
A Commentary on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans [2a] 
 
Chapter 2:17-29: Paul’s Critique of his own Jewish Religion 
 
Verses 17-20: What is Jewishness? Jews boast that they are people of Torah [Law]. Jews claim 
that they have their foundation upon the Law. Paul argues that Law was given to the Jews not 
just for their own benefits but for all nations. The wisdom for human conduct and knowledge of 
God that contained in the Law was meant to be a light for all who are in darkness, a guide to 
the blind. In Wisdom 15:3, law serves to know God’s will: ‘For to know you is complete 
righteousness and to know your power is the root of immortality’. Jews themselves were blind 
to see the light in the Law, its true purpose [In Mathew 15:14, Jesus calls the Pharisees ‘blind 
guides’]. God’s revelation of his design for humans cannot be static; it is a dynamic force that 
illumines the mind to understand truths about God, the ways of God-the truth implied in the 
Law was Christ. 
 
Verses 21-24: Inconsistency in preaching and practice: Jews who boasted in the Law failed in 
the task to be a light to the gentiles. They should have examined how they practice/live the law. 
Paul accuses fellow Jews that their way of living does not convince the Gentiles that they are 
chosen, covenant people. Paul says, ‘teach yourself’ first! Change occurs with each person; 
knowing oneself, shaping oneself according to truths of God makes one a light, guide for others. 
Paul’s point is not about ‘breaking the law’ but rather self-righteous attitudes of fellow-Jews 
who claim that possession of law makes them a unique people, which is in Paul’s eyes, 
‘dishonoring God’ who is righteous. He says that Jews may not worship ‘idols’ but there are 
plenty of ‘idols’ in their lives: stealing from temple treasury, not caring for widows and orphans, 
heaping up burdens on the poor[doctrines are of no good unless enfleshed with compassion]. 
Behavior of the Jews, contrary to the law was the reason for gentiles to reject one true God 
revealed to Israel. 
 
Verses 25-29: Circumcision and uncircumcised hearts: Paul strikes at the heart of Jewish 
thinking that circumcision made them distinct from gentiles. God desired to engage in a 
covenant relationship with Israel and circumcision was a symbolic ritual of entering into that 
covenant relationship. The law was given as guide to remain in the covenant [Genesis 17; 
Exodus 12:48]. Paul argues that breaking the law is equal to being uncircumcised. Circumcision 
wasn’t unique to Jews; Samaritans, Egyptians, Arabs practiced this ritual [Jeremiah 9:25-26]. 
These ancient people were a male dominated religious, cultural system and practiced 
circumcision as a male initiation ritual! Paul opposes turning religion into a cultic, nationalistic 
identity. God cannot be confined to a place, race or ideology. Primitive practices of religion in 
Israel should be understood as varied stages of development in understanding God’s mind. 
Jewish boast of circumcision should have been a single-minded commitment to observe God’s  
commandments.  
 
Gentiles who are not physically circumcised but keep the law of God ingrained in their hearts 
would shame people who boast they are covenant people! Paul speaks in paradoxes that 
gentiles who live God’s law in their hearts are spiritually circumcised. Written code of law has 



no value before God; it is in the practice of the law that God is honored [Mathew 12:41-Jesus 
says, ‘men of Nineveh [gentiles] will rise at the judgment with this generation [Jews who 
rejected Jesus] and condemn it’]. Real circumcision is a matter of the heart. This was already 
prophesied in Deuteronomy 30:6, ‘Lord your God will circumcise your hearts, so that you will 
love the Lord your God with all your hearts’. Prophets spoke of circumcision of the heart: 
Ezekiel 44:7, 9; Jeremiah 4:4; 9:25-26. For Paul all who are in Christ are circumcised in the 
hearts [Philippians 3:3, ‘we are the true circumcision, who worship God in spirit and glory in 
Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh’]. What Paul accuses of fellow Jews can be 
applied to self-righteous Christians who make Christ a private thing and boast that they possess 
the truth/salvation. Christian vocation is to be a light in the world. If we do not allow gospel of 
Christ to transform the hearts, admit our failures, we are alien to Christ! 
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