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THE LAW
WRITTEN IN THEIR HEARTS

Burt Jones

INTRODUCTION1

I am not certain how my dear brothers and fellow preachers prepare
for a lectureship lesson, but I gain great assistance in understanding the
letters, the epistles, the books of the New Testament, and by learning
as much as I possibly can about the people who first received these
letters. I study the geography, the culture, the politics and the rulers of
the time.

Although my subject is found in the first eleven chapters of the
Bible, these chapters being quite general, my assigned subject contains
certain emphases which Paul felt were especially needed by Christians
in Rome (the proper basis of judgment of those who did not know the
Jewish law, the relation of the Gentiles to Abraham and the patriarchs,
et cetera).

The title of my lesson must be understood in a somewhat larger
context to receive a proper conception of this verse. Though sometimes
thought of as difficult to grasp, in actuality it is quite simple with a
thorough foundation. The following passage will give the reader a little
contextual background of Romans 2:15, and thus help prepare him for
the exegesis of that verse.

For as many as have sinned without law shall also perish without
law: and as many as have sinned in the law shall be judged by
the law; (For not the hearers of the law are just before God, but
the doers of the law shall be justified. For when the Gentiles,
which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the
law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves: Which
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shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience
also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing
or else excusing one another (Rom. 2:12-15).

Now, some background is imperative before noticing the errors
taught relative to verse 15, and the actual teaching of the passage. Prior
to Calvary, Jehovah dealt with man under two systems of law, the
Patriarchal and the Mosaic. All men from Adam to Moses were under
the Patriarchal system. From Sinai to Calvary, the descendants of
Abraham through Isaac and Jacob were under Mosaic mandates and
prophetic utterances. Deuteronomy 5:3-5 makes it crystal clear that the
Law of Moses was given to Israelites, not the world at large. And yet,
because Heaven labeled them as sinners, common sense would dictate
that non-Israelites would still be under some sort of law from God.
Understand that had they been minus any and all law, there could have
been no violations registered among them (Rom. 4:15-5:13). Therefore,
when all the pertinent facts are assembled, when they are weighed with
wisdom, and conclusions rationally drawn, it seems absolutely
necessary to conclude that Patriarchal law must have continued for all
non-Israelites till worldwide Christianity came, which explains how the
law under which the Gentiles found themselves worked. It was through
this that all men became amenable to the Gospel of the only begotten
Son of God.

Please understand this. Non-Israelites living prior to Calvary will
not be judged by Mosaic Law, because they were never amenable, or
answerable, to it, although some brethren have a different view of this.
It still does little ultimate damage to truth. And so, by some law, they
shall certainly be judged at that final day of reckoning. That law must
be Patriarchal―not some “law of the heart,” not some “great moral
law.” For fifteen centuries, all the way from Sinai to Pentecost, all
Israelites living in that era were under Mosaic mandates. At the
Judgment every man will be judged by whatever law was in effect
when he lived and to which he was answerable.

As has been documented time after time, the Gentiles did have
“truth” from God to direct their paths, so the statement that “they are
a law to themselves” hardly means they just made their own rules. It
states that they are not accountable to any other law and are not to be
judged by any dispensation different than that under which they lived.
This may also be the recognition that not every generation of Gentiles
had an equal opportunity to know what God had revealed, since some
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deliberately changed it before they passed it on to their children, while
others simply failed in their duty to pass it on (Sound familiar with
some in this century?). But, in spite of all these difficulties, as my
assigned text will clarify, it is still possible for God to hold them
accountable for the light they had the opportunity to know.

Dear reader, Romans 2:15 is an explanation of the previous
expression, “these ... are a law unto themselves,” and I could conclude
my portion of this great section immediately, however, even though
Paul still affirms it was possible for the Gentiles to have (at times) the
same correct behavior which was envisioned in the Law, the phrase
“written in their hearts” appears to be a contrast to what was done in the
case of the Law, namely, written “in tables of stone.” Notice carefully
that it does not affirm that “The Law” was written in their hearts, but
that the work of the Law was written there! Could this mean that the
Gentiles had likely memorized the content of the oral traditions they
heard from their ancestors?

Perhaps this will make clearer this portion of chapter two. Stealing
is still wrong in the Christian era, not because it was forbidden in the
Ten Commandments, but because the law against stealing is repeated
in the New Covenant Scriptures (i.e., Eph. 4:28). Therefore, we would
expect God to have given some rules in the Patriarchal Age, that are
repeated in the Mosaic Code. And so, when the behavior of the Gentiles
was in harmony with his Patriarchal rules, would he not be doing the
same things the Law required?

While the Bible may teach that men are born with a sense of
“oughtness,” it is widely doubted that there is an innate sense of what
is right or what is wrong. Right and wrong are things which must be
learned, either through instruction or by the trials and vicissitudes of
life.

Romans 2:15 has a considerable amount to do with the worldview
of a person. Do men have an innate knowledge of God, and His view
of what is right, and wrong? If so, this may explain why there are
similarities between the revealed religion of God, such as Moses and
the Prophets, and paganism. Scholars of all stripes are, to this day,
attempting to explain the fact that the Code of Hammurabi has many of
the same rules that five hundred years later are found in the Law of
Moses. How do we explain other similarities between certain forms of
paganism and the divinely inspired religion of God?
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Romans 2:15 is inserted here once again for clarity in examining
one of the most misused phrases in this epistle of Paul to the Romans.
The verse reads: “Which shew the work of the law written in their
hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and their thoughts the
mean while accusing or else excusing one another.” Notice the closing
of a parenthetical statement begun in verse thirteen and that being a
continuation of a sentence started in verse 12.

For as many as have sinned without law shall also perish without
law: and as many as have sinned in the law shall be judged by
the law; (For not the hearers of the law are just before God, but
the doers of the law shall be justified. For when the Gentiles,
which have not the law, do by nature the things contained in the
law, these, having not the law, are a law unto themselves: Which
shew the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience
also bearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while accusing
or else excusing one another).

“[T]heir conscience also bearing witness”—But what is con-
science? Conscience is frequently referred to as a guide. Please
understand dear reader, that conscience is not a guide at all—that is not
its function; its office. It is additionally mentioned that conscience is a
creature of education, which would imply that uneducated souls are
incapable of moral or immoral judgment. I do not see how anyone
would go about educating his or her conscience. It is also occasionally
defined as the moral judgment, but that definition does not fit. Please
understand this fundamental point: Your moral judgment may tell you
that a certain person did very wrong, but “his” act does not affect
“your” conscience in any way, unless you feel responsible for his
action. This very important word in Romans 2:15 is translated as one
word in the Greek. The English translates it in two ways: 1) A knowing
with one’s self, consciousness, and 2) Consciousness and conscience.
The connection determined its meaning, or, more accurately, the
connection determined its application. The broader definition of the
Greek term conveys a distinctive difference between the two words. A
person is conscious of his own bodily sensations, whether pleasurable
or painful; he is also conscious of his own thoughts and emotions. We
are closing in on the true definition of conscience when we think of it
as that feeling of fulfillment when we do what we consider as being
right, and of pain when we do what we think is wrong. Conscience is
that which backs up our moral judgment. Even the youngest Bible
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student has learned the account of Saul of Tarsus doing what he
thought was correct, and therefore always had a good conscience. One
thing stood in the way of this viewpoint: His information was wrong,
and therefore his moral “judgment” was wrong. Your judgment and
my judgment may be equally as wrong because the ideas upon which
we base our judgment may be wrong.

Notice what the following Scriptures say about conscience:
For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of an heifer
sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the flesh:
How much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the
eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge your
conscience from dead works to serve the living God? (Heb. 9:13-
14).

“But and if ye suffer for righteousness' sake, happy are ye” (1 Pet.
3:14). “But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts” (v. 15). “Having a
good conscience; that, whereas they speak evil of you, as of evildoers,
they may be ashamed that falsely accuse your good conversation in
Christ” (1 Pet. 3:16).

“If any of them that believe not bid you to a feast, and ye be
disposed to go; whatsoever is set before you, eat, asking no question for
conscience sake” ... “Conscience, I say, not thine own, but of the other:
for why is my liberty judged of another man's conscience?” (1 Cor.
10:27, 29).

And so, here, as in Romans 2:13-15, Paul has shown that all men
have some law, some truth, by which they can be judged. Some have
had the Law of Moses; some have had oral traditions that began with
God revealing His will; but, all have some “law.”

Consider Ephesians 2:12-13. There is a redemption in Christ and
there is reconciliation between Jew and Gentile, because both are
reconciled in one body in Christ unto God. So, were there any Gentiles
saved between the time the Law of Moses was given in Exodus 20 until
Cornelius’ household was saved in Acts 10? Absolutely! In Jonah 2,
Matthew 13, et cetera, but focusing on Ephesians 2, we are given a
clear picture of those Gentiles whose condition before had been
deplorable. They had no knowledge of Christ, no interest in Him, no
life or blessing from Him as far as they knew. Taking portions of
Scripture from Ephesians 2, verse 11 reminds the Gentile converts in
Christ, “that ye being in time past Gentiles in the flesh” ... “were
without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and
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strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope, and without
God in the world” (v. 12). Now notice what happened to these former
Gentiles who had the Gospel of Jesus Christ preached to them. Once
they had believed and obeyed it, Paul told them: “But now in Christ
Jesus ye who sometimes were far off are made nigh by the blood of
Christ” (v. 13).

Cornelius was a stranger at the gate, a stranger symbolically in
more ways than one. This centurion, an officer in the Roman army
illustrates one of the most beautiful accounts of one who was at that
time separate from Christ—one who was far off. Following a visit by
two trusted servants of Cornelius to the gate of Simon’s house, Peter
went to Caesarea, explained to Cornelius that Jewish law made it
“taboo” for a Jew to associate or visit people of another nation. But,
God had so transformed Peter that he could no longer look on any man
as ceremonially common, or unclean. Peter preached Jesus to Corne-
lius, telling him that indeed, those who once were without God and
without hope are no longer strangers from the covenants of the
promise. This account is so touching, so eloquent, that centuries after
it took place, souls are brought to Christ after simply hearing the story
of Cornelius.

CONCLUSION
Today, while there may be a law written in the heart of the

unbelievers, they are still required to submit to the Law of Christ. They
may be reprobates, they may be those taking liberties with the Word of
our Lord, but they will not get away from the Law by which all men
shall be judged.

ENDNOTES
1 All Scripture references are taken from the King James Version unless
otherwise noted.
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