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Introduction

Any student of Romans will readily agree with N. T. Wright's assessment that '[Romans] bestrides 

the narrow worlds of scholarship and church like a Colossus, and we petty exegetes walk under its 

huge legs and peep about … no, let's not go there.'1 In fact, the history of interpretation of Romans 

is almost as complicated as the letter itself. Nowhere is this truer than in Chapter 2. Indeed, scholars 

still remain magnificently divided as to its meaning and purpose both within Paul's theology and the 

argument  of  the  letter.  One  of  the  most  contentious  sections  of  this  chapter  is  the  small  but 

incredibly controversial paragraph in 2.12-16. On the face of it we have a fairly straightforward 

statement in 2.13 that those who do the Law will be justified, before we are handed mixed signals 

about the nature of certain Gentiles in vv15-16. To complicate the matters further, Paul seems to 

contradict himself a chapter later when he exclaims, rather unambiguously that 'by works of the 

Law, no flesh will be justified before God' (3.20).

In this paper, we suggest a way of making sense of these issues. In part I, we will undertake an 

exegesis of 2.12-16 with a particular eye on the meaning of 2.13b: 'the doers of the Law […] will be 

justified'. We will conclude that 2.13b refers to an eschatological verdict and is not intended to be 

read hypothetically.  In other words,  Paul really does believe that  the doers of the Law will  be 

justified on the last day and illustrates this statement by providing the real-life example of Christian 

Gentiles who do what the Law requires in 2.14-15. In part II, we shall turn to the problems which 

3.20 raise. We shall argue that both 2.13b and 3.20 should be understood at face value. On the one 

hand, Paul states that no-one can be justified by works of the Law (3.20); on the other hand, he is 

clear that the doers of the Law will be justified (2.13b). We will suggest that the tension between 

these two statements is resolved by appealing to the Pauline concept of union with Christ, which is 

brought to the fore in chapter 8 of Romans. By virtue of this union, the believer's identity and 

behaviour become that of a doer of the Law.

1. N. T. Wright, Justification: God's Plan and Paul's vision (London: SPCK, 2009), 153.
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PART I: EXEGESIS OF ROMANS 2.12-16

1. The literary context of Romans 2.1-16

In his recent book  Justification: God's plan and Paul's vision, Wright argues that Romans 2 is a 

place where too much attention to the overall scope and not enough to the immediate context leads 

to exegetical fallacies.2 Although the larger context should inevitably have a bearing on the exegesis 

of a smaller section (this is indeed an important hermeneutical tool), the wider context itself is 

affected by the details within the text. Studies of Romans 1.18-3.21 in particular run the risk of 

being unjustifiably skewed due to what has now become an  a priori persuasion that the section 

cannot speak of anything except the universal sinfulness of mankind. If we accept this as the sole 

content of the section, then we will reject the possibility of 2.14-15 having anything to do with real-

life Christian Gentiles. In this present study, we shall concentrate on the immediate context of our 

section and let our conclusions influence our understanding of 1.18-3.21 as a whole, rather than 

force Paul to write only what our framework will allow him to.

After the indictment against pagan immorality in 1.18-32,3 Paul turns his attention to a critical 

moraliser. Although disagreement persists, a majority of scholars are in favour of 2.1 referring to a 

Jewish interlocutor.4 There are several reasons which make a strong case for this. Firstly, some 

commentators  have rightly pointed out  the very Jewish nature of  the indictment  against  pagan 

immorality in 1.18-32. Dunn, for example has noted the strong textual links between Rom. 1 and 

Wis.  Sol.  11-15.5 Since  2.1-11  involves  a  turning  of  the  tables,  it  would  make  sense  for  the 

essentially Jewish critique of 1.18-32 to be turned against not a Gentile, but a Jewish criticiser. A 

2. Ibid, 158.
3. So G. Bornkamm, Studien zu Antike und Urchristentum (München: Kaiser, 1963), 94; J. D. G. Dunn, Romans 1-8, 

WBC (Dallas: Word Books, 1988), 53; J. A. Fitzmyer, Romans: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 
AB (London:  Geoffrey Chapman,  1993),  269-90; D.  J.  Moo,  The Epistle  to  the Romans,  NICNT (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1996), 97;  J. R. W. Stott,  The Message of Romans, BST (Nottingham: IVP, 2007), 69-79; J. A. Ziesler., 
Paul's Letter to the Romans, TPI New Testament Commentaries (London: SCM Press, 1993), 73-9.  Some, however, 
feel  that  Paul  has  a  far  more  general  audience  in  mind:  e.g  R.  Jewett,  Romans:  A  Commentary,  Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 196; M. A. Seifrid, 'Unrighteous by Faith: Apostolic Proclamation in Romans 
1:18-3:20' in Carson, D. A., O'Brien, P. T., Seifrid, M. A., (Eds.),  Justification and Variagated Nomism, Vol 2:  The 
Paradoxes of Paul (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 108-19. It seems to me that the flow of the passage and the 
references to natural knowledge of God (1.20) rather than revealed knowledge in the form of the Torah along with the 
explicit reference to Jews later would indicate that immoral Gentiles are at least Paul's primary target.

4. cf. Bornkamm, Studien, 94; Dunn, Romans 1-8, 90; Fitzmyer, Romans, 298; Moo, Romans, 128; T. R. Schreiner, 
'Did Paul believe in Justification by works? Another look at Romans 2', BBR 3 (1993), 140. However, Stott, Romans, 80 
and N. T. Wright, 'The Letter to the Romans', NIB Vol. 10 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), 437-8 see no reason to 
restrict this to judgement on Jews.

5. Dunn, Romans 1-8, 53.
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second reason in favour of a Jewish interlocutor is the general flow of the argument. Paul has used 

the  phrase  ∆Ioudai÷wˆ  te  prw◊ton  kai«  ›Ellhni in  1.16  and  employs  this  recurring  motif 

throughout chapter 2. If Paul is making a careful distinction between Jews and Gentiles throughout 

chapters 1-2 it  would make sense for him to divide his judgement against  them not into three 

categories  (immoral  pagans,  moral  but  judgemental  Gentiles,  and  Jews)  but  into  two  broad 

categories (Gentile and Jew). Thirdly, commentators have also pointed out that the ideas expressed 

in 2.1-11 are distinctly Jewish. We have already drawn attention to the connections between Wis. 

Sol. and Rom. 1.18-32. Fitzmyer points out that this is also true of Rom. 2.1-11. He explains in 

particular, that the ideas expressed in Rom. 2.3-4 are reminiscent of Wis. Sol. 12.22.6 However, 

whereas Wis. Sol. legitimates an attitude of Jewish presumption, Paul, in Rom. 2.3-4, condemns it. 

Moreover, God rendering to each kata» ta» e¶rga aujtouv in v.6 is a thoroughly Jewish idea .7 For 

the reasons given above, we conclude that it is most likely that Paul is intentionally addressing a 

Jewish interlocutor.8

Furthermore, Paul is obviously writing in reference to the eschaton. The use of hJme÷raˆ ojrghvß in 

2.5 betrays this. The term is very close to the Old Testament concept of the 'day of Yahweh' (Mwy 

hwhy).9 Indeed, Jewett points out that the expression must be a technical term used for the day of 
judgement.10 In light of this, Wright seems to be correct in asserting that the beginning of ch. 2 
portrays a typical Jewish understanding of the 'great assize'.11 This eschatological dimension and the 
thoroughly Jewish language used in this section should have an affect on how one interprets 2.12-
16. There appears to be no reason to revert in 2.12-16 to a more general setting. If we remain within 
an eschatological framework, then v.13ff must be dealing with eschatological justification. It is to 
this issue which we now turn.

2. The crux of the matter: verse 13.

The key verse in our treatment is v.13. It is with this verse that we begin our exegesis and with 
this verse that we will end. To say that this sentence is problematic is an understatement. Scholars 
have battled over it for centuries. Moreover, it is the first appearance of dikaio/w in the epistle – an 

6. Fitzmyer, Romans, 298. Wis. Sol. 12.22 reads: Ηµ ς ο ν παιδε ων το ς χθρο ς µ ν ν µυρι τητι µαστιγο ς,῾ ᾶ ὖ ύ ὺ ἐ ὺ ἡ ῶ ἐ ό ῖ  
να σου τ ν γαθ τητα µεριµν µεν κρ νοντες, κριν µενοι δ  προσδοκ µεν λεος.ἵ ὴ ἀ ό ῶ ί ό ὲ ῶ ἔ

7. So Moo,  Romans,  136;  K. R. Snodgrass, 'Justification by Grace – to the doers: An Analysis of the place of 
Romans 2 in the theology of Paul',  NTS 32 (1986), 77-8. The verse is a quotation from Pr. 24.12 and Ps. 62.13. The 
NA27 also draws attention to the similarity with Ps. Sol. 9.5.

8. Dunn, Romans 1-8, 91 claims it is likely that the imaginary interlocutor could well have been Paul himself.
9. cf. Isa. 13.6,9; Ezek. 13.5; Joel 1.15; 2.1,11; Am. 5.18,20; Mal. 4.5.
10. Jewett, Romans, 203.
11. Wright, 'Romans', 437-8.
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appearance which Wright considers to be rather embarrassing since it is associated with doing the 
Law.12 The verse has been variously interpreted. We may cite the three most likely options:

(1) Paul is actually suggesting (possibly for a rhetorical purpose) that there are some who will be 
justified on the last  day by following the Law. Those who adopt such a  position are forced to 
recognise a flat out contradiction between 2.13 and 3.20. For some scholars this is not an issue(!).13 
Yet along with most, we think that Paul should be given a little more credit than that. It is one thing 
for there to be a discrepancy between two separate Pauline letters, it is another thing altogether for 
the  author  of  a  masterpiece  such  as  Romans  to  contradict  himself  unambiguously  within  two 
consecutive chapters. Because of this, we must reject this hypothesis.

(2) Paul is speaking hypothetically here. He is stating something which is possible in “the best of 
worlds”, but becomes impossible due to sin. This particular interpretation is very favoured within 
reformed scholarship.14 This has the advantage of avoiding an apparent contradiction with the all-
encompassing statement of 3.20. However, it forces the exegete to interpret 2.14-15 as referring to 
non-Christian Gentiles.  Therefore we cannot  accept or dismiss this interpretation until  we have 
thoroughly dealt with the issue of the Law-abiding Gentiles.

(3) This claim is not hypothetical but neither is it describing works-righteousness. The verse is 
dealing with a doing of the Law which is enabled by the Spirit. Particularly associated with this 
position is N. T. Wright.15 Those who adopt this stance interpret vv.14-15 as an example of those 
who do the Law and generally argue for the presence of Christian Gentiles in vv.14-15 and presume 
that  dikaio/w is used in an eschatological sense. Snodgrass, however, has stated that we need not 
restrict vv.14-15 to Christian Gentiles. Rather, these verses describe Gentiles who show believing 
obedience.16 Again, as with (2) we must deal with the issue of the Gentiles in vv.14-15 before we 
can accept this.

At this point, it is clear that we cannot chose either (2) or (3) without dealing with 2.14-15 and 
the purpose of these two verses. It  is therefore on this particular issue that  the majority of our 
exegesis will concentrate. Proving or disproving the Christian nature of the Gentiles will be pivotal 
to  understanding  the  proper  meaning  of  v.13  and  its  implications  for  justification.  Before  we 
proceed, however, it will be worth briefly noting two additional details about this verse.

First of all it must be clear that the no/moß in question is the Jewish Torah.17 This is clear from the 

12. Wright, Justification, 159.
13. e.g. H. Räisänen, Paul and the Law (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 106-8; E. P. Sanders, Paul, the law, and 

the Jewish people (London: SCM Press, 1985), 124.
14. e.g Moo, Romans, 147-8;
15. cf. Wright, Justification, 166; Wright, 'Romans', 440-2; N. T. Wright, 'The Law in Romans 2' in Dunn, J. D. G., 

(Ed.), Paul and the Mosaic Law (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 143-8. Simon Gathercole has also followed along the 
same lines in S. J. Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves: The Gentiles in Romans 2.14-15 revisited', JSNT 85 (2002), 27-
49.

16. Snodgrass, 'Justification by grace'.
17. So e.g. C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, ICC (Edinburgh: 

T&T Clark, 1975), 197-8; Dunn,  Romans 1-8, 95, 104; Moo,  Romans, 145. J. M. Cambier, 'Le Jugement de tous les 
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use of aÓno/mwß and e˙n no/mw ̂in v.12. The purpose of this verse is to mark a stark contrast between 
Jew and Gentile.  A contrast  based  on  whether  one  possesses  the  Torah of  not.  As  Käsemann 

explains: 'Die Unvergleichligkeit der Tora läßt Pls den Nichtjuden als a¶nomoß bezeichnen'.18

Secondly, we should mention a couple points concerning the use of dikaio/w in this verse.19 First 

of all, we see no reason to abandon the eschatological framework which Paul set out in 2.1-11. 

Although some have argued that  dikaiwqh/sontai does not betray an eschatological meaning,20 

this argument fails to do justice to both the use of the future and the context. Indeed, we see nothing 

which advocates a change from the context of final judgement to a more timeless principle. In this 

case, the justification referred to must be that of final vindication on the day of judgement. Second, 

the justification language is forensic here, not ethical. That is, it refers to a verdict uttered in the 

court-room: the verdict 'righteous'. This is clear from the context of final judgement. Moreover, the 

contrast between the aÓkroatai« no/mou and the poihtai« no/mou – an expression with its roots in 

Jewish tradition according to Käsemann21 – indicates that di÷kaioi para» [twˆ◊] qewˆ ◊ should here be 

taken as equivalent to  dikaiwqh/sontai. Here, 'righteous' denotes an eschatological and forensic 

status, not a moral quality. Paul is not talking about those who will become ethically righteous by 

doing the Law, but that those who do the works of the Law will be  declared in the right at the 

eschaton.

3. The Gentiles in vv.14-15

The debate concerning the identity of the Gentiles in 2.14-15 shows no signs of stilling down.22 It is 

no exaggeration to say that a proper understanding of 2.14-15 provides an interpretative key to 

unlocking the purpose of v.13. If we conclude that the Gentiles described are not Christians then it 

follows  that  Paul  is  simply  describing  a  form of  natural  law which  enables  all  humans  to  be 

accountable to God. Therefore 2.13b is not necessarily a statement of fact. However, if the Gentiles 

are indeed Christians, then they provide a real-life example for Paul's argument in v.13. We suggest 

that vv.14-15 actually does describe Christian Gentiles for whom the eschatological promise of Jer. 

hommes par Dieu seul, selon la vérité, dans Rom 2.1-3.20', ZNW 67 (1976), 197-8 argues that the law in v.13b is 'une 
loi' not specific to Jews. This has failed to persuade the overwhelming majority of commentators.

18. E. Käsemann, An Die Römer, HZNT (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1973), 57.
19. For an extensive treatment of righteousness-language in Paul, cf. J. A. Ziesler, The Meaning of Righteousness in 

Paul: A Linguistic and theological enquiry, SNTS 20 (Cambridge: CUP, 1972). Ziesler's main thesis is that the adjective 
di÷kaioß is ethical whereas dikaio/w is forensic. This seems to me to be to simplistic a distinction. As this particular 
verse shows, it is perfectly possible for Paul to use the adjective in a forensic sense.

20. So Moo, Romans, 147
21. Käsemann, An die Römer, 57.
22. For a decent summary of the debate cf. Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 27-30.
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31.33 (LXX 38.33) is a reality. Our argument impinges on 4 particular issues. First, does the ga»r in 

v.14 refer back to v.13 or are vv.14-15 simply an excursus? Second, how are we to understand 

fu/sei in  v.14?  Third,  does Paul  allude  to  Jer.  31.33 in  v.15?  Finally,  what  of  the  conflicting 

thoughts and conscience in v.15? We will deal with these questions one by one as each of them 

provides a significant building block in our argument.

(a) The connecting  ga»r

Various attempts have been made to argue that the ga»r in v.14 is not intended to connect the verse 

with v.13b, but in our opinion none of them do justice to the text. Bornkamm, for example, argues 

that the ga»r is primarily referring to v.11f.23 In this case, the flow of the paragraph is not sequential. 

This is not impossible, but it is improbable. For one, would the reader really be able to understand 

that this sentence does not follow on from the previous one but from another? I highly doubt it. 

Secondly, v.14 does not really provide any explanatory power for v.11. In what sense do Gentiles 

doing the works of the Law prove God's impartiality in judgement? The link is so tenuous that it 

must surely be dismissed.

More attractive is the argument that the  ga»r does not so much provide a link with v.13b, but 

offers an explanation for a problem raised by 12-13, namely: how can Gentiles obey a law which 

they have not heard?24 Paul's answer is that the Gentiles have in fact heard the Law. Although they 

do not have it written down, they have enough of a moral standard for God to judge them by. In this 

view,  vv.14-15  provide  an  apology  for  God's  judgement  apart  from  the  Law.   This  position, 

however, fails to explain the lack of article prior to e¶qnh. Had Paul truly wished to show that there 

is a form of natural law which all humans are aware of (and can therefore be held accountable to), 

he would surely have applied this to all  Gentiles.25 Furthermore,  Paul has already charged that 

humans are without excuse based on a sufficient knowledge of God through his creation in Rom. 

1.18-32. In addition to this, the most pressing question which v.13 seems to raise is not: 'how do the 

Gentiles know the Law?' The purpose of v.13 is to show the Jew that possessing (hearing) the Law 

23. Bornkamm, Studien, 100.
24. This  is  very  popular  amongst  reformed  exegetes:  Schreiner,  'Justification  by  works',  145  claims  that  the 

connection between v.13b and  v.14  is  attractive but  finally  unpersuasive.  J.  Piper,  The Future of  Justification:  A  
Response to N. T. Wright (Nottingham: IVP, 2008), 106-7 argues that the purpose of v.14-15 is to answer the question: 
how can people be judged if they have no standard.

25. A number of commentators have noted the lack of article and concluded that Paul cannot be speaking of all 
Gentiles: cf. for example Käsemann, An die Römer, 57-8; U. Wilckens, Der Brief an die Römer: Röm 1-5, EKK (Zürich: 
Benziger, 1978), 133.
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is insufficient; doing the Law is what matters. To me this does not beg the question: 'how do the 

Gentiles know the Law then?' Or even, 'by what standard does God judge the Gentiles?' However it 

can very legitimately be supported by an example of people who do not even hear the Law yet do it.

Regardless  of  whether  one  concludes  that  the  Gentiles  described  are  Christians,  the  most 

straightforward way of interpreting the connection between vv.13-14 (and let us not forget that the 

most obvious interpretation is  very often the correct  one) is  that  v.14 is  intimately linked with 

v.13b.26 If this is true, v.14 provides an example of people who do not have the Law carrying out its 

commands and attaining eschatological salvation. Gathercole insists that the flow between vv.13-14 

is so obvious that it cannot be missed. Furthermore, he notes the similarity between  oi˚ poihtai« 

no/mou in v.13 and ta» touv no/mou poiw◊sin (in v.14) and convincingly argues that the parallelism 

must be intended.27 The evidence suggests that this is the case and that vv.14-15 provide an example 

of  oi˚ poihtai« no/mou.

(b) The referent of fu/sei

An additional factor involved in the discussion is the referent of  fu/sei. It has historically been 

assumed to qualify poiw◊sin. As Käsemann explains: 'Der Apostel charakerisiert in 14 nicht eine 

Verfassung des Menschen, sondern ein bestimmtes, nicht durch die Tora bewirktes Tun'.28 Recently, 

however, a minority of commentators have questioned this assumption on syntactical and contextual 

grounds.29 Although it would not be conclusive either way, the use of fu/sei will have a bearing on 

whether we understand the Gentiles to be Christians or not. Indeed, if  fu/sei qualifies  poiw◊sin 

then Paul is speaking of a doing of the Law which is done by nature. In this case, it is not the 

eschatological reality of the Spirit which enables the Gentiles to do the Law, but some innate natural 

ability.30 If this is true, then it could potentially damage our thesis. If, on the other hand,  fu/sei 

qualifies what precedes it, then our argument is strengthened.

Some commentators have claimed that  fu/sei must qualify  poiw◊sin because of its position 

within the sentence. For example, Fitzmyer explains that if it were to qualify e¶conta then it would 

be contained within the previous clause.31 This is a strong argument if Fitzmyer is correct. However, 

26. So Käsemann, An die Römer, 57; Wright, 'Romans', 440-1.
27. Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 33-34.
28. Käsemann, An die Römer, 59.
29. cf. particularly Cranfield,  Romans 157; Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 36-7; Wright, 'Romans', 441-2. 

Most recently cf. Jewett, Romans, 214.
30. So Moo, Romans, 149-50 who thinks that Paul is using elements of Greek natural law.
31. Fitzmyer, Romans, 309-10.
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it seems that there are reasons to question whether Greek is that rigid. Indeed, Gathercole cites Wis. 

Sol. 13.1 as a counter-example in which fu/sei occurs after what it qualifies.32 In addition to this, if 

fu/sei were to qualify  poiw◊sin, we would expect it to be placed immediately prior to the verb it 

qualifies.33 This  cannot  of  course  prove  our  point,  but  it  should  prevent  us  from  jumping  to 

conclusions purely on the basis of word-order.

Gathercole also draws attention to the possible parallel of this expression with  hJ ėk fu/sewß 

aÓkrobusti÷a to\n no/mon telouvsa in 2.27.34 Admitted, in v.27 we have an example of  fu/siß 

placed in a less ambiguous position. Nevertheless, the  aÓkrobusti÷a is uncircumcised by nature 

here; he does not fulfil the Law by nature. If we are to see the two verses as related, then it would 

make more sense for v.14 to carry the same idea.

It seems to me though that the most persuasive argument in favour of  fu/sei describing a status 

rather than an action is a survey of the use of the word in the rest of the Pauline corpus. It  is 

significant that every single appearance of fu/sei elsewhere connotes a state of being rather than an 

action.35 Most notable is Paul's use of the term in Gal. 2.15 in which Paul calls himself and Peter 

fu/sei ∆Ioudai√oi, which the ESV and NRSV helpfully render as 'Jews by birth'. Although these 

arguments do not remove all the ambiguity surrounding the expression in Rom. 2.14, they do tilt the 

balance in favour of  fu/sei denoting a status.  In this case, the comma, which in most English 

translations is placed just before 'by nature', should be placed just after it. These Gentiles who do 

not have the Torah by birth, nevertheless do the works of the Torah.

Before we proceed to the next link in the chain, it is worth briefly qualifying what should be 

understood by e̊autoi √ß ei˙sin no/moß. This is not, as in modern use, a disparaging expression used 

to refer to a person who obeys only himself. Moo explains that the point of the expression is to 

point out that the Jews have no special advantage in knowing God's will.36 This is certainly true, but 

we may, I think, go slightly further. Cranfield has pointed out that the expression was used in Greek 

thought to denote a person of great virtue who has no need for guidance by an external law (cf. 

32. Gathercole 2002, 36. Wis. Sol. 13.1a reads: ma/taioi me\n ga\r pa/nteß a‡nqrwpoi fu/sei, oi•ß parh ◊n Qeou ◊ 
a/gnwsia.

33. A quick survey of certain adverbs in the NT reveals that this is more often than not the case.
34. Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 36-7.
35. Gal. 2.15; 4.8; Eph. 2.3 (assuming Ephesians to be Pauline. For a solid defence of the issue, cf. D. A Carson, D. 

J. Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament [Leicester: IVP, 2005], 480-6; P. T. O'Brien, The Letter to the Ephesians, 
PNTC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999], 4-47;  Stott, J. R. W.,  The Message of Ephesians: God's new society, BST 
[Nottingham: IVP, 2007], 16-22). Cranfield, Romans, 157 also draws attention to the use of the term in the rest of the 
Pauline corpus.

36. Moo, Romans, 151.
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Arist. E.N. 1128a.31-32).37 Ziesler, whilst denying the Christian nature of these Gentiles, follows a 

similar  line  is  asserting  that  the  phrase  implies  that  goodness  naturally  comes  out  of  them.38 

Commentators are agreed, the expression is a positive one.

(c) The citation from Jer. 31.33

The single most  persuasive argument in favour of the Gentiles being Christians is the possible 

reference to Jer. 31.33 in v.15. Indeed, if Paul is purposely referring to the promise of the new 

covenant then we are left with no option but to conclude that the Gentiles in question are definitely 

Christians.39 The clear consequences of this conclusion may well be why so many are reticent to see 

any kind of reference to the prophecy in v.15. Yet, as we shall see, the arguments used to disprove 

the reference are not finally persuasive.

Some interpreters argue that the reference is not intended because of the context. Käsemann 

brushes the problem away by claiming that the literary context is not eschatological, therefore the 

Jeremiah passage cannot come into play.40 Yet as we have shown above, the context is very clearly 

eschatological. Stott's rebuttal carries more credibility. According to him, the reference cannot be 

present  since Jer.  31.33 deals with salvation,  whereas the context  in Romans 2 is  judgement.41 

However, despite protests, if we are to see v.14 as connected to v.13b then the immediate context is 

the salvation of the Law-doers. Stott's exegesis is an example of letting the wider context dictate the 

immediate context rather than the other way round. So the reference cannot be dismissed on the 

basis of context.

Most commentators who deny the Jeremiah reference point to the wording. Jer. 38.33 (LXX), 

they claim, has no/mouß whereas Rom. 2.15 has to\ e¶rgon touv no/mou. According to them, this is 

sufficient evidence to dismiss any possible reference.42 We may offer three particular responses to 

this: Firstly is it really likely that Paul, who as a first century Pharisee would have lived with the 

37. Cranfield, Romans, 157.
38. Ziesler, Romans, 87. Although he claims that this goes against depravity.
39. G. N. Davies, Faith and Obedience in Romans: A Study of Romans 1-4, JSOTS  39 (Sheffield: SAP, 1990), 63 

would disagree, claiming that the Law written on the heart was a present reality in some Old Testament passages (e.g Ps 
37.31; Isa 51.7). This is not convincing though. Even if we were to accept the presence of such references, the language 
used in Jer 31 is too strong for these passages to do justice to it. Moreover, N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the  
people of God (London: SPCK, 1992), 268-72 has argued that the Jews in the first century CE still felt the great end-of-
exile promises were not (fully) fulfilled.

40. Käsemann, An die Römer, 59. So also F. Kuhr, 'Römer 2.14f und die Verheissung bei Jeremiah 31.31ff', ZNW 55 
(1964), 260.

41. Stott, Romans, 87
42. cf. Moo, Romans, 151-2; Piper, Future of Justification, 107; Schreiner, 'Justification by works' 146.

12



'It is the doers of the Law who will be justified' DANIEL HAYTER

hope of these promises, would be able to use this particular language with no intention of referring 

to Jer. 31.33 and all that it entails? The language is so similar that it is highly unlikely that Paul was 

unaware that  his (Jewish) readers would be reminded of the Jeremiah prophecy. As Gathercole 

claims, '[t]o say that Paul does not refer to the inscription of the Law, but to the “work of the Law” 

written on their hearts as an argument against fulfilment of LXX Jer. 38 is to split hairs.'43 Indeed, 

Paul has shot himself in the foot had he not wished to allude to Jer. 31.33. Secondly, Dunn and more 

recently Jewett have drawn attention to the fact that the singular to\ e¶rgon touv no/mou could have 

been employed to avoid the pejorative Pauline expression ejrga no/mou.44

Thirdly, if the LXX of Jer. 38.33 is compared with the MT of Jer. 31.33, we notice some slight 

differences – differences which may well account for Paul's use of  to\ e¶rgon touv no/mou rather 

than  no/mouß (so LXX). The MT reads:  Mbl l(w Mbrqb ytrwt t) yttn, whereas the LXX 

reads: didou\ß dw/sw no/mouß mou [ ] kai\ ejpi\ kardi/aß aujtw◊n gra\yw aujtou/ß… . In the LXX, 

the singular  ytrwt gives way to the plural  no/mouß.  We know that  Paul was not fond of not 

quoting the LXX verbatim.45 Whether this is simply due to stylistic license, citing scripture from 

memory, or having access to variant manuscripts, he inconsistent in his citing. It is possible that 

Paul may have mainly used the LXX as his basis for the Jer. 38.33 quotation (hence the presence of 

gra\yw rather than a translation of yttn), but that the Hebrew of the passage was familiar enough 

to him for him to replace the plural no/mouß with the singular to\ e¶rgon touv no/mou. Moreover, as 

we observed above, the singular 'work of the Law' avoids the pejorative connotations which the 

plural carries. Therefore the slight difference in language may be due to a merging of the Hebrew 

with the Greek, or even an alternative Greek manuscript.46 In addition to this we must  remind 

ourselves that  Paul  is  not actually quoting (if  he were,  he would most  likely introduce it  with 

kaqw»ß ge÷graptai), but simply alluding to Jer. 31.33 and as such we do not need to expect a 

verbatim reproduction.

The last argument notwithstanding, we do not see how Paul could possibly have written Rom. 

2.15 without alluding to Jer. 31.33. Rejections on the basis of the addition of to\ e¶rgon simply will 

not suffice: it is more likely that Paul is referring to the eschatological promise of Jeremiah and the 

cardiac inscription of the Torah which it entails. In addition to building support for the Christian 

43. Gathercole,  'A Law unto themselves',  41 (Emphasis  in  orginal):  cf.  also Davies,  Faith and Obedience, 65; 
Wright, 'The Law in Romans 2', 146-7.

44. Dunn, Romans 1-8, 100; Jewett, Romans, 214-5.
45. cf. for example 1 Cor. 1.19 where he exchanges the LXX kru/ysw for ajqeth/sw.
46. I must admit that, as far as I am aware, no commentator has suggested this possibility.
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Gentile reading of vv.14-15, acknowledging this reference to Jer. 31.33 makes the case for pre-

Christian believing Gentiles (as Snodgrass and Davies argue) more difficult to sustain. Indeed, the 

eschatological nature of the promise would seem to preclude pre-Christian Gentiles from being the 

subject of vv.14-15.47 Furthermore, Paul seems to be alluding to an example which the reader would 

be able to observe for themselves – hardly an option if pre-Christian believers are in view.

(d) The conscience in v.15

The second half of v.15 is often seen as a clinching argument in favour of the non-Christian Gentile 

interpretation.  Indeed,  Schreiner  points  out  that  the  accusing  thoughts  seem  to  exclude  the 

possibility of Salvation.48 It is certainly odd to imagine Christians, of whom Paul later writes that 

there is no condemnation (8.1), standing at the final judgement uncertain of the outcome. To make 

matters worse, the connection between vv.15b-16 is apparently difficult to explain. In what sense 

does the conscience function at the eschaton? At face value, this seems to put our thesis in serious 

jeopardy. We cannot, and should not deny the difficulties which v.15b entail, but we can, I think, 

make a  case for a reading which still  does justice  to  the text,  whilst  retaining the flow of  the 

argument, which so far has pointed in favour of Christian Gentiles.

Firstly, how should we understand the connection between vv.15b-16? Bornkamm does not see 

any connection, claiming that v.16 is a later post-Pauline gloss.49 There is no reason to follow this 

line however. Other commentators prefer to see v.16 as connected to v.13 (vv.14-15 in this case are 

a parenthesis).50 Yet, as we have argued above, vv.14-15 provides a very decent explanation for 

what is stated in v.13. This prevents us from seeing it as a parenthesis. Moo has argued that rather 

than being eschatological,  v.15b describes a  continual  self-criticism of  Gentiles  which finds its 

ultimate meaning in the final judgement.51 Although this may solve the apparent difficulty of the 

conscience functioning at the eschaton, it does not do justice to the language of v.16. Is it likely that 

e˙n hJme÷raˆ o¢te kri÷nei oJ qeo\ß means 'expressed most fully in the day when God judges...'? Rather 

we are inclined to agree with Wilckens: 'Der relativische Anschluß V 16 läßt sich stringent nur so 

erklären, daß der eschatologische Aspekt von V 15 ausdrücklich wird'.52 In this case, the conscience 

47. cf. Schreiner, 'Justification by works', 138-9.
48. Ibid, 146.
49. Bornkamm, Studien, 117.
50. So C. K. Barrett, Commentary on the Epistle of Paul to the Romans, BNTC (London: A&C Black, 1957), 53; 

Ziesler 1993, 88.
51. Moo, Romans, 154. Jewett, Romans, 218 follows a similar line.
52. Wilckens, Römer 1-5, 137.
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bears witness on the final  day.  So far,  there is  nothing to suggest  that  it  plays a negative role. 

Indeed, as Gathercole has argued, if the conscience follows the reference to Jer. 31.33 so closely, it 

is difficult to imagine that it is a condemning conscience.53

The real difficulty emerges when we consider the logismw◊n. Dunn is right to point out that hj 

kai implies that accusing is the norm rather than excusing. If these thoughts are meant to explain 

the  working  of  the  conscience,  as  many  commentators  have  assumed,54 then  we  have  a  torn 

conscience on the final day. This is certainly difficult to reconcile with the writing of the Law on 

one's  heart.  I  think  that  it  is  more  likely  that  the  thoughts  are  to  be  taken  as  separate  to  the 

conscience.55 Firstly, as we have pointed out above, the close proximity of  sunei÷dhsiß with the 

reference to Jer. 31.33 makes it difficult to see the conscience as negative (something which the 

conflicting thoughts are more likely to be).56 Secondly, the construction of v.15b is rather odd if we 

are to take suneidh/sewß as equivalent to logismw◊n. [K]ai« metaxu\ aÓllh/lwn seems to indicate 

a transition in ideas rather than an explanation. If we are correct in asserting this, then the witness of 

the conscience itself is positive, whereas the conflicting thoughts are separate and more negative.

How then are we to deal with the condemning thoughts? Gathercole has suggested that these 

thoughts provide apologia at the final judgement.57 An unlikely option since, according to our text, 

they would be more likely to provide accusation. Cranfield's suggestion is more likely: the accusing 

thoughts are a recognition that the Law-doing Gentiles fall short of the Law's standard (the kind of 

moral conflict which we also find in Rom. 7.14ff), whereas the excusing thoughts remind them that 

they have in fact believed and therefore tend towards obedience.58. I would want to push this a little 

further and see kai« metaxu\  h£ kai« aÓpologoume÷nwn…  as a slight parenthesis in the sentence. In 

this reading, the conscience bears witness on the last day to the inscription of the Law on the heart, 

but this does not prevent an inner conflict of thoughts in those who, although knowing the outcome, 

are still aware of their shortcomings in the presence of a holy God.

Critics will rightly argue that this reading is not exempt from serious problems, but the reader 

53. Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 43-4
54. Cambier, 'Le jugement de Dieu', 203; Cranfield,  Romans, 161; Fitzmyer,  Romans, 311; Wilckens,  Römer 1-5, 

137.
55. So Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 44; Jewett, Romans, 216.
56. Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 43-4
57. Ibid, 44
58. Cranfield, Romans, 162. cf. also Wright, 'Romans', 442: 'Here the thought is simply that the Gentile Christians 

who, living in the Spirit, are in fact fulfilling the Torah, are aware deep within their own hearts that they are right with 
God … Why then do their thoughts become confused as they approach the judgement? Perhaps because their situation, 
being outside the Torah and yet fulfilling it from the heart, leaves them with questions that may produce a moment of 
panic in even the most settled believer. … Paul is clear, though, on the outcome'.
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must remember that in Rom. 2, no exegesis is without its difficulties. Each exegete must handle 

what appears to be mixed signals and decide which argument is most convincing and attempt to 

deal with the legitimate difficulties which each reading raises. Those who wish to argue that the 

Gentiles are in fact condemned (taking v.15b alone, this is a strong possibility) will need to get rid 

of any logical connection between v13b and vv.14-15 and vehemently deny the reference to Jer. 

31.33 – steps which we do not feel comfortable taking. Our reading of v.15b, although it presents its 

difficulties, has the advantage of seeing vv.13-16 as a whole integrated argument and avoids the 

somewhat arbitrary view that vv.14-15 is an excursus.

4. Conclusion: the meaning of 2.13

We are now in a  position to restate our thesis  concerning v.13.  Earlier  we concluded that  two 

particular interpretations of this verse merited consideration. Either the verse describes something 

which is possible in theory, but impossible due to sin (hence the need for justification by faith), or 

the doers of the Law in v.13 are actually those in whose heart the Law has been written – either 

Christians or pre-Christian believers – and who will be vindicated on the final day.

In view of our exegesis, we favour the second interpretation. Paul is in fact talking of believing 

Gentiles  in  vv.14-15  in  whom  the  eschatological  promise  of  Jer.  31.33  has  been  fulfilled. 

Furthermore we concluded that it is far more likely that Paul is writing of Christian Gentiles rather 

than pre-Christian believing pagans. These Christians do what the Law requires since it is written 

on their heart. Moreover the very close connection between v.13b and v.14 shows that far from 

being an odd parenthesis, vv.14-15 provide a concrete example of oi˚ poihtai« no/mou in v.13. So 

then, the statement that the doers of the Law will be justified stands as fully true. Those who do the 

Law  are  in  fact  Christians.  Because  of  the  rhetorical  purpose  of  2.12-16  (destroying  Jewish 

presumption), Paul here provides the example of Gentile Christians as opposed to Christians in 

general. The doers of the Law, that is those in whom Jer. 31.33 has been fulfilled, will be acquitted 

(dikaiwqh/sontai) at the final judgement.
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PART II: ROMANS 2.13 IN THE LIGHT OF 3.20

We argued briefly in Part I that in 2.1-16, Paul is responding to a Jewish interlocutor and giving 

evidence for the sinfulness of Jews. These Jews, who possess the Torah, are in no better position 

than Gentiles who do not – that is the polemic purpose of vv.11-13. The reason which Paul gives is 

that it is not hearing, but doing which counts. Those who are doers, not hearers, will be justified at 

the eschaton. Furthermore, this doing of the Law is qualified by the example of Gentile Christians 

who do the work of the Law because it is written on their heart; these Gentiles are those who are 

vindicated on the  final  day.  In  this  sense,  none  of  2.12-16 is  hypothetical.59 2.13b is  not  only 

theoretically  true,  it  is  practically  true:  those  who are  given the status  “righteous”  at  the  final 

judgement will be Law-doers. This idea is made even more explicit in 2.25-29 as Paul defines a true 

Jew as one whose heart has been circumcised (note, again another eschatological promise applied to 

Gentiles).60

Our conclusion is already shared with a number of scholars, although not all will agree on every 

point. What still remains to be discussed is how this particular reading of 2.13b can be reconciled 

with 3.20: 'by works of the Law, no flesh will be justified before [God]'. This statement has lead 

some to simply throw up their hands and exclaim: 'there we have it! Paul is inconsistent – we 

shouldn't  expect  any  less  from  him'.  Others  have  been  forced  by  this  verse  to  argue  for  the 

hypothetical nature of 2.13b. In our view, neither approach is valid. As we have already said, it is 

extremely unlikely for Paul to contradict himself so blatantly in such a short space. At the same 

time, we do not think that Paul would have expected his readers to re-read his statement in 2.13b as 

hypothetical. Rather, we suggest that some later passages in Romans provide an explanation for 

how the two can both be true. Of course, a treatment of the rest of the letter is far too ambitious in 

scope here, but I think that we may put forward a few points which should point us in the right 

direction.

To begin with, the thoroughly unequivocal language of 3.20 should be fairly obvious: no-one 

will be justified by following the Law. It is clear that an alternative is necessary. Although Dunn 

59. Interestingly Piper argues that 2.13b is statement of fact and not a hypothetical appeal to the best of both worlds 
(cf. his sermon 'There is no partiality with God, part 2' available on www.desiringgod.org). However, because in Piper, 
Future of Justification, 106-7 he considers vv.14-16 to be answering the question 'by what standard are the Gentiles 
judged?' he argues that they are not Christians.

60. We do not have time in this present paper to deal with 2.17-29. Suffice it to say that a far greater majority of 
interpreters support 2.25-29 as a reference to Christian Gentiles: cf Moo,  Romans 174-5; Schreiner, 'Justification by 
works'.; Stott,  Romans, 94, who hints at this; Wright, 'Law in Romans 2', 132-9. For the opposite case cf. Fitzmyer, 
Romans, 320-3.
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argues that the works of the Law referred to are actually ethnic badges and that Paul wishes to 

exclude justification on the basis of Jewish identity,61 this interpretation of the phrase  e˙x e¶rgwn 

no/mou is increasingly considered to be unlikely by scholarship. For one, Moo rightly points out that 

there is a parallel between this idea in 3.20 and 4.6 (cwri«ß e¶rgwn), which implies that Paul does 

not simply have ethnic badges in mind.62 Moreover, if these works are ethnic badges, the immediate 

answer  to  3.20  which  Paul  provides  in  3.21  is  unsatisfactory.  Indeed,  Paul,  in  3.21  speaks  of 

righteousness  cwri«ß  no/mou,  not  cwri«ß  e¶rgwn no/mou.  Additionally,  3.20b  (dia»  ga»r no/mou 

ėpi÷gnwsiß aJmarti÷aß) would be a non sequitur if the works of the Law in question were simply 

external divisions between Jew and Gentile. In what sense do ethnic badges such as circumcision 

give knowledge of sin? It is far more likely then that the expression e¶rgwn no/mou refers to what 

the Law demands in the most basic sense.63 These works of the Law, we read here, cannot justify 

and  an  alternative  is  required.  That  alternative,  according  to  3.21-26,  is  pi÷stewß  ∆Ihsouv 

Cristouv.64 This appeal to  pi÷stiß solves the immediate problem which 3.20 raises, namely how 

can anyone be justified? Yet this very solution leads to another problem. If faith is the basis of 

justification,  how can Paul's  assertion in Rom. 2.13b, that  the Law-doers will  be justified,  still 

stand? The answer to this question, I believe, can be found at the start of chapter 8 in Paul's use of 

the 'in Christ' motif.65

A brief point before we proceed. Wright seeks to lessen this tension by stating that whereas 2.13b 

refers  to  eschatological  justification  on  the  basis  of  works,  3.20-21  is  a  reference  to  present 

justification. This allows him to claim that the present verdict on the basis of faith points forward to 

the future verdict on the basis of the life lived in the Spirit.66 Wright's thesis is imaginative and we 

readily  agree  with  him  that  2.13b  must  be  understood  as  a  reference  to  future  justification. 

However, in our opinion, the language of 3.20 does not unambiguously refer to present justification. 

Rom.  3.20  seems  to  at  least  include overtones  of  of  eschatological  justification.  Indeed,  the 

expression ėnw¿pion aujtouv is thematically linked with 2.13 (para» [twˆ ◊] qewˆ ◊) – a verse which we 

have  argued  is  clearly  speaking  of  final  judgement.  Moreover,  the  use  of  the  future 

dikaiwqh/setai, as in 2.13b, could betray an eschatological meaning. It seems to us that we cannot 

dismiss 3.20 as simply referring to present justification – a more holistic understanding is necessary. 

61. cf. Dunn, Romans 153-4.
62. Moo, Romans, 208.
63. So Ibid, 214.
64. It is not the purpose of this paper to qualify whether this is the faith of the believer or the faith(fulness) of Christ. 

For details of the discussion cf. Dunn, Romans 1-8, 166-7.
65. cf. Gathercole, 'A Law unto themselves', 39; Wright, Justification, 206-7
66. Wright, Justification, 179.
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We should then understand 3.20 to mean that even at the eschaton, no-one will be justified on the 

basis of the works of Torah. It seems that Paul has intentionally set up a paradox.

This paradox is allowed to stand until we reach the climactic announcement of chapter 8: 'There 

is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus' (8.1). Interestingly, it seems 

that Paul has changed categories for speaking a believer's status. Whereas in 5.1ff he refers to them 

as those who have been justified by faith  (Dikaiwqe÷nteß ou™n ėk pi÷stewß in  5.1),  the term 

dikaio/w disappears from 6.7 before reappearing again in 8.30. In 8.1 he speaks of believers as 

those who are 'in Christ' (e˙n Cristwˆ◊). It should be clear from the finality of Paul's statement about 

justification in 5.1,67 and the subsequent discussion of reconciliation (5.10) and union with Christ in 

his death (6.5) that those who are 'in Christ' in 8.1 are the same as those who have been justified by 

faith and enjoy peace with God in 5.1ff. In our view, it is precisely this notion of union with Christ 

which allows us to resolve the tension which Paul has created between 2.13b and 3.20. As a result 

of being in Christ, believers actually become the Law-doers referred to in 2.13b.

Why is this so? Because the  dikai÷wma touv no/mou was fulfilled in them. Although Wright 

argues that this expression does not refers to what the Law requires, but to the verdict of the Law,68 

this is unconvincing. Rather, we agree with Moo, that in view of 2.26, this is simply to what the 

Law demands of God's people.69 Moreover, the singular  dikai÷wma (as opposed to plural in 2.26) 

could very well indicate a more holistic understanding: the whole requirement, or decree, of the 

Law is fulfilled in those who are in Christ. We should, in addition to this, draw attention to the 

passive nature of this fulfilment (plhrwqhØv). It is not the case that, because of the death of Christ, 

believers themselves fulfil the decree of the Law. Rather, God condemning sin in Christ (8.3) leads 

to the decree of the Law being fulfilled in those who are in Christ. Indeed, although we shall shortly 

observe that ethical transformation is a necessary result of this fulfilment, it is not the basis; the 

basis is God's action of condemning sin in Christ. This was also true in 2.12-16 where v.15 makes it 

clear  that  the  Gentiles  doing the  Law is  simply  a  demonstration (this  is  shown by the  use  of 

ėndei÷knuntai) of an internal reality – the work of the Law was written on their hearts and this led 

to doing the Law, not vice versa.

Although the initiative in 2.15 and 8.4 belongs with God, both passages describe a necessary 

ethical transformation. In fact 2.12-16 and 8.1-13 both mention individuals who are supernaturally 

aided in their obedience to God. In the former passage, the cardiac inscription of the Law leads to 

67. Note the aorist passive participial form of dikaio/w, which implies a past and complete action.
68. Wright, 'Romans', 577.
69. Moo, Romans, 482.
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doing the things of the Law. In the latter, being in Christ (and consequently having the decree of the 

Law fulfilled in oneself) is closely associated with living according to the Spirit. Furthermore it 

seems that walking 'according to the Spirit' in 8.4 should be taken as equivalent to doing what the 

Law requires in 2.14. Indeed, v.7 implies that if those who are in the flesh do not submit to God's 

Law, those who are in the Spirit certainly do. This ethical outworking of life in the Spirit is closely 

associated with an eschatological outcome (as also in 2.12-16). The notions of death (qa¿natoß) 

and life (zwh\) in 8.5-13 indicate this: those who do not walk by the Spirit will die; those who do 

will  live.  The  language  of  life  and  death  should  be  understood  not  merely  in  a  physical  and 

temporal  sense,  or  even  a  spiritual  sense,  but  as  a  reference  to  eschatological  vindication  or 

condemnation.70 However, this is not to say that doing forms the basis of their vindication. Indeed, 

8.4 makes it clear that those in whom the decree of the Law is fulfilled are those who are  kata» 

pneuvma. Rather, walking according to the Spirit is the outcome of being in Christ, just as doing the 

Law is the outcome its cardiac inscription in 2.12-16. In this sense, doers of the Law do not gain 

their identity by what they do, rather they do what their new identity requires.

It seems that this is likely to be what Paul had in mind in 2.13b by poihtai« no/mou. In other 

words, the doers of the Law are those who, because of the work of Christ (described in 8.3) and 

their union with him (ėn Cristwˆ◊), have the decree of the Law fulfilled in them. This leads to a 

new form of life in the Spirit. So then, it is not so much an issue of performance as it is an issue of 

identity  (8.1) and living in line with that identity (8.4-13).71 Longenecker's words are particularly 

relevant here:

Being “in Christ” is the essence of Christian proclamation and experience. One may discuss legalism, nomism, 

and even justification by faith, but without treating the “in Christ” motif we miss the heart of the Christian 

message.72

Those then, who are in Christ are those who will be vindicated at the final judgement, because by 

virtue of their union with Christ, they have become doers of the Law.

70. So Dunn, Romans 1-8, 449; Moo, Romans, 487, 494.
71. This, it seems to me, is what Paul had in mind in 1 Cor. 6.11 when he states '[a]nd such  were some of you' 

(ESV). It is not that no-one in Corinth ever did anything listen in 6.9-10. On the contrary, 1 Cor would have us believe 
the opposite (cf. A. C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, NIGTC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000], 454: 
'Yet when all has been said, has the past lost all of its influence and reality? … the translations [of  hJgia¿sqhte and 
e˙dikaiw¿qhte in 6.11]  made holy and  made righteous would be misleading since Paul does not deny the continuing 
datum of sin …'(italics in original)). Rather, the identity of the Corinthians had changed. They were saints by virtue of 
Christ's work, even if their behaviour needed to conform to that new identity.

72. R. N. Longenecker, Galatians, WBC (Dallas: Word Books, 1990), 159.
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Moreover, their justification is already total and secure (8.30; cf. 5.1). As noted above, Wright 

has attempted to reconcile 2.13b and 3.20 by arguing that although present justification is on the 

basis of faith (3.20-21), future justification is on the basis of performance enabled by the Spirit 

(2.13b). However, we have argued that the language of 8.1-4 makes it clear that the believer's works 

are not the basis, but the necessary outcome of salvation. Indeed, how can Paul assert that there is 

now no condemnation for those who are in Christ if the outcome is future? It seems preferable to 

agree with Moo that whereas for many Jews justification was something pertaining to the eschaton, 

in  Paul  'the  final  verdict  is  read  back into  their  experience  in  a  characteristic  example  of  NT 

“inaugurated  eschatology”.'73 We  may  paraphrase  8.1-4  for  clarity:  'there  is  therefore  now no 

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus … for God has done what Law, weakened by the 

flesh, could not do by sending his own son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and for sin, he condemned 

sin in the flesh, so that we might become doers of the Law who walk not according to the flesh, but 

according to the Spirit.'

Conclusion

In the first three chapters of Romans, Paul offers his readers a paradox. On the one hand, he is 

absolutely clear that no-one can be justified by doing the Law. On the other hand he claims that the 

doers  of  the  Law will  be  justified.  As  we  have  seen,  different  scholars  have  dealt  with  this 

dichotomy in various ways. Some have asserted that Paul is inconsistent. Others have claimed that 

2.13b is hypothetical, whereas 3.20 is a statement of fact. Yet others have tried to make a clear-cut 

distinction between the basis of present justification and future justification. Present justification, 

they say, is on the basis of faith whereas future justification is on the basis of works. One thing is 

certain, agreement on the issue is still very unlikely.

Our study has led us to particularly consider Paul's  statement in 2.13b. In context,  we have 

suggested that this is an assertion concerning the final judgement. It is not hypothetical, but real in 

every sense of the word; for Paul, the doers of the Law will be justified on the last day. In order to 

achieve his polemic purpose (demonstrate to the Jews that possession of the Law is no advantage) 

he cites a real-life example of people who do not hear the Law, but do it – Gentile Christians. The 

reason they are able to do the Law is that God, contrary to all Jewish expectation, has fulfilled the 

73. Moo, Romans, 87.
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promise of Jer. 31.33 in the hearts of Christian Gentiles. Their conscience bears witness to this 

truth, although it does not necessarily preclude the presence of doubts or fears.

In light of this exegesis, we suggested how one could make sense 2.13b in the light of 3.20. We 

argued that Paul's statement in 3.20 brings up two particular problems: (1) If the Law cannot justify, 

then what can? Paul responds: it is by  pi÷stewß ∆Ihsouv Cristou. This answer however, along 

with 3.20b creates another problem: (2) If justification is by faith rather than by works of the Law, 

how can Paul assert that the doers of the Law will be justified? We suggested that an appeal to the 

motif 'in Christ' in chapter 8 provides the solution. Those who are justified by faith (5.1) are those 

who are in Christ (8.1) and by virtue of this union are now, in very essence, doers of the Law. 

Because of this, the verdict which awaits them at the eschaton is brought fully into the present so 

that there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.
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