
Introduction:
1.

I. God rejects your claims because your possession of God's Word is negated by your 
disobedience to God's Law. (17-24) “You who are boasting in the law, through the 
transgression of the law you are dishonoring God”

A. Your boast in God's Word shows that you stand in a position of responsibility for 
your actions. (17-20)

1. “If you are being called a Jew” Argumentation: For the first time, Paul 
makes it explicit whom he is addressing. In vv. 1-16 he has proved the 
guilt and condemnation of the Jew because he considered himself to be 
morally superior to the Gentiles and stood in moral judgment over him. In 
vv. 17-29 Paul continues his argument by showing the Jews' that their 
expectation that God would pass over them in the judgment was a false 
expectation. Their grounds for this expectation was three-fold:

a. God's covenant with them which set them apart as a nation from 
the Gentiles

b. Their possession of the Law which enabled them to understand 
God's will

c. Circumcision as the physical mark of their relationship with God

2. Claims regarding your relation to God (17-18)

a. Argumentation: Paul describes the Jews' claims in vv. 17-20. 
“Being called a Jew” stands as a heading and summarizes the Jews' 
national and religious basis for these claims. They can be divided 
into two groups of four each: vv. 17-18 & vv. 19-20.

b. “rest in the law” Explanation: The Jews rested in their possession 
of the Law of Moses as providing them a passport to acceptance 
with God.

c. “boast in God” Explanation: They boasted in God, not in a good 
sense, but in a bad sense. (proper boasting cf. Ps. 34:1-3) The Jews 
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boasted that their relationship with God set them apart for special 
treatment by God in regard to their personal sins. Illustration: It 
was like a 1920's Chicago gangster boasting that he had nothing to 
fear from the law because he had bought off the police chief and 
the judge.

d. “know his will” Explanation: The Jews, because of their 
possession of the law did, in fact, have a clearer knowledge of 
God's will and way. But as v. 13 shows, this does not mean that 
they therefore obeyed God's will.

e. “approve the things which are better” Explanation: The Jews, 
through their knowledge of the law, were capable of distinguishing 
between what was bad and good and between what was good, 
better, and best. This discernment, however, was not applied to 
themselves, but only to others.

f. Application: Some Christians can become proud about their 
knowledge of God's Word, today. They can accurately interpret the 
Bible and use it to discern what is right in doctrine and practice. 
But they do not personally submit their own lives to obey it!

3. Claims regarding your relation to unbelievers (19-20)

a. “and art confident...” Explanation: The second group of four items 
describes the Jews' claims in regard to their relation to the Gentiles. 
They considered themselves to be in the position of a moral and 
religious teacher.

b. “guide of the blind . . . light . . . instructor . . . teacher” 
Explanation: These terms all focus on the moral superiority of the 
Jew in his role of instructor to the Gentiles. This reflected a true 
responsibility which God had entrusted to the Jews to bear witness 
about God to the nations. Cp Is 43:10-12

c. “having the form . . . in the law” Explanation: The Jews' ability to 
be a witness to the nations was founded on their possession of a 
true revelation about God in the law. But they failed to live up to 
this responsibility.

B. Your disobedience to God's Law shows that you stand in a position of 
condemnation for your sins. (21-24)

1. You do not practice what you know and teach to others. (21-22)

a. “teachest thou not thyself?” Explanation: These questions 
represent Paul's prosecution of God's case against the Jews. This 
first question stands as a heading for the next three questions. It 
demonstrates the profound failure of the Jews to live up to the 
responsibility and privilege that they possessed. The Jews though 
able to discern and teach the will of God to others, did not practice 
or obey it themselves. The next three questions show that they 
themselves were guilty of violating the very commandments that 
they taught to others.

- 2 -



b. “dost thou steal?” Explanation: This is not intended to suggest that 
every Jew was a thief, but that every Jew was himself a sinner who 
violated the same law that he condemned the Gentiles for violating. 
Malachi had showed the general disobedience prevalent among the 
Jews of that day when they “robbed God” (Mal 3:8). Jesus 
condemned the pharisees for praying long prayers while they stole 
the houses belonging to defenseless widows (Matt 23:14).

c. “do you commit adultery?” Explanation: The case of the woman 
taken in adultery who was brought to Jesus by the Pharisees proves 
that adultery was not unknown among the Jews also.

d. “do you commit sacrilege” Explanation: lit. do you rob temples. 
The idea seems to be that though the Jews abhorred idolatry, they 
might be greedy enough to go into an idol temple to steal the 
treasures it contained (Acts 19:37 suggests that Jews may have had 
a reputation for this type of thing). Thus Jews were often 
themselves guilty of the most serious crimes against the law of 
God.

2. You dishonor God among the unbelievers. (23-24)

a. “you are dishonoring God” Explanation: Thus while on the one 
hand the Jews boasted in their Law as a mark of distinction, they 
violated that law and brought dishonor to God's name before the 
Gentiles. While the Jews professed to teach the Gentiles, the 
Gentiles scorned the Jews and their God because of their sinful 
behavior. Paul quotes Is 52:5 in support of his accusation.

b. Argumentation: The Jews, then are shown to be completely 
without justification in expecting God to excuse or overlook their 
sin. Because God is an impartial judge (vv. 6, 11), he will judge the 
Jews for their sins just as he will judge the Gentiles for theirs. In 
fact, the privileges and responsibilities possessed by the Jews 
aggravated their guilt!

c. Application: (1) Unfortunately, many who claim to be Christians 
today have a similar attitude toward God. They expect that because 
of their position among the people of God and possession of the 
Word of God that God will somehow ignore their sins. These 
people think that since they know the Bible and God's will, 
therefore they will be all right. They do not consider that the sins of 
all people are equal in God's sight and that theirs are sufficient to 
condemn them in sight of a Holy God. (2) Oftentimes it is the lives 
of professing Christians that are the biggest reason for unbelievers 
to reject Jesus Christ. Often it is the lives of Christians that give 
most occasion for God's name to be blasphemed. Illustration: like 
David's sin (2Sam 12:14).
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II. God rejects your claims because your possession of the external marks of religion are 
meaningless apart from the inner reality of being set apart to God. (25-29) “For he is not a 
Jew who is one outwardly”

A. The value of the external marks of religion is destroyed by disobedience to God's 
Law. (25)

1. “circumcision” Argumentation: Circumcision was the mark of God's 
covenant with Abraham. For the Jew, it was considered to be proof of his 
right to participate in God's covenant promises in the Mosaic Law and a 
guarantee of his acceptance by God. Paul here shows that circumcision 
cannot guarantee eternal life to a person who breaks the Law.

2. “circumcision verily profiteth” Explanation: Paul is not denying that 
circumcision had a true value (cp. 3:1ff). Rather Paul is denying that it can 
provide an escape from just judgment which God must visit upon 
disobedience to the Law. The only way that circumcision could provide a 
means of justification before the law was if the law was perfectly kept. The 
problem is that NO ONE EVER DID OR CAN KEEP THE LAW.

3. “a transgressor of the law” Explanation: In this case, the Jew's 
circumcision becomes uncircumcision; that is, the Jew stands in the same 
relation to God's judgment of sin as the Gentile. SO FOR THE PURPOSE 
OF JUSTIFICATION, CIRCUMCISION IS POWERLESS.

B. Perfect obedience to the requirements of God's Law qualifies even a stranger to be 
reckoned among the people of God. (26-27)

1. “if the uncircumcision keep the righteousness of the law” Explanation: 
On the other hand, if the uncircumcised Gentile were to keep the righteous 
demands of God's Law, then he would be justified and accounted as a 
member of God's people, even if he didn't have the external mark. Thus, 
the external mark is shown to be insignificant with reference to 
justification by God. Argumentation: Thus Paul laying a foundation to 
show that in the new age brought by Christ, the distinction between Jew 
and Gentile is obliterated in Christ.

2. “and he . . . shall judge you” Explanation: This is to say that the righteous 
obedience of the uncircumcised person will provide accusatory evidence 
against the circumcised person for his disobedience. cp. Mt. 12:41, “the 
men of Nineveh”

C. The true Jew is identified by the circumcision of his heart. (28-29)

1. “for he is not a Jew . . .” Explanation: Paul is not here claiming that the 
Jews as a people have ceased to exist, but that acceptance with God is not 
based on external factors. God's plan for the Jews as a nation and people 
continues. But individual Jews must seek acceptance with God on a basis 
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other than their circumcision, possession of the law, and national covenant 
with God. These things cannot justify him before God nor give him a pass 
in the judgment.

2. “circumcision is that of the heart” Explanation: God's requirement for 
“heart circumcision” was well-known to the Jews. Cp. Dt. 10:16; Jer 4:4. It 
was also clear that only God himself could perform this operation (Dt. 
30:6). This was God's OT testimony to the necessity of something more 
than external marks and national privileges as a basis for personal 
salvation.

3. “in Spirit, not in letter” Explanation: “Letter” (cp. v. 27) is a reference to 
the written Scriptures, the OT Law. The Spirit is the Holy Spirit (not the 
human Spirit). This is showing that the agent which performs this true 
heart circumcision is the Holy Spirit and not by  legal obedience to an 
external law. This is the experience of the Christian who is the “true Jew” 
in this passage. This shows that the only means of justification is through 
faith in Christ; this is effected by the work of the Holy Spirit in the heart of 
the believer; the Holy Spirit sets the believer apart to God through 
regeneration which provides the basis for God's ongoing work of 
sanctification in his life.

4. “whose praise is . . . of God” Explanation: This individual is accepted and 
acceptable to God because of his heart circumcision by the Spirit of God 
producing a change of life.

5. Application: No mere external marks of religion, such as baptism, church 
membership, etc. can ever make a man acceptable to God if he has not first 
experienced the regenerating work of the Spirit through faith in Christ. 

Conclusion:
1. God's demand for heart circumcision was another way of speaking about the New 

Covenant which he had promised to his people. The Old Covenant was insufficient to 
give salvation, because it is impossible for sinful man to obey God's law. But through the 
provisions and promises of the New Covenant, God regenerates the heart of believers by 
the Spirit, through faith in Christ. Apart from faith in God's work in Christ and the 
regenerating work of the Holy Spirit (which go together, John 3) there can be no 
justification before God, forgiveness of sins, or possibility of living out God's righteous 
requirements in the law.

2. The man who depends on the external marks of Christianity to guarantee his acceptance 
with God is in the same position as the first century Jew. He stands condemned by his 
own sins. The purpose of God's law is to drive me to the realization that I need a Savior—
someone outside myself to save me from my own sins. This God has provided in Christ.
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