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!
“LIFE UNDER THE WORKS-PRINCIPLE”!!

I. Introduction !
A. Every person who has every lived has a relationship with God.  !

1. That relationship is governed by one of two principles:  the 
principle of works or the principle of grace.  !

2. To use the terms employed by Reformed theology, we either relate 
to God through the covenant of works or through the covenant of 
grace.  !

3. All people are by nature under the works-principle or the covenant 
of works, which says, ‘Do this, and you shall live.’  !

4. But when we place our faith in Christ, we come under the grace-
principle or the covenant of grace, which says, ‘Because Christ has 
done all, you shall live.’  !

B. In this passage, Paul gives us a picture of what life is like under the works-
principle.  !
1. The previous passage demonstrated how the pagans of the first 

century world were under God’s judgment.  !
2. This passage shows that the same was true of the Jews as long as 

they operated by the works-principle.  !
3. And the fact that Paul applies these things to all humanity in 

chapter 3 means that this passage shows us where we stand as long 
as we relate to God by the works-principle.  !

4. As we study this text today, we will see three aspects of life under 
the works-principle:  we condemn ourselves; we store up wrath for 
ourselves; and God will judge us according to our works.  !
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II. We Condemn Ourselves (1-3)  !
A. The first thing to note about this passage is that Paul switches from using 

the pronoun “they” to “you.”  !
1. These verses are addressed to the people who were cheering Paul 

on as he condemned the Gentile world for their ungodliness in 
1:18-32.  !

2. Paul has sprung a trap on his Jewish readers.  !
3. He is using their contempt for Gentile immorality to expose their 

own immorality.  !
4. This is why he says, “you have no excuse, O man, every one of you 

who judges.”  !
B. We often try to excuse our own sin, but we find it much easier to judge 

others for their sin.  !
1. This is not to say that it is wrong for us to identify particular sins as 

sinful.  !
2. After all, Paul himself just did that in the previous chapter.  !
3. The point being made here is that when we identify other people’s 

sin as sinful we invariably condemn ourselves because we practice 
the same things.  !

4. In saying this, Paul does not mean that we commit the exact same 
sins as others but that we break the same divine laws that they do.  !

5. Let me try to illustrate this.  !
6. How do you respond when you hear about the Michigan woman 

who lost her gym membership earlier this year when she 
complained about the presence of a man in the women’s locker 
room? !
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7. Planet Fitness cancelled this woman’s membership because her 
complaint was in violation of the club’s policy that says, “Members 
and guests may use all gym facilities based on their sincere self-
reported gender identity.”  !

8. Or how do you respond when you hear about Bruce Jenner turning 
himself into Caitlyn Jenner by undergoing surgical procedures and 
taking female hormones? !

9. I hope that you can see that Planet Fitness and Bruce Jenner are 
rebelling against God’s created order.  !

10. At the same time, I hope that you can see that you are guilty of 
doing the same thing.  !

11. Each and every one of us has a desire to be free from external 
constraint and authority.  !

12. Like Frank Sinatra, we want to be able to say, “I did it my way.”  !
C. When Paul speaks of “passing judgment” on others, he is making a point 

that is similar to what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount when he 
warned against pointing out the speck in our brother’s eye while not 
noticing the log in our own eye.  !
1. Regardless of what sins other people commit, the Christian should 

always be harder on himself than on others because the only heart 
that he can see into is his own.  !

2. As Martin Luther puts it, “while [true believers] make it a point to 
accuse themselves in thought, word and deed, [unbelievers] make 
it a point always to accuse and judge others, at least in their 
hearts.”   !

3. When we see the sins of other people exposed or punished, we 
should not gloat but should rather be humbled, remembering that 
we too are guilty of transgressing God’s law.  !
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D. When it comes to judgment, we are always looking for a loophole.  !
1. We trick ourselves into thinking that God only sees the facade that 

we put up. !
2. We think that for some reason we deserve special consideration 

from God.  !
3. This was the attitude that Paul was confronting among first-century 

Jews.  !
4. As Charles Hodge explains, the Jewish people “expected… to be 

regarded and treated not so much as individuals, each being dealt 
with according to his personal character, but as a community to 
whom salvation was secured by the promise made to 
Abraham.” [47]  !

5. The problem with that way of thinking is that it is contradicted by 
our own sense of justice.  !

6. If, as Paul says, “we know that the judgment of God rightly falls 
on” evildoers, then why do we think that we will escape when we 
do, say and think things that are evil?  !

7. We should note that verse 2 is literally translated, “the judgment of 
God is according to truth.” !

8. That is, God’s judgment is not based upon appearances or upon 
our claims but is made in light of the facts.  !

9. And because God has perfect knowledge of all of the facts, he never 
errs in his judgment.  !

10. In John Calvin’s words, “the mask of feigned sanctity will not 
prevent him from visiting secret wickedness with judgment.”  !

III. We Store Up Wrath for Ourselves (4-5) !
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A. We turn now to the second point that this passage makes about life under 
the works-principle:  we store up wrath for ourselves.  !
1. In verses 4 and 5, Paul confronts the sins of presumption and false 

security.  !
2. We have a tendency to think that if we do not face immediate 

consequences for our sins, we don’t have anything to worry about.  !
3. We often see the people of Israel thinking along those lines in the 

Old Testament when the prophets confronted them for their sins.  !
4. The apostle Peter describes this mindset when he writes in his 

second epistle that “scoffers will come in the last days with 
scoffing, following their own sinful desires.  They will say, ‘Where 
is the promise of his coming?  For ever since the fathers fell asleep, 
all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of 
creation.’” (2 Pet. 3:3–4)  !

5. After saying that, Peter points out the one thing that these scoffers 
overlook:  the fact that God unleashed his judgment upon the 
world at the time of the flood.  !

6. That cataclysmic event was a foreshadowing of the final day of 
wrath that will come at the end of history.  !

7. God has served notice that a day of reckoning is coming.  !
8. It is irrational to think that if judgment is delayed it will never 

come about.  !
9. It is like assuming that never thinking about the inevitability of 

your death will somehow stave off death.  !
10. The fact that God is just means judgment is every bit as inevitable 

as death.  !
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B. The reason why God extends such kindness, forbearance and patience to 
fallen mankind is to lead us to repentance.  !
1. God postpones punishment for such a long time because he is 

opening up a period in which people can turn to him in faith.   !
2. He does not delay his judgment in order to make us think that we 

can sin with impunity.  !
3. As Charles Hodge puts it, “It is a great abuse of the divine 

goodness and forbearance to derive encouragement from them to 
continue in sin.” [58]  !

4. God delays his judgment out of mercy.  !
5. Failing to see this only aggravates one’s condemnation.  !

C. Paul says that the person who presumes upon God’s patience is “storing 
up” wrath for himself.  !
1. The Greek term used here indicates a gradual accumulation, like 

the way in which a savings account is slowly built up over time.  !
2. For every sin that a person commits, more wrath is stored up for 

them on the day of judgment.  !
3. This is something that can be difficult for us to grasp.  !
4. We might wonder how things could get any worse for a person 

than being condemned to hell.  !
5. But we only need to consider how justice operates in order to make 

sense of this.  !
6. Even in this life, if a person commits twenty murders, he is tried on 

twenty counts of murder, not just one.  !
7. It would be unjust to do otherwise.  !
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8. God is perfectly just, which means he will judge people for every 
sin they commit.  !

9. As long as a person is under the works-principle, every sin that he 
commits adds to the treasury of wrath being stored up for him.  !

IV. God Will Judge Us according to Our Works (6-11)  !
A. This brings us to the third thing that this text tells us about life under the 

works-principle:  God will judge us according to our works.  !
1. This is necessary in order for God to uphold his justice.  !
2. We are very interested in justice when we are the ones who have 

been wronged.  !
3. I am sure that there have been many occasions in your life when 

you have wanted justice to be done in a certain situation.  !
4. I remember that feeling from an instance way back when I was in 

high school.  !
5. I had been driving down a busy street when a car pulled out right 

in front of me and swiped my car down the side.  !
6. While I immediately pulled over, the driver of the other car decided 

to leave the scene of the accident.  !
7. I had not been able to read the license plate on that car, but I did 

recognize the passenger as someone who went to my school and I 
gave his name to the police.  !

8. As you can imagine, I found great satisfaction when I learned that 
both of the boys in that car had their licenses suspended as a result 
of what they had done.  !

B. We all know what it is like to have the sense that justice has been served.  !
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1. And we are not very happy when we have the opposite sense, the 
sense that justice has not been served.  !

2. Yet when it comes to God, we somehow think that he will be 
satisfied with letting justice not be served.  !

3. We are inclined to think that God will judge us based on our good 
intentions and our best efforts and that he will give us a pass in 
those areas where we have fallen short.  !

4. But this is not what the Bible says.  !
5. The Bible tells us that God “will render to each one according to his 

works”. !
6. God will not overlook even the slightest transgression of his law.  !
7. He will uphold perfect justice.  !
8. Every sin that we commit must be paid for.  !

C. This brings us to verse 7, where it says, “to those who by patience in well-
doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, [God] will give eternal 
life”.  !
1. This is essentially repeated in verse 10, where it says that there will 

be “glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good”.  !
2. These statements might seem to be in conflict with the assertion 

that Paul makes in the next chapter of Romans:  “For by works of 
the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since through 
the law comes knowledge of sin.” (Rom. 3:20)  !

3. Paul would have to have been pretty dense to contradict himself on 
such fundamental point within the span of just one chapter, so we 
really do need to try to harmonize these two passages if possible.  !

4. Some interpreters do this by saying that in verses 7 and 10 Paul is 
talking about Christians and how our lives bear the fruit of 



Romans 2:1-11 (a.m.)!
Exposition of Romans, #5!

Page "  of "9 10 Grace PC, Laconia (9/6/15)!
Rev. Andy Wilson

justifying faith.  !
5. In this case, Paul would not be saying that these people have 

earned eternal life by their works but that their lives were in 
keeping with the new life that they graciously received in Christ.  !

6. If this interpretation is correct, then verse 7 is not talking about 
people who are under the covenant of works but about people who 
are under the covenant of grace.  !

D. While that interpretation is possible, I think there is a better way of 
understanding what Paul says in verses 7 and 10.  !
1. He is simply explaining how things operate under the works-

principle.  !
2. The works-principle says that if you do what God requires, you 

will receive eternal life.  !
3. The offer of eternal life by doing what is good is still theoretically 

valid under the works-principle.  !
4. However, as Paul says in chapter 3, there is no one who does good.  !
5. Taken together, verses 6-11 say that that those who do good will be 

rewarded and those who do evil will be punished.  !
6. This interpretation makes better sense in a context where Paul’s 

overarching concern is to show that all people stand condemned 
under the works-principle.  !

7. If God is just, and if we all do things that are worthy of judgment, 
then there is absolutely no hope for us under the principle of 
works. !

V. Conclusion !
A. Let’s review some of the assertions that Paul has made in this passage.  !
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1. “you have no excuse”  !
2. “Do you suppose… that you will escape the judgment of God?”  !
3. “you are storing up wrath for yourself”  !
4. “He will render to each one according to his works”  !

B. If you take these words seriously, they are devastating.  !
1. They fall upon us like the blows of a sledgehammer.  !
2. This is exactly why they were written.  !
3. They were written in order to make us despair over our lack of 

righteousness and over the judgment that we have purchased for 
ourselves.  !

4. This passage was written in order to drive us to Jesus Christ, the 
source of the righteousness that comes from God and is received by 
faith.  !

5. In the words of John Calvin, “We must not suppose that any one of 
us has anything with which to please God more than his fellow-
men… Instead we must always go to the fountain that cannot be 
drained dry, and not go to the cisterns that are full of holes and can 
hold no water, or rather which have nothing but mud and filth in 
them (for all the glory and boastfulness of men is no 
better.)” [Sermons on Ephesians 146] 
 


