TWO PATHWAYS AND TWO DESTINIES
But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed. 6 God “will repay each person according to what they have done.” 7 To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life.8 But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger. 9 There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; 10 but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 11 For God does not show favoritism.  
                                                                                                                              Romans 2:5-11

Most of us have known times when we have sinned big time. The more sensitive and emotional our nature, the more likely we’ve wallowed in condemnation and the overriding feeling we’ve let God (and ourselves) down. We’ve felt estranged from Him, spiritually emptied, useless and good for nothing of any divine value and purpose. 

Terrible though this reaction is, the opposite extreme is even worse. To sin with no conscience and to knowingly continue doing wrong thinking God’s grace and forgiveness is automatic, takes us down a pathway to destruction. God’s ‘kindness, tolerance and patience’ (2:4) in the face of sin graciously gives the sinner time to repent and can never be presumed upon. Any thought that “God hasn’t stopped me so I’m alright” is a clear sign of ‘your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart’ (2:5). There can only be one end. We are not ‘storing up’ for ourselves a treasure (the normal meaning of the verb ‘to store up’) but the certainty of ‘wrath’ on ‘the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed’ (2:5). Far from escaping God’s judgement, we are guaranteeing it.
God assesses the Jew, the Gentile and the moralist on exactly the same basis. There is a level playing field when it comes to God’s ultimate verdict. The Jew, simply by being a Jew can never claim immunity from judgement. The moral person, whether Jew or Gentile, faces the same future. Paul’s argument follows a pattern called a chiasm, from the Greek alphabetic letter for X.

   A   God will judge everyone according to their works (2:6)

       B   People who do good will attain eternal life (2:7)

           C    People who do evil will suffer wrath (2:8)  
           C1  Wrath for those who do evil (2:9)

       B1  Glory for those who do good (2:10)

   A1   God judges impartially (2:11)

The principle point lies at A and A1.  God’s judgement of every human being is according to their works (NIV “what they have done.”) The quote is possibly from Psalm 62:2 though Proverbs 24:12 and other Old Testament scriptures make the same point (Hosea 12:2; Jeremiah 17:10; 32:19). Other New Testament scriptures repeat the principle (Matthew 16:27; 2 Corinthians 5:10; Revelation 2:23; 20:12f; 22:12).
This is a surprise to many Christians. How do we reconcile salvation by faith alone (1:16,17) with this scripture? Justification (God’s future declaration of our sins forgiven and our righteousness standing before Him – both anticipated now through our trust in Christ) is by faith but judgement is by works. The day of judgement will be very public. Its purpose will be to announce and vindicate God’s judgement. The divine judgement, which is a process of sifting and separating, is going on all the times people range themselves for or against Christ. On the last day its results will be made public. God’s public verdict and public sentencing will be based on public and verifiable evidence and the only public evidence available will be our works, what we have done. The presence or absence of saving faith will be clearly evidenced by the presence or absence of good works of love in our lives. Authentic saving faith shows in our lives and if it doesn’t, that faith is dead. ‘I will show you my faith by what I do’ wrote James (2:18); ‘Faith [works] through love’ echoes Paul (Galatians 5:6). 
Verses 7-10 enlarge on the principle that the basis of God’s righteous judgement will be what we have done. The alternatives follow in two carefully constructed parallel sentences which present our goal (what we seek), our works (what we do) and our end (where we are going). The two final destinies are ‘eternal life’ (the life of the age to come) or ‘wrath and anger’ (the final outpouring of God’s judgement). ‘To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger’ (2:7,8). The basis on which the separation is made is a combination of what we seek (our ultimate goal in life) and what we do (our actions in the service of others or ourselves).
What we seek, our ultimate goal in life, should be ‘glory’ (the manifestation of God Himself in our life), ‘honor’ (God’s approval), and ‘immortality’ (His eternal, unchanging presence). What we do, or how we find these God-centred blessings, is ‘by persistence in doing good’ (2:7). Persistence is the mark of genuine believers (Hebrews 3:14). 
Mirroring the believer in an equal but opposite way are those who are ‘self-seeking’ ([2:8] what they seek) and who ‘reject the truth and follow evil’ ([2:8] what they do). The word translated ‘self-seeking’ was used in Greek literature of ‘a self-seeking pursuit of political office by unfair means’ and so here probably means selfishness or selfish ambition. Being engrossed in self-centred goals easily opens the door to a-moral or immoral behaviour to see those goals come to pass. 
To sum up, those who seek God and persevere in goodness will receive eternal life while those who are self-seeking and follow evil will experience God’s wrath. 
‘There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile’ (2:9). Paul restates the same black and white alternatives but with three differences. Firstly he simplifies the two categories as ‘every human being who does evil’ and ‘everyone who does good’ (2:9). Jesus made the same division between ‘those who have done evil’ and ‘those who have done good’ in John 5:29. Secondly Paul describes the two destinies slightly differently. He describes one as ‘trouble and distress’ (2:9) emphasising its anguish and the other as ‘glory, honor and peace’ (2:10) taking up the ‘glory’ and ‘honor’ of 2:7 which form part of the goal believers seek, and adding ‘peace,’ the comprehensive word for reconciled relationships with God and each other. Thirdly, Paul adds to each sentence ‘first for the Jew, then for the Gentile’ (2:9,10). By applying the phrase to both salvation and condemnation, Paul extends the principle of ‘Jew first’ (1:16) in a direction no Jew would have anticipated. When they respond positively they are the first to receive His blessing; but in the same way, they will also be the first to be judged if they fail to respond. This shows God’s absolute impartiality: ‘For God does not show favoritism’ (2:11).
The word for ‘favoritism’ literally means ‘receiving the face’ and was coined by Christians to translate a Hebrew expression that clearly conveys the sense of partiality: treating someone on the basis of outward appearance (by looking only at their face). Paul claims God will never do this. He will not let a person go free from judgement because of some or in fact any outward circumstance. But Paul’s application, that the Jews’ covenant position will in no way enhance or even impact their standing on judgement day, is radical.
Without Christ there is no covenant connection for Jews or Gentiles. Both are exposed to the wrath of God. The new covenant replaced the old covenant (Hebrews 8:8-12 quoting Jeremiah 31:31-34). ‘By calling this covenant “new,” he has made the first one obsolete’ (Hebrews 8:13). So Jew and Gentile stand on equal ground before God, both desperately needing His salvation. 

                                My hope is built on nothing less 
                                than Jesus' blood and righteousness. 
                                I dare not trust the sweetest frame, 
                                but wholly lean on Jesus' name. 
                                Refrain: 
                                On Christ the solid rock I stand, 
                                all other ground is sinking sand; 
                                all other ground is sinking sand.

                                                            Edward Mote
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