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There are 15 questions about Romans 2:25-29 listed on the Handout
for Lesson 29. Last week, we began looking at the first three ques-
tions, which apply to all five of the final verses in Romans 2. When
class ended, we had answered the first question, and we were about
halfway through answering the second question. So, let’s continue
with Question #2.

Question #2, Continued—What was the purpose of circumcision?

As we saw last week, circumcision was given as a sign of God’s
covenant with Abraham that continued down through the covenant
line through Isaac and Jacob. And we also know from that promise
to Abraham that circumcision came with advantages. Paul will
describe those advantages in the next chapter.

But circumcision also camewith an obligation. Paul describes that in
another of his letters.

Galatians 5:3—I testify again to everymanwho accepts
circumcision that he is obligated to keep the whole law.

Yes, circumcision had great advantages— but circumcision also had
a huge obligation— an obligation to keep the whole law!

And that verse from Galatians 5 also explains another important fact
about circumcision — it was part of both the Abrahamic covenant
and theMosaic covenant.

Leviticus 12:3— And on the eighth day the flesh of his
foreskin shall be circumcised.
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John 7:22-23—Moses gave you circumcision (not that
it is fromMoses, but from the fathers), and you circum-
cise a man on the Sabbath. If on the Sabbath a man re-
ceives circumcision, so that the law of Moses may not
be broken, are you angry with me because on the Sab-
bath I made a man’s whole body well?

And so circumcision was part of the law of Moses even though the
law of Moses came 400 years after circumcision was given. In fact,
circumcision was so important to the law of Moses that it trumped
the Sabbath day, as Jesus just explained.

And that raises another question — what was the relation between
circumcision and the Sabbath day? We have already seen one rela-
tion between the two— circumcision was one of the few things that
could be done on the Sabbath. We also know that circumcision was
a sign of the Abrahamic covenant and not the Mosaic covenant. Did
the Mosaic covenant have its own sign? Yes, it did — and that sign
was the Sabbath.

Exodus 31:16-17 — Therefore the people of Israel shall
keep the Sabbath, observing the Sabbath throughout
their generations, as a covenant forever. It is a sign for-
ever betweenme and the people of Israel that in six days
the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the seventh
day he rested and was refreshed.

And so circumcision was both a sign of the covenant with Abraham
and a command of the law of Moses. If, as a Jewish man, you refused
to be circumcised, then you were a lawbreaker. That point will be
helpful with one of our later questions about these verses.

Question #3—How did most first-century Jews view circumcision?
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Aswehave seen, circumcision camewith both advantages andobliga-
tions, and so which part do we think the Jews were focused on? And
if we were honest we might ask which part we would have focused
on ourselves had we been in their place. Right! The advantage part!
Forget the obligations—we just want the advantages!

Circumcisionwasgivenasa signora reminder, but the Jewsoftensaw
circumcision instead as a shield. Some rabbis taught that “no person
who is circumcisedwill go down toGehenna.” Just that physicalmark
alone would be enough to keep them safe.

If wewere to look for amodern example of that same attitude, I think
wecouldpoint to theusebymanyof the cross today. Veryoften,when
we see people out in the world who are very clearly living a life di-
rectly opposed to the word of God, what else do we see? Don’t we of-
ten see a cross hanging around their neck or tattooed on their body?

And I amnot here today to say thatwe should neverwear that symbol
around our necks — but I do think we should ask ourselves why we
are wearing it, if we do wear it. Do we wear it as a reminder of what
that cross shouldmean in the life of every Christian? Dowewear it as
a door opener so that people will ask us about it? Or do we wear it as
a shield? If wewear a cross as a shield, thenwe are viewing the cross
of Christ the sameway that those rabbis viewed circumcision— that
no one wearing a cross around their neck will ever go down to Hell.

As for the Jews, it is interesting to trace the history of that distorted
view of physical circumcision. As we saw when we studied the
prophecies of Daniel, the Jews were faced with an existential threat
during the time between the testaments. That terrible threat eventu-
ally led to the Maccabean revolt and to the first independent Jewish
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nation since before the Babylonian captivity. That Jewish nation
lasted 79 years until the Romans under Pompey conquered Jerusalem
in 63 BC, and once again the Jews were under foreign domination.

But prior to that Maccabean revolt, many Jews were rejecting Ju-
daism in favor of Hellenism. The younger Jews, especially, were
eager to adopt Greek culture and to integrate Greek practices into
their Jewish society. Eventually there was a push to build a Greek
gymnasium within sight of the temple where young men (including
priests) would study Greek culture and take part in sports. The
intertestamental book of First Maccabees describes it this way:

Whereupon theybuilt a place of exercise at Jerusalemac-
cording to the custom of the heathen. And made them-
selves uncircumcised, and forsook the holy covenant,
and joined themselves to the heathen.

Greek sportswere conductedwithout clothing,whichmayhave been
why some of the Jews “made themselves uncircumcised,” meaning
that they tried to reverse their circumcision with surgery.

The backlash to that extreme situation led directly to the extreme
viewof circumcision thatwe see here—that circumcisionwas a sign,
not of the promise to Abraham, but rather a sign of safety from the
wrath of God. No matter how they lived, they would be safe in the
end if they were circumcised. All that mattered, they believed, was
to have that physical mark on your body.

And, of course, we see Paul battling against that extreme view else-
where in the New Testament.
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Galatians 6:13—For even thosewho are circumcised do
not themselves keep the law, but they desire to have you
circumcised that they may boast in your flesh.

But does that mean there is no value to circumcision? Not at all. In
fact, Paul will refer to the value of circumcision in the next verse and
also later in the first two verses of Romans 3. But, when it comes to
being saved by Christ, circumcision does not count for anything.

Galatians 5:6—For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision
nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith
working through love.

Galatians 6:15 — For neither circumcision counts for
anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation.

Romans 2:25

Romans2:25—Forcircumcision indeed is of value if you
obey the law, but if you break the law, your circumcision
becomes uncircumcision.

We have three questions about this verse, and I think we should con-
sider them all at the same time.

Question #4 — Paul says in verse 25 that circumcision can have
“value” if you obey the law—what is that value?

Question #5—What does it mean in verse 25 to obey the law?

Question #6—What does Paul mean in verse 25 when he says “your
circumcision becomes uncircumcision”?
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When we first read verse 25, it looks like Paul is saying that circum-
cision does have value or, closer to the Greek, “is of profit.” But that
view of verse 25 will be cast into some doubt when we get to Romans
3. Why? Because in Romans 3:1, Paul will say: “Then what advantage
has the Jew? Orwhat is the value of circumcision?” That versemakes
sense only if Paul has cast doubt on the value of circumcision in the
previous verses.

Is that what is happening here in verse 25? Is Paul casting doubt on
the value of circumcision? Yes, I think he is. Let’s look again at what
Paul says: “For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law.”

Yes, circumcision has value — circumcision is of profit — but there
is a big “if ” before that can occur — “if you obey the law.” If you do
that, then, yes, circumcision has value.

But what if you don’t do that? What if you break the law? In that case,
it is just as if you were never circumcised at all. “Your circumcision
becomes uncircumcision.” What that means is that your circumci-
sion then has no value and no profit. If you break the law, then you
are in the same boat whether or not you were ever circumcised.

And doesn’t that make sense? After all, circumcision itself is a law in
the law ofMoses (Leviticus 12:3). If keeping that one law of circumci-
sion meant that I could break all of the other laws, then why not just
have that one law of circumcision? If it is okay for me to engage in
theft and adultery if I am circumcised, then why not just replace the
10 commandments with that one commandment to be circumcised?
That’s not theway the lawworks—not theway any lawworks. Keep-
ing one law does not give me license to break all of the other laws.
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Let’s look again at what Paul told the Galatians.

Galatians 5:2-3—Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you ac-
cept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you.
I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision
that he is obligated to keep the whole law.

Those verses help us answer one of our questions about verse 25 —
what is the value or profit that Paul has in mind here?

I think Paul answered that question in Galatians 5:3 — it is the profit
that would come from keeping the whole law. It is the value of being
saved from the wrath of God, not by something God has done, but by
something you have done — you have kept the law perfectly. Christ
would be of no advantage to you (as Paul says in Galatians 5:2), but
that would be okay — you wouldn’t need Christ because you would
have kept the law perfectly. That would be the value or profit of cir-
cumcision.

And so, yes, there is a potential value in circumcision, but no one
could ever realize that value. Only Jesus was able to keep the law
perfectly. Every Jew being addressed by Paul in Romans 2 was a law-
breaker, as Paul has already shown. So, yes, “circumcision indeed is
of value if you obey the law”— but no one obeys the law!

The issue here is notwhether they are breaking God’s law— they are.
The issue here is whether possession of the law or whether the phys-
ical mark of circumcision will protect them from the wrath of God
against thosewho have broken the law—and neither the lawnor cir-
cumcision will do that.
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If you break any law, then youmight as well have also broken the law
commanding you to be circumcised. You would be no better off and
youwould be no worse off. Youwould still just be a lawbreaker. That
is Paul’s point in verse 25. Your circumcision would have become un-
circumcision.

Romans 2:26-27

Romans 2:26-27 — So, if a man who is uncircumcised
keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumci-
sion be regarded as circumcision? Then he who is physi-
cally uncircumcised but keeps the lawwill condemnyou
who have the written code and circumcision but break
the law.

Question #7—Who is the physically uncircumcised man in verses
26 and 27?

Perhaps the first thing we should notice about verse 26 is that Paul
is not speaking to an uncircumcised man, but rather Paul is speak-
ing about an uncircumcised man. The second person “you” in these
verses is still the circumcised man. The uncircumcised man is being
referred to here by the third person “he.” Paul is still talking to the
Jews.

So who then is this uncircumcised man in verses 26 and 27? The an-
swer to that question depends on the answer to the next question, so
let’s consider Question #8 along with Question #7.

Question #8—What is the law that is kept by that uncircumcised
man in verses 26 and 27, and how is that law kept?
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Is the law in verses 26 and 27 the law of Moses? I think it is, but we
need to be very careful here.

Some commentaries say that this law is the law of Moses and that
keeping the law means keeping the entirety of that law. Under that
view, Paul is talking here about an uncircumcised man who kept the
law of Moses perfectly.

I don’t see how that view could possibly be right. Why not? Because
circumcision itselfwas part of the lawofMoses. Circumcision is com-
manded in Leviticus 12:3. How could any uncircumcised man ever
be said to have kept the law ofMoses perfectly? We know he broke at
least one of its commandments just by being uncircumcised.

So what then is the answer? I think we can spot the answer by re-
membering what Paul has already told us and by looking at a very
important word in verse 26— the word “precepts.”

In verse 26, Paul introduces this uncircumcisedman, not as someone
who keeps the law, but as someonewho keeps the precepts of the law.
And while Paul does say this same man “keeps the law” in the next
verse, I thinkPaulmust be referringback towhathe just toldus about
the sameman— that he keeps the precepts of the law. Why? Because
we know this uncircumcised man does not keep the law — he is un-
circumcised.

And, as for that word “precepts,” Paul will later use that same word
to describe the relation that a Christian has to the law of Moses.

Romans 8:3-4— For God has done what the law, weak-
ened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son
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in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned
sin in theflesh, inorder that therighteousrequirement
of the lawmight be fulfilled in us, who walk not accord-
ing to the flesh but according to the Spirit.

That is the same Greek phrase we find here in verse 26 — “the pre-
cepts of law” and “the righteous requirement of the law.” And I think
it is the same thing we saw back in verse 14.

Romans 2:14—For when Gentiles, who do not have the
law, by nature do what the law requires, they are a law
to themselves, even though they do not have the law.

I thinkPaul is still thinking of thoseGentiles in verse 14 here in verses
26-27. Did this uncircumcisedman have the law ofMoses? No, he did
not. But did that uncircumcised man have a law? Yes, he did. He
had a law written on his heart (verse 15). And I think that law on his
heart could be described as the precepts of the law of Moses — the
righteous requirements of the law of Moses. Do not steal from other
people, do not commit adultery, and so on. Things that mankind nat-
urally knows to be wrong.

And so, when that uncircumcised man refused to commit theft and
refused to commit adultery, what did that say about Jews who com-
mitted both of those sins, as Paul has already shown? What it says
about them is precisely what Paul says about them right here.

Then he who is physically uncircumcised but keeps the
lawwill condemnyouwhohave thewritten code and cir-
cumcision but break the law.
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Butwhat does thatmean? Howare the Jews condemnedby that uncir-
cumcisedmanwhokeeps the precepts of the law? Let’s keepworking
through our list of questions.

Question #9—What does Paul mean in verse 26 when he says that
man’s uncircumcision will be regarded as circumcision?

Let’s start with what I think it does notmean. Some say that this un-
circumcised man in verse 26 is a Gentile Christian. And why do they
say that? Because of the end of verse 26: “Will not his uncircumcision
be regarded as circumcision?” If the Jew loses his salvation in verse 25
when his “circumcision becomes uncircumcision,” then (they argue)
this Gentilemust obtain salvationwhenhis uncircumcision comes to
be regarded as circumcision.

But I think that is all wrong. For starters, Paul’s whole point here
is that circumcision cannot be relied on for salvation. Instead, as
we saw, circumcision was a sign of God’s covenant with Abraham
through the line of Jacob. Physical circumcision was physical evi-
dence that youwere in that covenant line— that physically youwere
a part of God’s chosen people. Circumcision did not put you there,
but instead circumcision was a sign that you were already there.

Also, when we take a step back, we see that Paul’s entire focus here
is not on showing that some are saved, but rather is on showing that
everyone is a sinner. In fact,wewill very soonsee that very statement
in Romans 3:23 — “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of
God.” That is where Paul is headed with this. Will Paul tell us how
to be right with God? Yes, he will. Is that what Paul is doing here? I
do not think so. And I think those who see that here are making the
mistake of getting ahead of Paul’s argument. Yes, we may see Paul
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laying some subtle groundwork for what he will discuss later — but
the focus of the argument here is to show that everyone is a sinner.

And so what can we say about an uncircumcised man for whom un-
circumcision comes to be regarded as circumcision? Whatwe can say
is that, despite not being physically part of God’s chosen people, this
uncircumcised man lives as if he were part of God’s chosen people.

And that view fits perfectly with the context. Why? Because Paul is
talking here to the opposite of this Gentile who, while not physically
part of God’s chosen people, was living as if he were. Paul is talking
to a Jewwho physicallywas part of God’s chosen people, butwhowas
living as if he were not. That is the opposite of this Gentile.

This whole discussion reminds me of what Paul said to Peter in Gala-
tians 2:14 — “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a
Jew, how can you force the Gentiles to live like Jews?” If you, though
a Jew, live like a Gentile. Isn’t Paul saying the opposite here about
this Gentile? If you, though a Gentile, live like a Jew?

And, as we will see, this view of verse 26 fits perfectly with the next
verse: “Then he who is physically uncircumcised but keeps the law
will condemn you who have the written code and circumcision but
break the law.” And that leads us to our next question.

Question #10— In verse 27, how does that uncircumcised man con-
demn those Jews who break the law?

Remember the context here — circumcision. The Jews considered
physical circumcision to be the best evidence that they were God’s
people and that they were completely secure. But Paul has now dis-
mantled their misplaced reliance brick by brick.
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And herewe see the final brick— the uncircumcisedmanwho keeps
the law. Thisuncircumcisedman lacks everyadvantage trumpetedby
the Jews, and yet he keeps the law that he has been given better than
the Jews keep the lawofMoses they have been given. (And remember
that the law the Gentiles had been given was the precepts of the law
of Moses.)

Yes, the Jews have the written code (not just the precepts of the law,
but the actual written law of Moses) and yes the Jews have circumci-
sion, but they still stand condemned. Why? Because a Gentile who
keeps the law is more a child of God than a Jew who breaks the law.
The Jews were relying on the written law and on circumcision, but
theywere being outdone by someonewhohadneither of those things.

What we see here is the classic situation of someone with every con-
ceivable advantage being completely outdone by someonewith none
of those advantages. And don’t we see that same thing today all the
time?

• Think of a student whose path to a top university came, not
through hard work and sacrifice, but through family connec-
tions and financial contributions and who then spends each
night partying with his similarly situated friends and then
flunks out, and compare him with a student working his way
through school while spending each night studying alone at
the library so that he can graduate with honors.

• Think of an employee who was given his position in the family
business, who started at the top and then spent his time cutting
corners and doing as little work as possible, and compare him
with someone having no such connections, who started at the
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bottom doing the work others considered beneath them, but
who rose to the top by having a work ethic of honesty and in-
tegrity.

• Think of a young person raised in the church by godly parents
and who is baptized at a young age but who then walks away
from God as soon as he leaves home, losing his salvation, and
compare himwith a young person raised outside the church by
a family hostile to God, but who obeys the gospels and who is
faithful to God throughout his life despite facing many difficul-
ties and hardships.

What can we say about each of those examples? What we can say
is precisely what Paul says here — the one with no advantages con-
demns the one with every advantage. And that is precisely what is
happening here between this uncircumcised Gentile who keeps the
law and this circumcised Jewwho breaks the law.

So who then is this Gentile in verses 26-27? I think he is one of the
same Gentiles we met back in verse 14. Someone who does not have
the law of Moses, but who nevertheless by nature does what the law
requires. Someone who does not have circumcision (that physical
sign of being in God’s covenant line), but who is nevertheless re-
garded as circumcised. And Paul is saying that Gentile condemns
those who have the law of Moses and who have the physical sign of
circumcision, but who live as if they have neither.

But really, Paul? Can you really mean what you are saying here? Can
you,who are aHebrewof theHebrews, really be saying this about cir-
cumcision— that circumcised Jews can become uncircumcised, and
that uncircumcised Gentiles can be regarded as circumcised? Paul,
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do you need a biology lesson? Paul answers that objection in the final
two verses of Romans 2.

Romans 2:28-29

Romans 2:28-29 — For no one is a Jew who is merely
one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physi-
cal. But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is amat-
ter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise
is not fromman but from God.

Question #11—How does Paul define a Jew in verses 28-29?

Paul’s argument in these two verses revolves around two words: in-
ward and outward. For no one is a Jewwho is merely one outwardly,
but a Jew is one inwardly. That is the contrast here — the contrast
between inward and outward. Butwe have a big question to consider
about that contrast, and it is a question that will help us answer our
other questions about these verses.

Paul is clearly saying here that being a Jew requires something on the
inside— but how does that something on the inside relate to what is
on the outside? Does Paul intend that inward something to replace
what is outward? Or does Paul intend that inward something to be
in addition to what is outward? In short, does a Jew just need this
inward quality, or does a Jew need both the inward and the outward?

And so, what is the answer to that question? Didn’t we just read it?
Look at verse 28 again: “For no one is a Jew who is merely one out-
wardly.” Doesn’t that word “merely” tell us that to be a Jew you must
at least have the outward sign of circumcision. That outward quality
may not be all you would need to be a Jew (as we will soon be told),
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but you at least need that. Isn’t that what the word “merely” means
in verse 28? No one is a Jewwho ismerely one outwardly?

That sounds like a pretty good argument, but it is not. Why not? Be-
cause that all-important word “merely” in our argument is not in the
Greek text. TheESV just added thatword “merely” byway of explana-
tion. The actual Greek text is portrayed much better by the KJV and
the ASV versions.

Romans 2:28 (KJV) — For he is not a Jew, which is one
outwardly; neither is that circumcision, which is out-
ward in the flesh.

Romans2:28 (ASV)—Forhe isnot a Jewwho isoneout-
wardly; neither is that circumcision which is outward
in the flesh.

Neither of those translations includes the word “merely.” And per-
haps we should pause for a quick lesson here about serious Bible
study — you should never use just one English translation. Using
the ESV is fine, but you should also have at least the KJV or the ASV
on your desk at the same time. And this verse is a perfect example to
show us why that is so important.

So we should not rely on any argument based on the word “merely”
in verse 28 for the simple reason that the word “merely” is not found
in verse 28, at least not in the original Greek.
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