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<Abstract>

The Law in Romans 2

Research Prof. N. T. Wright
(The University of St Andrews in Scotland)

In Romans 2 Paul is likely to provide a measured, careful
critique, built upon the prophetic critiques, and in any case not
expecting rebuttal. Nevertheless, the chapter has been neglected
not only because there has been a powerful consensus about
the flow of the argument in Romans, or at least Romans 1-8,
as a whole, but also because, even where the consensus has
been challenged, the challenge has not so far penetrated as far
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as a fresh contextual exegesis of the chapter. In this context,
this paper deals with Romans 2:25-29, 17-24, and 12-16, expect-
ing to make a vital contribution to some eventual solutions,
both to the theological questions which surround all of Paul’s
writings and, of course, to the exegesis of Romans itself.

As regards the meaning, as especially the referent, of 2:25-29,
and the role of the law within this dense little package, this
study shows that in 2:25-29 Paul criticizes the Jews in terms
of their lawbreaking, that the Gentiles in question should be
seen as Gentile Christians, that the overtones of the whole pas-
sage need to be heard in tune with Ezekiel 36 and similar pas-
sages, and that the ‘keeping of the law’ which Paul ascribes
as these Gentile Christians should be seen as a new sort of
theological category, derived from the ‘new covenant’ theme,
ranged polemically against the failed Jewish ‘law-keeping,” but
yet to be worked out fully.

To understand the nature of the critique in the previous
passage(2:17-24), the theme of Israel’s exile should be
highlighted. Israel had not been restored to her proper position.
Part of this problem, as all the biblical prophets and most of
the surviving postexilic literature perceived, was the further ten-
sion between the vocation of Israel to be the true people of
the creator God and the actual condition of Israel as a people
deeply compromised with lawbreaking. Even though the renewal
of Israel had indeed happened in Jesus Christ, and through his
Spirit, it had not yet happened to ethnic Israel. It left ethnic
Israel making an ethnic boast, and using the Torah to support
that boast, while the Torah itself in fact rendered that boast
null and void.

Then, on the basis of 2:12-16 this study can reach the con-
clusion firstly that Torah will not affect the fairness of coming
judgment upon all humans, Jew and Gentile alike, since those
who have it will be judged by it, and those who do not, will
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not, and secondly that there is a strange category of people
who ‘do the things of the law,” even though ‘by birth’ they
do not possess it, and will find themselves surprisingly vindicated
at the judgment.






