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said, ‘DO NOT COMMIT MURDER’ [Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17]. Now if you do not 
commit adultery, but do commit murder, you have become a transgressor of the law” 
(James 2:10-11). Here, the prohibitions against adultery and murder, from the Ten 
Commandments, are listed. These would surely constitute the sorts of principles 
imbued upon the human conscience by God as Creator. Violation of one of these 
commandments, either by a Jewish person who grew up in a Torah environment, or by 
a pagan from the nations, merits such a man or woman the status of: Law-breaker. 
Even without some specific knowledge of the Mosaic covenant, by violating its 
principles of conscience, one from the nations demonstrates the same base, fallenness 
and disregard for the Creator that a Jewish person who has specific knowledge of it 
likewise demonstrates when he or she breaks it. 

There is a definite conflict of not only theology, but also spirituality, in the 
Messianic movement today, when various Messianic Jewish leaders and teachers 
might claim that the nations at large are not held responsible by God for breaking His 
Torah. A prophetic word like Isaiah 24:5 says something to the contrary: all of 
humanity is guilty before God’s Instruction. Thankfully, we can take an important cue 
from Romans 5:20: “The Law came in so that the transgression would increase; but 
where sin increased, grace abounded all the more.” Even though the world at large 
stands condemned for violation of God’s Torah and His covenant, His grace has always 
been greater than His anger. “[S]o that, as sin reigned in death, even so grace would 
reign through righteousness to eternal life through Yeshua the Messiah our Lord” 
(Romans 5:21). 

To claim that Yeshua the Messiah was sacrificed only for Israel proper’s violation 
of the Torah, and not for that of the nations as well, is not the perspective presented in 
Titus 2:14: “[Yeshua] gave Himself for us to redeem us from every lawless deed, and to 
purify for Himself a people for His own possession, zealous for good deeds.” Yeshua 
redeeming people apo pasēs anomias or “from all lawlessness” (ESV), is something that 
involves both the Jewish people and those from the nations, as “all have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). Likewise, all people who turn to Yeshua as 
Savior are beneficiaries of the New Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27; 
Hebrews 8:8-12), and with it the promise for God’s Instruction to be supernaturally 
transcribed onto the heart and mind. 
 
 
2:13 Having just noted the significant responsibility upon those who sit within the 

Torah’s sphere of influence—and will thusly be judged more seriously than the pagans at 
large who do not have specific knowledge of the Torah—the Apostle Paul further says, “For 
it is not the hearers of the law who are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who 
will be justified” (RSV). The word translated “doers” is poiētēs (sing.), “a doer, performer,” 
and “one who obeys or fulfils the law” (Thayer).44 It is used in James 1:22, “But prove 

 
44 Joseph H. Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

2003), 527. 
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yourselves doers [poiētēs] of the word, and not merely hearers who delude themselves.” Its 
verb form, poieō, appears when Yeshua says, “whoever keeps [poieō] and teaches them, he 
shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:19b). 

The Apostle Paul is trying to communicate to the Jews in Rome, that it is important for 
them to realize that it is insufficient to simply hear God’s Torah proclaimed and give lip 
service to its direction; hearing must be followed by actually performing its instruction. As 
Edwards notes, “This verse...asserts that is is not knowledge of the law (for all know it, at 
least in part, either by revelation or by conscience), but obedience which matters.”45 If this 
can be accomplished, then a status of justification/righteousness (verb dikaioō) will be 
afforded to a person. Yet, there has been some discussion in recent days as to what kind of 
“justification” is being talked about here. Is the “justification” in view: (1) salvation and 
remittance from sins, (2) a final evaluation of Believers’ works before the Eternal State, or 
(3) representative of membership in God’s people? Moo summarizes the first two options, 
which have been historically held throughout much of Protestant examination of Romans: 

“To be sure, there is NT precedent for applying the term ‘justify’ (dikaioō) to 
vindication at the final judgment; and Paul might then be thinking here not of the entry into 
salvation but of the ultimate vindication at the last judgment. However, Paul does not 
generally use ‘justify’ in a restricted sense; and the context here suggests that he uses it in 
his customary manner to denote the decisive salvific event in its broadest sense. As in vv. 7 
and 10, therefore, we think it more likely that Paul is here simply setting forth the standard 
by which God’s justifying verdict will be rendered.”46 

It could be said, if “justification” in v. 13 is viewed from the standpoint of it 
representing a remission of sins and innocence before God (“acquitted,” Moffat New 
Testament), that this is a standard to which Paul’s fellow Jews were unable to reach. At the 
same time, though, Paul decisively has taught elsewhere against salvation by human works 
(Ephesians 2:8-9), and the following admonitions in vs. 14ff are intended to direct the Jews 
in Rome to the fact that their disobedience to God’s Torah has brought a shame upon them 
among the nations—including the indictment that many of them have forgotten the very 
meaning of the term “Jew” (vs. 17, 28). A proper Torah obedience reflective of the character 
of a good Jewish person, is a legitimate conclusion to derive from Paul’s statement “the doers 
of the Law will be justified,” something more akin to them being “legitimated” (Nanos),47 or 
“It’s those who do the law who will be declared to be in the right” (Kingdom New 
Testament). 
 
 

 
45 Edwards, 70. 
46 Moo, pp 147-148. 
47 Nanos, in Jewish Annotated New Testament, 258. 
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Excursus: Will Torah-Keeping Merit a Person a “Righteous” Status? 
adapted from the author’s book The New Testament Validates Torah 

 
“Many people think the Law was given so that by keeping it we will become 
righteous.” 
 

The idea that observing the Torah will merit righteousness for people is based on 
Deuteronomy 6:25, where the Ancient Israelites declare, “It will be righteousness for 
us if we are careful to observe all this commandment before the LORD our God, 
just as He commanded us.” The Hebrew word for righteousness in the Tanach is 
tzedaqah.48 HALOT offers a variety of definitions for it, including: “loyalty to the 
community, in conduct, honesty,” “justice, of the human judge and of the king; it 
includes the elimination of anything breaking the peace and the preservation of good 
order,” “justness of the divine judge,” “justness, meaning community loyalty,” 
“justness, justice, meaning God’s loyalty to the community,” “entitlement, just 
cause…deeds of justice, deeds of loyalty to the community, or covenant.”49 Tzedaqah 
is derived from the word tzedeq, which “refers to an ethical, moral standard and of 
course in the OT that standard is the nature and will of God” (TWOT).50 

The underlying terms for righteousness and justification in the Bible (the Hebrew 
root tzqd and Greek root dik-) have a wider array of application than do their 
equivalent English terms today. To be “righteous/justified” can relate to one’s identity 
as God’s people, or being made a part of God’s people, as much as it can mean being 
forgiven of sin, or demonstrating proper and virtuous behavior.51 

The Keil & Delitzch Commentary on the Old Testament states for Deuteronomy 6:25, 
“our righteousness will consist in the observance of the law; we shall be regarded and 
treated by God as righteous, if we are diligent in the observance of the law.”52 If 
righteousness or tzedaqah is to be taken from the perspective of a right and cleared 
standing before God, then this surely presents one obvious problem: Where in the 
history of the Bible have God’s people ever perfectly obeyed Him? Where has the 
keeping of the commandments resulted in His people being considered righteous, 
blameless, perfect, and without any error before Him? If we were all righteous because 
we followed the Torah, then we would really not need a Savior for eternal redemption 
(Galatians 3:21b). 

The perspective that Torah-keeping will bring salvation seems to be represented 
in the NJPS translation of Deuteronomy 6:25: “It will be therefore to our merit before 
the LORD our God to observe faithfully this whole Instruction.” In his commentary on 

 
48 Its main Greek equivalent in the Septuagint and Apostolic Scriptures is dikaiosunē. 
49 HALOT, 2:1006. 
50 Harold G. Stigers, “tzadeq,” in TWOT, 2:752. 
51 Cf. Philip F. Esler, Conflict and Identity in Romans: The Social Setting of Paul’s Letter (Minneapolis: Augsberg 

Fortress, 2003), pp 163-168. 
52 E-Sword 8.0.8: Keil & Delitzsch Commentary on the Old Testament. MS Windows 9x. Franklin, TN: 

Equipping Ministries Foundation, 2008. 
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Deuteronomy, Jewish scholar Jeffrey H. Tigay argues for this verse, “That is, ‘it will be 
to our credit,’ implying that one accumulates credit for meritorious good deeds.”53 As 
his corroborating evidence, he references statements witnessed in both the Tosefta 
and the Mishnah, some early Rabbinic literature from the Second Century C.E. t.Peah 
1:2 says, “Doing good…creates a principal [for the world-to-come] and bears 
interest…[in this world],”54 followed by m.Peah 1:1, which more fully attests: 

“These are the things the benefit of which a person enjoys in this world, while the 
principal remains for him in the world to come: [deeds in] honor of father and mother, 
[performance of] righteous deeds, and [acts which] bring peace between a man and his 
fellow. But the study of Torah is as important as all of them together.”55 

None of us can argue against that honoring one’s parents, accomplishing holy 
deeds reflective of God’s own righteousness, and trying to facilitate peace among one’s 
neighbors are things that we should all be doing. The question is whether the 
performance of these various works can result in human beings having a right 
standing before God. Yeshua said quite directly, “For I say to you that unless your 
righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the 
kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20). The scribes and Pharisees often had such high 
and elite standards of what was considered “righteousness,” that the Lord says 
common human righteousness must exceed their standards in order to enter into the 
Kingdom. For us today, this would mean that without Yeshua, we basically need to 
keep all of the extra-Biblical laws of Orthodox Judaism perfectly to be saved. But this is 
impossible in our human condition. We might be able to learn from Rabbinic 
commentary in order to be more effective in holy conduct, but our sinful inclinations 
will often get the better of us no matter how hard we really try. 

Various Christian Old Testament theologians, who generally have a rather positive 
outlook on the Law of Moses, tend to propose another perspective on Deuteronomy 
6:25. Rather than arguing that Torah-keeping will merit people righteousness before 
God, Christopher J.H. Wright instead indicates how this verse “is virtually the OT 
‘gospel’ in a nutshell. The crucial point here, however, is that this definitive statement 
of Israel’s salvation history is given as the answer to a fundamental question about the 
law…The basis of the law lies in the history of redemption (vv. 21-23); the reason for 
keeping the law is to enjoy the blessings of redemption (v. 24); the fruit of obeying the 
law is the righteousness that is the goal of redemption (v. 25).”56 Wright is entirely 
correct in emphasizing the positive, educational nature of the Torah, particularly in 
terms of how successive generations of the Ancient Israelites would learn of God’s 
deliverance by the Exodus. Deuteronomy 6:21 instructs, “then you shall say to your 
son, ‘We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, and the LORD brought us from Egypt with a 
mighty hand.’” A proper response to God’s intervening and saving action should be 

 
53 Jeffrey H. Tigay, JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 83. 
54 Roger Brooks, trans., “Peah,” in Jacob Neusner, ed., The Tosefta: Translated from the Hebrew With a New 

Introduction, 2 vols. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 1:47. 
55 Roger Brooks, trans., “Peah,” in Neusner, Mishnah, 15. 
56 Christopher Wright, New International Biblical Commentary: Deuteronomy (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

1996), 104. 



ROMANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 102 - 

obedience to Him. The history of Ancient Israel, especially in texts like 1&2 Kings, 
sadly reveals that this was frequently not the case. Furthermore, the history of 
humanity in general is one of disobedience and rebellion toward the Creator (i.e., 
Romans 1). 

The question of whether or not Deuteronomy 6:25 lays forth the hypothesis that if 
the Ancient Israelites were able to keep the Torah, they would be “righteous” or 
“justified,” is a legitimate one, because of how the verse is constructed. What is 
communicated is u’tzedaqah ti’heyeh-lanu ki-nishmor l’asot et-kol-ha’mitzvah ha’zot, 
“And it shall be counted as our righteousness, when we take care to fulfill all this 
commandment…” (Keter Crown Bible). The result of whatever tzedaqah is to be 
considered here, however worthwhile it may be, originates from the action of people. 
However, one can certainly debate whether such tzedaqah/righteousness/justification 
is an individual vindication of sin before Him, or a corporate demonstration of being of 
His own covenant people. 

Can any kind of righteousness/justification result from human obedience to God’s 
commandments? Deuteronomy 6:25 seems to present the possibility that at least an 
excellent obedience of God’s commandments could somehow result in tzedaqah status. 
Once again, though, we are most soberly reminded of how fallen human nature is often 
prone to do exactly the opposite of what God expects. The Psalmist affirms, “They 
have all turned aside, together they have become corrupt; there is no one who does 
good, not even one” (Psalm 14:3; cf. 53:3b). Paul reaffirms, “THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, 
NOT EVEN ONE” (Romans 3:10). The kind of obedience, that would merit tzedaqah status, 
is frequently unattainable for human beings with a fallen sin nature. 

As high and as holy as God’s Torah is, and as much as His people should seek 
obedience to it and compliance with it, so much of the consternation we experience in 
life is over what happens in our relationship with Him when we are caught breaking the 
Law. Even in a Messianic community that emphasizes God’s grace and mercy as super-
abounding to be there to cover some of the most problematic of sins (cf. Romans 5:20), 
so much of our time is spent worrying over matters like having to fill up our gas tanks 
on Shabbat when we forget to do so, or even going to the drug store to buy aspirin or 
antacid. Sins where we can all clearly be found in the wrong are in violating those 
commandments and principles where harm to a neighbor’s person or his/her character 
will be found, where we are guilty of elevating our own self-worth and we cheapen the 
value of other people in our own estimation—perhaps even thinking that God 
approves of our attitudes. 

Only Yeshua the Messiah, who expressly stated He came to “fulfill all 
righteousness” (Matthew 3:15)—which was definitely manifested in His fulfilling the 
Torah (Matthew 5:17)—perfectly kept Moses’ Teaching. He was the One sacrificed 
for the transgressions of all people. Our common inability to keep the thrust of 
Deuteronomy 6:25 is what should precisely drive us to Him as our Divine Savior. 
People have all failed to obey the Torah and its commandments. We have all fallen short 
of God’s standard. With all thankfulness and gratitude, though, the sacrifice of Yeshua 
has been provided so we do not have to have the condemnation of the Law come 
crashing down upon us! We can each be redeemed from the Torah’s penalties via the 
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power of the gospel, and then be supernaturally empowered by the Holy Spirit within 
us to let the Lord write His commandments on our hearts just as He has promised 
(Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27). 

What this means is that the real righteousness Messiah followers must be reaching 
out for is none other than that which is granted to them from Yeshua’s very work on 
their behalf at Golgotha (Calvary). As a direct result of being saved by God’s grace 
through faith (Ephesians 2:8-9), the Apostle Paul says “For we are His workmanship, 
created in Messiah Yeshua for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we 
would walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10). Yeshua Himself bids His disciples, “Let your 
light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify 
your Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). Good works of obedience to the Torah 
are to surely come as a result of the redemption we experience by faith, and 
demonstrate that we are truly God’s own (James 2:17-18, 22). But, such good works will 
be natural evidence of the Holy Spirit inside of redeemed people, will be tempered by 
His grace, and will not be rigidly forced.57 
 
 
2:14-15 Ironically enough, while there would likely be many Roman Jews who would 

agree with Paul that Jewish people who possess God’s Torah need to follow it and 
demonstrate God’s good character to the world at large—Paul interjects a controversial 
thought that not all of the nations are as “lawless,” as many of his Jewish contemporaries 
might have thought. Paul states, “When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what 
the law requires, they are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They 
show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears 
witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them” (RSV). The major 
point—just as controversial today as it was in the First Century—is that there are various 
people from the nations who are closer, at times, to observing some of the Torah’s statutes 
and principles than various Jews are. 

It has, for certain, been argued by various interpreters that Paul’s assertion, “their lives 
show that the conduct the Torah dictates is written in their hearts” (CJB), is a reflection not 
of pagans keeping some of the Torah’s principles via the image of God impressed upon them 
and their basic conscience—but non-Jewish Believers among those in Rome who are 
manifesting the good deeds of the New Covenant (cf. Jeremiah 31:33),58 and that these 
people can judge to some degree, Jewish Believers (v. 26).59 However, there are various 
others, including this writer, who would disagree. Everett F. Harrison is one who would 
argue, “[Paul] is insisting that the basic requirements of the law are stamped on human 
hearts,”60 in that some level of adherence to various Torah principles will be manifested by 

 
57 For a further discussion, consult the FAQ, “Deuteronomy 6:25.” 
58 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, pp 334-335; Hegg, Romans 1-8, 47; cf. Kruse, pp 131-132, 138-140. 
59 Cf. Cranfield, Romans 1-8, pp 156-158. 
60 Harrison, in EXP, 10:31. 
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pagans, who are still human beings created by God, and with this possessing some degree of 
limited goodness. Calvin offers the appropriate summary, 

 
“We cannot conclude from this passage that there is in men a full knowledge of the law, 
but only that there are some seeds of justice implanted in their nature. This is 
evidenced by such factors as these, that all Gentiles alike institute religious rites, make 
laws to punish adultery, theft, and murder, and commend good faith in commercial 
transactions and contracts. In this way they prove their knowledge that God is to be 
worshipped, that adultery, theft, and murder, are evils, and that honesty is to be 
esteemed. It is not to our purpose to inquire what sort of God they take Him to be, or 
how many gods they have devised. It is sufficient to know that they think that there is 
a God, and that honour and worship are due to Him. It is of no consequence whether 
they permit the coveting of another man’s wife, possessions, or anything which was 
his, or whether they connive anger and hatred, since it will not be right for them to 
covet what they know it is wrong to do.”61 
 
Pagans at large endeiknuntai to ergon tou nomou, “they display the effect of the law” (v. 

14, NEB), are asserted to be able to do so via the suneidēsis, “the inward faculty of 
distinguishing right and wrong, moral consciousness, conscience” (BDAG).62 While 
specific knowledge of a great deal of the Torah’s instruction will not be manifested via the 
behavior of pagans, some basic effectual knowledge will be manifested. Notice how outoi 
nomon mē echontes heautois eisin nomos is properly rendered as “a law” and not “a Torah,” as 
this is a reflection on the natural law impressed upon the human conscience via the image of 
God; “they are a law to themselves even though they do not have the Torah” (v. 15, TLV). 
This would be consistent with the sentiment expressed by Wisdom 12:1 in the Apocrypha, 
“For thy immortal spirit is in all things.” The Jewish philosopher Philo also had a number of 
key observations on the human conscience present in all people: 

 
“And his exordium, as I have already said, is most admirable; embracing the creation 
of the world, under the idea that the law corresponds to the world and the world to 
the law, and that a man who is obedient to the law, being, by so doing, a citizen of the 
world, arranges his actions with reference to the intention of nature, in harmony 
with which the whole universal world is regulated” (On the Creation 3).63 
 
“[F]or these men have been living and rational laws; and the lawgiver has magnified 
them for two reasons; first, because he was desirous to show that the injunctions 
which are thus given are not inconsistent with nature; and, secondly, that he might 
prove that it is not very difficult or laborious for those who wish to live according to 
the laws established in these books, since the earliest men easily and spontaneously 

 
61 Calvin, pp 48-49. 
62 BDAG, 967. 
63 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 3. 
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obeyed the unwritten principle of legislation before any one of the particular laws 
were written down at all. So that a man may very properly say, that the written laws 
are nothing more than a memorial of the life of the ancients, tracing back in an 
antiquarian spirit, the actions and reasonings which they adopted” (On Abraham 5).64 
 
2:16 There is a degree of rhetorical mystery implied by Paul’s statement, “on the day 

when, according to my gospel, God, through Jesus Christ, will judge the secret thoughts of 
all” (NRSV). Paul does highlight the perfection of God’s judgment, His immutable character, 
and His grand ability as the Evaluator of human deeds. But is this speaking of the final 
judgment, or perhaps a realized judgment present at the declaration of the good news? Note 
how while various versions use the future tense “will judge” (NASU, NRSV), the present 
tense “judges” (RSV, NIV, ESV) for the present active indicative krinei, is what is more 
accurate. With this in view, when Paul’s message is declared to the world, the secrets of 
people are often shown to be fallacious. The declaration of Paul’s message contains with it 
the ability, then, to demonstrate that Jewish people who possess and know the Torah do not 
always keep it—and Greek and Roman pagans, who lack possession of the Torah, might be 
found at times to be keeping some of its distinct instructions via their conscience. 
 

 
17 But if you bear the name “Jew” and rely upon the Law and boast in God, 18 and 
know His will and approve the things that are essential, being instructed out of 
the Law, 19 and are confident that you yourself are a guide to the blind, a light to 
those who are in darkness, 20 a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of the 
immature, having in the Law the embodiment of knowledge and of the truth, 
 
2:17 Paul continues to admonish the Jewish element among the Roman Messiah 

followers, with the intention being that simply because one possesses Jewish ancestry, has 
lived within the sphere of Torah, and has been given a distinct place in history by God—that 
these things by no means imply that Jewish people are not human with faults like everyone 
else. Paul’s word, Ei de su Ioudaios eponomazē, “But if you call yourself a Jew” (CJB), has, at 
times, been compared to Epictetus’ sentiment, “That is what you should do, if you have a 
mind to be a philosopher of the kind you ought to be, a perfect one, and to be consistent with 
your own doctrines” (Discourses 3.7.17).65 There is something to be said with being the right 
kind of “Jew,” just as with the right kind of “philosopher,” who embodies the grand virtues 
and godly characteristics of someone whose ancestors were at the base of Mount Sinai—
versus the wrong kind of “Jew,” who is unable or unwilling to take the original mandate that 
God placed upon Ancient Israel that seriously. 

 
64 Ibid., 411. 
65 Epictetus: The Discourses, ed. Christopher Gill (London: Everyman, 1995), 165. 
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There is little denying that for the First Century, it was quite serious for a Jewish 
person to “rest on Torah” (CJB), “take your stand upon the Law” (Phillips New Testament), 
or “rest your hope in the law” (Kingdom New Testament), epanapauē nomō. The verb 
epanapauomai can regard either, “to be in a state or condition of repose, rest, take one’s 
rest” or “to find well-being or inner security, find rest, comfort, support” (BDAG).66 As 
Paul will immediately describe in vs. 18-19, this brings with it a significant duty to express 
God’s Being to the world at large. Alas, though, as expressed by such material as 2 Baruch 
48:22-24 in the Pseudepigrapha, possession of the Torah became a means for much of the 
Second Temple Jewish community to be hyper-separate from the world at large: 

“In you we have put our trust, because, behold, your Law is with us, and we know that 
we do not fall as long as we keep your statutes. We shall always be blessed; at least, we did 
not mingle with the nations. For we are all a people of the Name; we, who received one Law 
from the One. And that Law that is among us will help us, and that excellent wisdom which 
is in us will support us.”67 

There is absolutely no disparaging of the Torah in Paul’s statements here, but there is 
an undeniable emphasis that possession, boasting, or resting in possession of the Torah is 
insufficient for a Jewish person. As Jeremiah 9:23-24 reminds the reader, “Thus says the 
LORD, ‘Let not a wise man boast of his wisdom, and let not the mighty man boast of his 
might, let not a rich man boast of his riches; but let him who boasts boast of this, that he 
understands and knows Me, that I am the LORD who exercises lovingkindness, justice and 
righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things,’ declares the LORD.” 

2:18-20 Paul proceeds to list a number of key traits and areas, where Jewish people 
loyal to the God of Israel, His Torah, and above all His mission for the world—should have 
been found excelling. He asserts that they are to “know His will and determine what matters 
because you are instructed from the Torah—and you are sure that you are a guide to the 
blind, a light to those who are in darkness, a corrector of the foolish, a teacher of the 
immature, having in the Torah the embodiment of knowledge and the truth” (TLV). It is not 
difficult to see some kind of connection or parallel between Paul’s words in vs. 18-20 and 
Isaiah 42:6-7: 

“I am the LORD, I have called you in righteousness, I will also hold you by the hand and 
watch over you, and I will appoint you as a covenant to the people, as a light to the nations, 
to open blind eyes, to bring out prisoners from the dungeon and those who dwell in 
darkness from the prison.” 

The problem, as noted by Yeshua the Messiah to various of His contemporaries, is that 
many religious Jews of the First Century were not accomplishing this, and were instead to 
be regarded as spiritually blind (cf. Matthew 15:14; 23:16). 

 
66 BDAG, 358. 
67 A.F.J. Klijn, trans., “2 (Syriac Apocalypse of) Baruch,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 636. 
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In Paul’s statement katēchoumenos ek tou nomou, “instructed in the law” (RSV) or “you 
have been taught his law” (NLT), the verb katēcheō, while generally meaning “to sound a 
thing in one's ears, to teach by word of mouth, to instruct,” can also very much involve “to 
instruct in the elements of religion” (LS).68 In this remark, some kind of formal, Torah 
instruction is in view, beyond just being exposed to a culture or environment which 
recognizes Moses’ Teaching. In the view of Cranfield, “It is through the instruction which he 
has received from the law that the Jew knows the will of God and discerns the things which 
are essential.”69 
 

 
21 you, therefore, who teach another, do you not teach yourself? You who preach 
that one shall not steal, do you steal? 22 You who say that one should not commit 
adultery, do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23 
You who boast in the Law, through your breaking the Law, do you dishonor God? 
24 For “THE NAME OF GOD IS BLASPHEMED AMONG THE GENTILES BECAUSE OF YOU” [Isaiah 
52:5; Ezekiel 36:20], just as it is written. 
 
2:21 Obviously, Jewish possession of the Torah is quite serious, not only in being 

instructed by its commandments—but also in making sure that the pagans at large are 
demonstrated its godly principles via proper action and behavior. Paul asks the rhetorical 
questions to the Jews in Rome: “But, prepared as you are to instruct others, do you ever 
teach yourself anything? You preach against stealing, for example, but are you sure of your 
own honesty?” (Phillips New Testament). Here, a principle as basic as the Eighth 
Commandment is in view (Exodus 20:15; Deuteronomy 5:19). And, given the logic of Paul of 
inquiring further on Torah instructions which the Jews in Rome might have been found to 
violate—even if in thought—one should be reminded of how Yeshua the Messiah used the 
same technique in His Sermon on the Mount to probe His audience of the areas where they 
came up short in their adherence to Moses’ Teaching (Matthew 5:21-48). 

While a number of readers might think that Paul is being unfair—and indeed both Paul 
and Yeshua together do issue some firm criticisms against their Jewish contemporaries at 
times—there are some sentiments expressed in the Tosefta, which do point to how there 
were Jewish figures from the Second Temple period who were critical of the actions of their 
peers: 

“When hedonists became many, fierce wrath came upon the world, and the glory of 
Torah ceased. When those who went about whispering in judgment multiplied, conduct 
deteriorated, the laws were perverted, and the Holy Spirit ceased in Israel. When those who 
displayed partiality in judgment multiplied, the commandment, You shall not respect persons 
in judgment (Deut. 1:17) was annulled, and You shall not be afraid of anyone (Deut. 1:17) ceased. 

 
68 LS, 422. 
69 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, 166. 
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And they removed the yoke of Heaven from themselves, and accepted the authority of the 
yoke of mortal man. When they compelled people to be their business agents, bribing 
became commonplace, and justice was perverted, And they went backward and not forward 
(Jer. 7:24). And about them is said what is said about the sons of Samuel, Yet his sons did not 
walk in his ways, but turned aside after gain; they took bribes and perverted justice (I Sam. 8:3)” 
(t.Sotah 14:3-5).70 

2:22 Paul asks two further questions, to probe the Torah obedience of the Jews in 
Rome. He states, “You who say that one should not commit adultery, do you commit 
adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples?” The first inquiry regards adultery, 
surrounding violation of the Seventh Commandment (Exodus 20:14; Deuteronomy 5:18), 
and would certainly involve violation—even if in thought—of some the grave sexual sins 
elaborated upon previously in ch. 1. The second inquiry made in v. 22, of robbing pagan 
temples, may seem to be a bit out of place. Yet, there was discussion in literature like that of 
Josephus, which decisively prohibited ancient Jews from robbing from pagan temples: “Let 
no one blaspheme those gods which other cities esteem such; {d} nor may anyone steal what 
belongs to strange temples; nor take away the gifts that are dedicated to any god” 
(Antiquities of the Jews 4.207).71 Much of this involves how the Ancient Israelites were 
decisively prohibited from taking any sort of loot from Canaanite religious shrines during 
the Conquest: 

“The graven images of their gods you are to burn with fire; you shall not covet the 
silver or the gold that is on them, nor take it for yourselves, or you will be snared by it, for it 
is an abomination to the LORD your God. You shall not bring an abomination into your 
house, and like it come under the ban; you shall utterly detest it and you shall utterly abhor 
it, for it is something banned” (Deuteronomy 7:25-26). 

Often rendered as “rob temples,” the verb hierosuleō, as employed in v. 22, is described 
more fully by TDNT: 

“The reference of this term is to the robbery of temples, which is a most serious offense 
in Greek and Roman eyes, on a par with treason and murder, and involving drastic 
penalties. In the OT Dt. 7:25-26 forbids the people to take anything from pagan shrines. 
Josephus reinterprets this as an expression of the tolerance of the OT law for other religions. 
The rabbis view temple robbery more leniently than, e.g., murder, and impose less stringent 
penalties. Some rabbis allow idols to be possessed if they are deconsecrated by Gentiles, and 
the associated gold, clothing, and vessels may be put to positive use.”72 

Alternatively, a nuanced view of hierosulia (noun), “temple-robbery, sacrilege” (LS),73 has 
been suggested at times. Cranfield is one who argues, “it is probably better not to assume 
that Paul must have in mind the robbing of the Jerusalem temple (the sort of thing referred 

 
70 Neusner, Tosefta, 1:888. 
71 The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, 117. 
72 G. Schrenk, “hierosyléō,” in TDNT, 354. 
73 LS, 377. 
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to in, e.g., Test. Levi 14.5; Ps. Sol. 8.12(11); CD 6.15), but to understand him to be using 
i`erosuli,a in the more general sense of ‘commit sacrilege’. Again, we may take him to be 
thinking not only behaviour which is obviously sacrilegious, but also of less obvious and 
more subtle forms of sacrilege.”74 The KJV actually has this reflected in its rendering: “thou 
that abhorrest idols, dost thou commit sacrilege?” The details over whether v. 22 has actual 
ransacking of a pagan temple in mind, or general actions to be committed which are 
disrespectful, probably does not matter too much. The overarching point is that the Jews in 
Rome must be demonstrating behavior and attitudes reflected of a high ethos required of 
God’s Instruction. 

2:23-24 In having asked the Jews in Rome whether they are thieves (vs. 21, 22b) or 
adulterers (v. 22a), Paul then invokes the Prophets in issuing a firm admonition: “You who 
take pride in the Torah, through your violation of the Torah, do you dishonor God? For as it 
is written, ‘the name of God is slandered among the nations because of you’” (TLV). It would 
seem doubtful that many of the Jews in Rome, if they ever violated the Torah, would have 
actually committed such high sins—but the thrust issued is that acting on the Torah is 
required to demonstrate oneself as a member of God’s own (v. 13). The two main Tanach 
quotes appealed to are Isaiah 52:5 from the Septuagint, and Ezekiel 36:20-23: 

 
“And now why are ye here? Thus saith the Lord, because my people was taken for 
nothing, wonder ye and howl. Thus saith the Lord, on account of you my name is 
continually blasphemed among the Gentiles” (Isaiah 52:5, LXE). 
 
“When they came to the nations where they went, they profaned My holy name, 
because it was said of them, ‘These are the people of the LORD; yet they have come out 
of His land.’ But I had concern for My holy name, which the house of Israel had 
profaned among the nations where they went. Therefore say to the house of Israel, 
‘Thus says the Lord GOD, “It is not for your sake, O house of Israel, that I am about to 
act, but for My holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you 
went. I will vindicate the holiness of My great name which has been profaned among 
the nations, which you have profaned in their midst. Then the nations will know that I 
am the LORD,” declares the Lord GOD, “when I prove Myself holy among you in their 
sight”’” (Ezekiel 36:20-23). 
 
The placement of Ezekiel 36:20-23 within Paul’s accusatory remark against Jewish 

pride in Torah possession, leading to violation of various commandments (more likely via 
bad attitudes than anything else) on the part of many people—has to be enjoined with the 
recognition that Ezekiel 36:25-27 does promise forgiveness, restoration, and the promise of 
a supernatural transcription of God’s Instruction onto the hearts of His people via His Spirit. 
 

 

 
74 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, pp 169-170. 
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