that I love you with all of it.

Do one hidden act of good this week that no one will ever know about, remembering that God "judges the
secrets of men" (2:16), the good ones included.

Memory Verse

"Or do you presume upon the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience? Do you not know
that God's kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?"
Romans 2:4 (RSV2CE)

Closing Prayer

Lord, you show no partiality, and we have shown little else. Forgive the judge in us; heal the hypocrite in us; form
the conscience in us. Let your kindness lead us all the way to repentance, and let your name be honored in what
we do this week. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.
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THE OBEDIENCE OF FAITH - A STUDY OF ROMANS
Session 3: God Shows No Partiality
Leader Reference Card ‘Every Passage, In Order

Romans 2:1-11 (read aloud: the trap springs; kindness meant to lead to repentance; render according to
works; no partiality)

Psalm 62:12 (discovery passage: requite a man according to his work; do not reveal in advance; cf. Prov
24:12, Mt 16:27)

Romans 2:12-16 (law written on hearts; conscience bearing witness; judgment of secrets)
Romans 2:17-29 (read aloud: the insider's confidence; Isaiah 52:5 at v. 24; circumcision of the heart)

Deuteronomy 30:6 (discovery passage: God will circumcise your heart; do not reveal in advance; cf. Deut
10:16, Jer 4:4)

Romans 3:1-8 (Dig Deeper: Let God be true though every man be false; plants Sessions 10-11)
CCC 678, 682, 1776-1777,1783-1785, 1954-1956 (Catechism Connection)

Memory verse: Romans 2:4
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