Growing By His Grace week 7
Romans 2:17-29
Supernatural Change on the Inside
Opening Thought
Have you ever relied on your own confidence, knowledge, or wisdom so much that it pulled you away from fully relying on God and led you in the wrong direction?
Self-confidence can be a valuable thing, but it becomes dangerous when it convinces us that we do not need God. In our battle against sin and the flesh, no amount of willpower, religious knowledge, or rule-keeping can transform the human heart. The Jews in Romans 2 were confident in their knowledge of the Law and their relationship with God, yet Paul exposes a troubling reality: confidence in self can become the greatest obstacle to experiencing the transforming power of God.
Romans 2:17-29 challenges us to ask a difficult question: Is my confidence in what I can do for God, or in what God is doing in me?

I. The Work of the Law at Work
Romans 2:12-16
Paul continues by revealing God's transforming work within those who believe and remain God-seekers rather than self-seekers.
"For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law... who show the work of the law written in their hearts."
— Romans 2:14-15
For Jews who believed the Law alone was sufficient, this would have been a surprising picture. Gentiles who had never studied the Torah were displaying the character and conduct the Law pointed toward.
Paul's point is not that the Law is unimportant. His point is that the Law can reveal sin, but only the Holy Spirit can transform the heart. Though the Gentiles did not possess the Law as Israel did, God was transforming their desires, conscience, and actions through faith. What many who possessed the Law resisted, believing Gentiles were experiencing through a relationship with God.
Paul captures this same truth in Philippians:
"Continue to work out your salvation... for it is God who works in you both to will and to do for His good pleasure."
— Philippians 2:12-13
The believer's responsibility is pursuit. The Spirit's responsibility is transformation. Through prayer, worship, obedience, and surrender, the Holy Spirit actively shapes us into the image of Christ.
Our relationship with the Holy Spirit will make us look more like Christ than anything we can accomplish through human effort.
Paul closes with a sobering reminder:
"God will judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ, according to my gospel."
— Romans 2:16
One day every hidden thing will be revealed. Yet through faith in Christ our sins are forgiven, our hearts are transformed, and we are led in paths of righteousness for His name's sake.
Reflection Question
How is the Holy Spirit currently transforming your heart to look more like Christ?

II. Don't Give God a Bad Name
Romans 2:17-24
Paul now turns directly to the Jew—the person who placed confidence in a special relationship with God because of possession of the Law. They knew God's commandments, taught God's truth, and saw themselves as guides for the blind and lights to those living in darkness.
Paul asks a series of penetrating questions:
"Well then, if you teach others, why don't you teach yourself? You tell others not to steal, but do you steal? You say it is wrong to commit adultery, but do you commit adultery?"
— Romans 2:21-22
Paul is not exposing isolated failures. He is exposing misplaced confidence. In verse 19 he says they were "confident" that they were guides to the blind. The Greek word pepoithas means to trust in, rely upon, or place confidence in. Their confidence was no longer centered on God's transforming power but on their own knowledge, religious identity, and ability to teach others.
This is the danger Paul confronts. They believed they were qualified to instruct everyone else while failing to allow God's Word to correct them. Their confidence rested in possessing the Law rather than surrendering to the God who gave it.
This is why Paul's words echo the warning of Jesus:
"Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men's bones and all uncleanness."
— Matthew 23:27
When Paul references the Jew, he is speaking of those whose identity was built around living according to the Law of Moses and the Torah. Yet Jesus warned that it is possible to look righteous on the outside while remaining unchanged on the inside.
Paul then delivers the consequence of this misplaced confidence:
"You are so proud of knowing the law, but you dishonor God by breaking it. No wonder the Scriptures say, 'The Gentiles blaspheme the name of God because of you.'"
— Romans 2:23-24
God's name was being held in low regard among the Gentiles because those who claimed to represent Him were not allowing Him to transform them. The lesson is not that believers must be perfect. Romans 3 will remind us that all have sinned. The lesson is that our confidence must never rest in our ability to appear righteous.
God receives far more glory from a transparent believer being transformed by grace than from a religious person pretending to have it all together. When people place their hope in us, our failures can discourage them. But when their hope is in Christ, even our struggles become evidence of His power to change us from the inside out.
Reflection Question
Where is your confidence resting today—in your performance for God or in God's power to transform you?

III. Supernatural Change on the Inside
Romans 2:25-29
Paul concludes by addressing circumcision, the covenant sign given to Israel. Many Jews had come to trust in the outward sign while neglecting the inward transformation it was intended to represent.
"He is not a Jew who is one outwardly... but he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the Spirit."
— Romans 2:28-29
Paul concludes with the truth that the only way God's Law can truly be fulfilled is through an inward change accomplished by the power of the Holy Spirit. Though Paul has not yet fully developed the ministry of the Spirit in Romans, he points us toward the circumcision of the heart—a divine work that transforms the inner person through faith in Christ Jesus.
The heart that naturally loves sin is being reshaped to love God. The mind that once produced selfish desires, sinful ambitions, and destructive thoughts is being renewed into the mind of Christ. Through the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit, God reforms us from the inside out. Our desires change, our thinking changes, our priorities change, and our lives increasingly reflect the character of Christ.
This is the miracle of the Christian life. The supernatural work happening within us eventually becomes visible to the outside world. As God transforms our hearts, His glory is put on display in the world. The supernatural change in us becomes a testimony that leads others to experience His transforming power for themselves.
Paul is preparing us for the argument he will make in Romans 3 and 4. If possessing the Law cannot save, if circumcision cannot save, and if religious heritage cannot save, then how can anyone be made right with God?
The answer is faith. Paul challenges us to remove every false confidence so that our confidence may rest in Christ alone.

Closing Thought
Romans 2 teaches us that God's goal is not merely outward obedience but inward transformation. The Law can reveal our need, but only the Holy Spirit can change our hearts.
The glory of the Christian life is not perfection but transformation. As we seek God, surrender to His Spirit, and trust His grace, His power is displayed through changed lives. The supernatural work happening within us eventually becomes visible through us, and our transformed lives become living testimonies of God's transforming power.
Final Question
Where is your confidence resting today—in your ability to follow God, or in God's ability to transform you?

