THE IMPARTIAL JUDGEMENT OF GOD
All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged by the law. 13 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. 14 (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law. 15 They show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts sometimes accusing them and at other times even defending them.) 16 This will take place on the day when God judges people’s secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares. 
                                                                                                                                 Romans 2:12-16

In the preceeding verses Paul has established that God’s judgement will be righteous (2:6-8: according to what we have done), and impartial (2:9-11: showing no favourtism so it is equal for Jews and Gentiles). But haven’t the Jews had privileges and blessings from God that Gentiles haven’t? And isn’t the law of Moses pre-eminent amongst these? Paul will now explain why the Jews’ having the law has not given them an advantage over the Gentiles. His argument will be two fold (1) it is doing, not possessing, the law that counts, and (2) even Gentiles have “law” in a certain sense. 
‘All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged by the law’ (2:12). Jews and Gentiles are in the same category when it comes to sin and death. Paul’s two parallel statements begin with ‘all who sin.’ The tense is aorist meaning literally ‘all who sinned.’ Paul is summing up their life of sin from the perspective of the last day. His point is that all who sinned ‘will also perish’ and ‘will be judged’ (exactly the same meaning) irrespective of whether they are Jew or Gentile (whether they have the law or not). All who have sinned ‘apart from the law [Gentiles] will also perish apart from the law’ (2:12). They will not be judged by a standard they have never known. They will perish because of their sin and not because they didn’t know the law. 
Similarly, all who sinned ‘under the law [Jews] will be judged by the law’ (2:12). They too will be judged by the standard they’ve known. God’s judgement will be even-handed. The way people have sinned (either knowing or not knowing the law) will be the way they are judged. “The ground of judgment is their works; the rule of judgement is their knowledge” (Charles Hodge). ‘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’ (2:13).This is a hypothetical statement because no one has or can ever fully obey the law (3:20). Paul is emphasising that the law itself could never guarantee the Jews any kind of immunity from judgement (as many believed in Paul’s own day). What matters, Paul argues, is obedience, not simply possession.
The same principle of judgement is now applied to Gentiles. Clearly, they don’t have Moses’ law (2:14); but what they do have is some sense of its standards internally (‘when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law’ [2:14]) Paul doesn’t say ‘the Gentiles’ which would mean ‘all Gentiles.’ He is saying that some Gentiles sometimes do what the law requires. Some Gentiles live a life the last six of the Ten Commandments calls for.
In this sense they are ‘a law for themselves’ (2:14). This doesn’t mean they can determine their own laws but, as self-conscious moral people ‘they show’ by their behaviour ‘that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts’ (2:15). They may not have the law in their hands but they do have its requirements in their hearts. This has been from the beginning of human existence and is true for all humanity. Beyond this ‘their consciences’ are ‘bearing witness, and their thoughts sometimes accusing them and at other times even defending them’ (2:15) as if in a law court where the prosecution and defence present their case. Paul has described three parties: our ‘hearts’ (on which the requirements of the law have been written), our ‘consciences’ (prodding and correcting us) and our ‘thoughts’ (usually accusing but sometimes excusing us).
Paul has stressed that we cannot escape God’s judgement (2:1-4); that it will be a righteous judgment (2:5-11) according to our works and will take into account the direction of our lives (what we ‘seek’) and that it will be impartial, being the same for Jews as it will be for Gentiles. In both cases, the greater our moral knowledge, the greater our moral accountability will be. Now he adds three further truths about judgement day.
First, God’s judgement will include the hidden areas of our lives: ‘God judges people’s secrets’ (2:16). Because God knows our hearts (Luke 16:15; Hebrews 4:12f) there will be no miscarriage of justice on that day.

Second, God’s judgement will take place ‘through Jesus Christ’ (2:16). Jesus stated openly that the Father had entrusted all judgement to Him (John 5:22,27) and He regularly spoke of Himself as the central figure on the day of judgement (Matthew 7:21ff; 25:31ff). Paul declared in Athens that God had both fixed the day and appointed the judge, the man He had raised from the dead (Acts 17:31). Peter had preached to Cornelius’ household that ‘God appointed [Jesus] as judge of the living and the dead’ (Acts 10:42).
Third, God’s judgement is part of the gospel. God will judge ‘people’s secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares’ (2:16). The good news of God’s salvation shines even more brightly when seen against the dark background of His judgement.
Clearly the morality of the law is a basis for divine judgement. Paul’s thrust has been that God has no favourites; that Jews and Gentiles will be judged by Him without discrimination; and that both groups have some knowledge of His law. It follows that no one can claim complete ignorance. We have all sinned against a moral law we have known. We may have come to know this moral law by general or special revelation, by grace or nature, outwardly or inwardly, in the Scripture or in the heart. All human beings know something of God (1:20) and of His goodness (1:32; 2:15) but to one degree or another we have stifled this knowledge to serve our own ends (1:18; 2:8). As a result we all come under the righteous judgement of God.
If God will judge all humanity on the basis of His law, the laws within that ‘law’ are true for all people for all time. In our pluralistic society this is a highly contentious issue. With the variety of ethnic, national and religious traditions represented in most Western nations, agreement on an underlying moral code is all but impossible. The tendency has been to base law on the common good but this invariably comes down to the will of the majority imposed on the minority, particularly on the weak and indefensible minority as in abortion and euthanasia. 

Christians have a clearer pathway. We know God’s law is the basis for both the final judgement and God’s judgements in history. Just as minor tremors often precede a major earthquake, God frequently brings a measure of judgement on earth as a sign of His displeasure and warning of the greater judgement to come. Our part is to delineate and articulate those laws in a way that hopefully makes the world listen. Support ministries who do that. They find themselves on the frontline, not only defending the gospel but sounding a warning of what faces us all.
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