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Escaping the Judgment of God? 

 
 I am reminded of the preacher who preached on Hebrews 2:3, a text that declares, “How shall we 
escape if we ignore such a great salvation?” The preacher proceeded to give his congregation a “How 
To” list of how to go about actually escaping God’s judgment if they did ignore such a great salvation! 
Interestingly enough, all of his points were drawn from the four possibilities of escape for those who 
offend human laws. In the first place, it is possible that the offense shall not become known. Illustrations 
of this in human experience abound. Second, there is always the chance that the guilty person may be 
able to escape the bounds of the legal jurisdiction under which the crime was committed. Further, there 
may occur, after apprehension by the authorities, a breakdown in the legal processes. And, finally, the 
ultimate hope of the criminal is that he may escape from detention and live in a measure of freedom. 
The major problem with such a scheme is that there are no such possibilities with an all-knowing God 
(cf. Hebrews 4:13). God’s judgment is not only real and inescapable, it is absolutely just. Divine 
judgment by its very nature is always right. In Romans 2:1-16 the Apostle Paul will set forth the 
principles of divine judgment. He has already demonstrated the guilt of the Gentile world. He will now 
turn his attention to the Jew and those who think that their religiosity will somehow merit them special 
consideration. 
 It is absolutely necessary that in examining any portion of this epistle we keep always in our 
minds the purpose Paul had in his mind when he first penned a particular passage.1  You can easily lose 
your way going through Romans if this is not done. In this section of the epistle Paul expressly tells us in 
verse 3:9 that he is striving to convince both Gentiles and Jews that they are guilty in the eyes of God for 
their particular sins. Chapter one focuses on the sins of the Gentile world and chapter two undertakes to 
demonstrate to the Jews that they too are guilty before God and, therefore, likewise subject to judgment. 
There are four variations of this theme in 2:1-16, but the essential message is the same. 
   

I.  GOD’S JUDGMENT IS ACCORDING TO REALITY (2:1-4) 
Romans 2:1 in the Greek text begins with “Therefore”—DIO. It is the strongest inferential 
conjunction the Apostle had at his disposal. It links what Paul is about to declare with what he 
has already stated. The Jews knew the sins of the Gentiles deserved God’s wrath—but this did 
not alleviate their guilt. “Our own share of evil is not removed by condemning evil in others.”2  In 
2:2, the first variation of the principle of righteous judgment is introduced. God judges according 
to truth. The judgment of God concerns itself with the reality of the matter (cf. I Samuel 16:7). 
Therefore, NO escape is possible (2:3). God’s goodness and patience does not mean He is 
indifferent to sin. To treat God so only shows contempt. Do you really think you can do this and 
escape God’s judgment? The Apostle frames the question so that the answer is obvious. “The 
verb translated think (which comes first in the Greek) is quite Pauline. It is properly an 
arithmetical word and means ‘to count’, ‘to reckon’. But it is often used metaphorically, where 
numbers are not in question, with a meaning like ‘take into account’, ‘reckon’, ‘consider’. It is a 
word that invites to reasoning, which may be why it turns up so often in Romans. It is suited to 
the argumentative style that Paul adopts throughout this letter.”3 
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II.  GOD’S JUDGMENT IS ACCORDING TO WORKS (2:5-11) 
The second variation of Paul’s theme is now developed. The Jews by refusing the Gospel are, in 
fact, storing up wrath for themselves on the day that God will render to each person exactly what 
his deeds deserve. Remember, Paul is expounding the Law—which can only condemn. “God’s 
judgment is not according to one’s special privileges, but according to one’s deeds, as the Mosaic 
Law itself teaches.”4  Some Christians have a difficult time understanding this verse in light of the 
doctrine that we are saved by grace and not by works (Ephesians 2:8). But there is no 
contradiction. Christian faith is a doing faith. It produces good works. It bears fruit. 

 
III.   GOD’S JUDGMENT IS ACCORDING TO IMPARTIALITY (2:12-15) 
The third variation is introduced. God’s judgment is just. He deals with all as they deserve 
whether Jew or Gentile. Each is judged by the light he possesses whether it is the light of the 
Mosaic Law, the moral law, or conscience. Note carefully that the light men possess by nature 
(general revelation) is not sufficient to bring salvation. God will deal with individuals according 
to the knowledge they have—but mere knowledge of God’s being and expectations will not 
satisfy divine justice. “The only virtue in hearing the law lies in hearing to do. This is exceedingly 
simple. A child might hear his parent’s command, might admire the clearness of his voice and the 
perspicuity of his words, but what of his approval if he did not obey and do as told?”5  The point 
Paul is making is this: all men stand accused by the law of nature, the conscience and the 
memory. These three witnesses for prosecution will render everyone without excuse when they 
stand before God’s tribunal. 

 
IV.   GOD’S JUDGMENT IS ACCORDING TO THE GOSPEL (2:16) 
Paul is seeking to drive people from their false hopes. This section of the epistle has been 
described as “a general statement of divine principles of judgment, made in order to destroy the 
refuge of lies.”6 God’s judgment will deal with outward conduct but also secret or hidden things. 
This is a reference to the secret motions and motives of the heart (cf. I Samuel 16:7; Psalm 139:1-
2; Jeremiah 17:10). This is clearly stated as well by Jesus (Matthew 6:4, 6, 18). This will occur on 
the appointed Day of Judgment. Note the role Paul gives the Gospel. Some think this awkward 
or strange. But the Gospel does not preclude the thought of judgment, as Morris has written, it 
demands it. “Unless judgment is a stern reality, there is nothing from which sinners need to be 
saved and accordingly no ‘good news’, no gospel.”7  Over the last few years people like Norman 
Shepherd, N.T. Wright and their followers in what is called The Federal Vision have radically 
departed from the classic Reformation understanding of this text.  This passage has been 
interpreted in a variety of ways.8 
 

A. Direct Contradiction.  Some hold that Paul is setting forth two completely 
incompatible ideas.  It is not easy to think that he would lose sight of a central tenet in the 
middle of his argument.  In any case the view has not commended itself widely; it so 
obviously does not fit the passage.   
B. Purely Hypothetical.  Others think that Paul is not speaking of the way things are, but 
setting out in forthright terms the way things would be apart from grace.  But Paul says 
God “will render,” not “would render.”  His words point to a fact, not a hypothesis.  
However, this interpretation does have some validity, as Shedd observes, “That any man 
will actually appear before this tribunal with such an obedience, is neither affirmed nor 
denied, in the mere statement of the principle.  The solution of this question must be 
sought for elsewhere in the Epistle.”  9 
C. Law, Not Gospel.  Paul is expounding the law, not the gospel.  To be sure there is, 
Paul affirms, even for Christians, a final judgment to pass through (II Corinthians 5:10). 
But the works that are taken into account in that judgment are the product of justifying 
faith and not the basis for justification itself.  In addition, the fact that this verse is 



 3 

introduced to confirm and explain the reason for the Jew’s condemnation in v.12b also 
indicates that its purpose is not to show how people can be justified but to set forth the 
standard that must be met if a person is to be justified.  And this standard, as Paul 
indicates in Romans (3:31; 8:4), is not a “doing” of the law, however great the number of 
works and few the number of failures, but a “fulfilling” of the law that is possible only “in 
Christ” and through the work of God’s Spirit (cf. 2:28-29).  As Calvin paraphrases, “If 
righteousness be sought from the law, the law must be fulfilled; for the righteousness of the 
law consists in the perfection of works.”10   
D. The Entrance and the Life.  The Swiss commentator Godet puts it this way:  
“justification by faith alone applies to the time of entrance into salvation through the free 
pardon of sin, but not to the time of judgment…God demands from [the sinner], as the 
recipient of grace, the fruits of grace,” (he further says, “faith is not the dismal prerogative 
of being able to sin with impunity”).11  A variant of this position sees the reference to 
goodness of life, not however as meriting God’s favor but as the expression of faith.   
E. Justification Does have to do with Works.  The “doing of the law” refers to a faith-
oriented obedience (covenantal nomism).  But as Moo observes, “But there is insufficient 
evidence that Paul uses this phrase to mean anything different from doing ‘the works of 
the law’ or ‘the works’ to which he denies the power to justify (3:20, 28; 4:2).  Moreover, 
while there may be NT precedent for applying DIKAIOO to vindication at the final 
judgment, in which works indicate the presence of faith (cf. James 2:20-26), Paul does not 
usually use the verb this way.  For him, DIKAIOO denotes the verdict of acquittal 
pronounced by God, a verdict that rests, on the human side, on faith alone.”12   

 
 

 
CONCLUSION:  There will be no escaping the day of God’s judgment. It is coming, and with each 
passing moment it draws closer. God must judge sin—all sin. He can do no other. He is holy and 
righteous in all that He does. How will you fare before Him? What will you do when He calls you to 
account? The Gospel message declares that Jesus Christ, God’s own dear Son, died for sinners. He was 
judged in their stead. He atoned for their sins. Heed the words from Augustus Toplady’s famous hymn: 
“When I soar to worlds unknown, See Thee on Thy judgment throne, Rock of Ages, cleft for me, Let me 
hide myself in Thee.” 
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