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To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor
and immortality, he will give eternal life. (Rom. 2:7)

For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God'’s
sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared
righteous. Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do
by nature things required by the law, they are a law for them-
selves, even though they do not have the law, since they show
that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their
consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now
accusing, now even defending them. (Rom. 2:13-15)

If those who are not circumcised keep the law’s requirements,
will they not be regarded as though they were circumcised? The
one who is not circumcised physically and yet obeys the law will
condemn you who, even though you have the written code and
circumcision, are a lawbreaker. (Rom. 2:26-27)

137



138 Biblical Exegesis

These passages from Romans 2 appear to teach that people can be
saved by doing good things. “Persistence in doing good” can bring eter-
nal life, “obeying the law” can lead to being declared righteous before
God, “doing by nature the things required by the law” can result in
thoughts that “defend” a person on the day of judgment (see v. 16),
and “keeping the law’s requirement” can mark a person as belonging to
God's people (i.e., be considered as circumcised). Nothing is said in
either these texts or the larger context about responding to the gospel
or about faith in Christ. Romans 2, in other words, seems to furnish
considerable exegetical ammunition to those who think that people
can be saved without responding in faith to the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Many have drawn just this conclusion from Romans 2. Several
church fathers and the reformer Zwingli thought these passages
referred to “enlightened” pagans who lived before the time of Christ.
Others go further, saying Paul opens the door here to the possibility
that people after Christ’s coming, who have never heard the gospel in
any form, can be saved by a sincere and obedient response to the
“light” they have received.

I will show in this chapter that this interpretation of Romans 2 is
incorrect. First, [ will give my reasons for rejecting the conclusion that
Paul is teaching salvation apart from the gospel and faith. I will then
present two more satisfying interpretations of the relevant texts and
indicate my own preference between them.

Does Paul Teach Salvation by Works?

The biggest problem for anyone arguing that Romans 2 allows for
salvation by works is that such a reading conflicts with other texts in
this same letter. “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by
observing the law” (3:20a). “For we maintain that a man is justified by
faith apart from observing the law” (3:28). “However, to the man who
does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is cred-
ited as righteousness” (4:5). In these texts Paul seems to say that a right
relationship with God comes only through faith, and that nothing a
person does can contribute in any way to establishing this relationship.

Some boldly cut the knot of paradox and state that Paul simply
contradicts himself. He usually teaches salvation by faith alone, but
for some reason, teaches salvation by works in Romans 2.! These inter-
preters can claim Paul’s authority for “salvation apart from the
gospel,” but in so doing they destroy the value of appealing to the
apostle as an authority. What kind of authority should Paul have for

1. See, e.g., Heikki Rdisdnen, Paul and the Law (Tiibingen: Mohr, 1983), 99-108; and
E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 123-32.
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us if he so blatantly contradicts himself at so fundamental a point for
his theology and preaching? We may, then, dismiss this view from
consideration because it leads to no certain conclusions about how a
person is to be saved.

Those who think that Romans 2 teaches salvation by doing, and
that such a teaching does not contradict Paul’s teaching elsewhere,
argue in different ways, and I do not intend here to rehearse all the
possibilities. Rather, I will take one recent and well-argued article as an
example. Klyne Snodgrass insists that Paul is teaching “salvation to the
doers” in Romans 2 and that nothing in Paul’s letters contradicts this
conclusion. First, suggests Snodgrass, the “doing” that God rewards
with salvation in Romans 2 is a doing that springs from the work of
God’s grace in the life of a person. Paul’s “by grace alone” is, then, pre-
served. Second, in texts like Romans 3:20 and 3:28, Paul is not deny-
ing that works or doing can justify—only that certain kinds of works
do not justify. Specifically, Snodgrass argues that the phrase used in
both these verses, erga nomou (“works of the law”), refers to works
. done in a legalistic spirit, “works done in the flesh.” Paul resolutely
denies that such works, done apart from God'’s grace in a desire to gain
favor with God, can save. But there is nothing in Paul against the idea
that the “right” kind of doing can bring a person into relationship
with God. God, Romans 2 teaches, is impartial and will reward every
person according to what that person has done; and the one who
responds sincerely and obediently to that “light” will be saved.?

Quite apart from questions about whether this interpretation gets at
what Paul is doing in Romans 2, I am not convinced that it escapes
the charge of Pauline inconsistency. For Snodgrass’s view to work. erga
nomou must have a restricted meaning and Paul must not elsewhere
teach that justification is by faith alone. Both are questionable. Despite
recent claims to the contrary, there is no good reason to confine Paul’s
“works of the law” to a certain kind of works, such as “works done in a
‘legalistic spirit,”” or “works done to claim covenant status.”?® Erga
nomou, which Paul uses eight times (also in Gal. 2:16 [three times];
3:2, §, 10), is clearly equivalent to the simple erga (“works”) of Romans
4:2 and 4:6. The addition of the phrase of the law (nonou) simply
denotes the source that demands the works; it does not change the
meaning of the word works from the way Paul uses it elsewhere—of

2. Indeed, Snodgrass suggests that some passages such as Rom. 3:31; 8:4; 13:8, 10;
Gal. 5:14; 6:2 support this idea. See Klyne R. Snodgrass, “Justification by Grace—to the
Doers: An Analysis of the Place of Romans 2 in the Theology of Paul,” New Testament
Studies 32 (1986): 72-93, esp. 85.

3. The latter is the way that James D. G. Dunn interprets the phrase; see Romans 1-8,
Word Biblical Commentary 38a (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1988), 158-60.





















