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Romans 1:18-32

Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  Over the last couple of weeks, we looked at verses 16 and 17, where Paul dives into the theme of the letter:

16 I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 17For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."

In these verses, Paul summarizes the message of the gospel:  that it proclaims a righteousness from God, available to everyone who will believe, the exclusive path to salvation, received and accomplished by faith alone.

Now, having briefly summarized the message of Romans in two verses, Paul is going to begin an 8-chapter-long exposition of the gospel.  And he begins that in verse 18 with a long discourse concerning the depravity of man, which is our subject for today.  Read along silently with me as I read these verses:

18 The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 20For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 

21 For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

24 Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. 25They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen. 

26 Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. 27In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion. 

28 Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. 29They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, 30slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.

Paul begins by saying, “the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness…”  What is wrath?  Take various answers.  According to J. I. Packer,  

‘Wrath’ is an old English word defined… as ‘deep, intense anger and indignation’. ‘Anger’ is defined as ‘stirring of resentful displeasure and strong antagonism, by a sense of injury or insult’; ‘indignation’ as ‘righteous anger aroused by injustice and baseness’. 

Commentator A. W. Pink defines God’s wrath this way: 

The wrath of God is His eternal detestation of all unrighteousness. It is the displeasure and indignation of Divine equity against evil. It is the holiness of God stirred into activity against sin. It is the moving cause of that just sentence which He passes upon evil-doers. God is angry against sin because it is a rebelling against His authority, a wrong done to His inviolable sovereignty. Insurrectionists against God’s government shall be made to know that God is the Lord. They shall be made to feel how great that Majesty is which they despise, and how dreadful is that threatened wrath which they so little regarded. Not that God’s anger is a malignant and malicious retaliation, inflicting injury for the sake of it, or in return for injury received. No; while God will vindicate His dominion as Governor of the universe, He will not be vindictive. 

That’s great, but is pretty complex.  Here’s a simpler definition that captures the main ideas about God’s wrath:

Divine wrath is God’s righteous anger and punishment, provoked by sin.

According to author A. W. Pink, “A study of the concordance will show that there are more references in Scripture to the anger, fury, and wrath of God, than there are to His love and tenderness.”  Just to take a few examples, Paul talks about the wrath of God ten times in the book of Romans alone. (1:18, 2:5, 2:8, 3:5, 4:15, 5:9, 9:22, 12:19, and 13:4-5)  Other Biblical instances include:

· 2 Chronicles 36:16 says “But they mocked God's messengers, despised his words and scoffed at his prophets until the wrath of the LORD was aroused against his people and there was no remedy.”

· Psalm 7:11 says, “God is a righteous judge, a God who expresses his wrath every day.”

· Jeremiah 10:10 says, “But the LORD is the true God; he is the living God, the eternal King. When he is angry, the earth trembles; the nations cannot endure his wrath.”

· Nahum 1:2 says, “The LORD is a jealous and avenging God; the LORD takes vengeance and is filled with wrath. The LORD takes vengeance on his foes and maintains his wrath against his enemies.”

· And John 3:25-26 says, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him.”

Does it bother you that God has wrath?  Is the wrath of God an uncomfortable idea for you?  Take various answers. If it does bother you, you’re not alone.  Listen to this quote from an article by Bob Deffinbaugh on Bible.org:

It is sad to find so many professing Christians who appear to regard the wrath of God as something for which they need to make an apology, or at least they wish there were no such thing. While some would not go so far as to openly admit that they consider it a blemish on the Divine character, yet they are far from regarding it with delight; they like not to think about it, and they rarely hear it mentioned without a secret resentment rising up in their hearts against it. Even with those who are more sober in their judgment, not a few seem to imagine that there is a severity about the Divine wrath which is too terrifying to form a theme for profitable contemplation. Others harbor the delusion that God’s wrath is not consistent with His goodness, and so seek to banish it from their thoughts.

Why do you think we are troubled by the idea of God’s wrath?  Take various answers.  

· It frightens us.  

· It seems out of character with his other attributes.  

· It seems out of balance with the offense:  Do people’s sins really justify the extent of God’s wrath as described in the Scriptures?  

· Wrath in people is usually not a positive attribute.  

While God’s wrath may trouble and embarrass us, it is evidently not an embarrassment to Him. Far from it—the wrath of God is an important part of his character:  as much a part of the character of God as his justice, love, grace, and mercy.  Unlike my anger, God’s wrath is not the result of Him losing his temper—it’s not the result of sin but perfect righteousness. It isn’t fury or rage.  (Romans 2:5; James 1:19-20). God’s wrath is an appropriate and perfectly balanced response to the rebellion and disobedience of sin.   (Deuteronomy 4:25; 9:18, Psalm 28:4; Isaiah 59:18; Jeremiah 17:10; 21:14; 25:6-7; 25:14; 2:32; Ezekiel 20:44; 24:14; 36:19)  The wrath of God is not capricious or impulsive.  It is always in accordance with the standards set down in Scripture for man’s conduct and the warnings God has given for disobedience.  (Deuteronomy 29:26-28; 30:15-20; 2 Samuel 12:9-10; 2 Kings 22:10-13; 24:2; 2 Chronicles 19:8-10; 34:18-28; 36:15-16; Jeremiah 22:11-12; 44:2-6). God’s wrath is not sudden or explosive but slow and controlled—it is something that is building up over time. (Exodus 34:6; Numbers 14:18) It only comes after warning of judgment (see, for example, the warnings given to men in the days of Noah (Genesis 6-9), of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19), and throughout the Old Testament by the prophets).  

We sometimes like to think of the wrath of God as primarily an OT concept—my mom used to tell me the OT God was a God of anger and judgment, but the NT God is a God or mercy and grace. (I think that’s still what she thinks!)  But, in fact the NT does teach the wrath of God. In the NT, we see God pouring out his wrath on Jesus at Calvary, imposing on Him what was rightly due to us. 

In addition the mercy and grace of God are not complete without His wrath, because “God’s wrath is an expression of His holy love.  If God is not a God of wrath, His love is no more than frail, worthless sentimentality; the concept of mercy is meaningless; and the Cross was a cruel and unnecessary experience for His Son.” (Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Dictionary)

Here in Romans 1, Paul tells us that God’s wrath is being visited today on those who “suppress the truth by their wickedness.”  And ultimately, God’s wrath will be unleashed against all of his enemies when Jesus returns to judge the world. The wrath that will be expressed at Jesus’ second coming is something we as believers are specifically saved from.  Paul says in 1 Thessalonians (a book with significant teaching about the second coming),  …to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead— Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.  (1:10)

Paul says in verse 18 that the wrath of God is being revealed…  Anything about that grab you?  Take various answers. A) It’s an indication that God isn’t just flailing out in petulant anger against some momentary offense, but rather that God’s judgment against all wickedness, which has been building up, is now being released against those who sin against him.  B) It contrasts with verse 17, which says, “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed…”  It’s as though Paul envision two separate, parallel paths, one that through the gospel leads to righteousness, and another than through sin leads to wrath.  Everyone is on one path or the other, and over time the results of the path we are on is revealed in our lives through either increasing righteousness or through increasing depravity.  C) God’s wrath is not something that is coming someday—it is being revealed right now.  

According to verse 18, against what is the wrath of God being revealed?  “All the godlessness and wickedness of men…”  God’s wrath is his righteous response against the wickedness of sin.  And against whom is it being revealed?  “Men who suppress the truth by their wickedness…”  What does Paul mean when he says “suppress the truth by their wickedness?”  What truth are they suppressing?  The truth about God. What truth about God? Take various answers.  The answer is in verse 20:  “His invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature.”  How do they suppress the truth?  The answer is actually in verse 21:  “For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him…”  Glorifying God is about praising him for who he is.  Thanking him is about acknowledging with gratitude his blessings in our lives.  Which is worse:  to fail to glorify God or fail to thank him?  Discuss.  These two things are really the same thing.  Both are rooted in a failure to acknowledge God as god.  When we fail to thank him, we’re ignoring the truth that everything we have, from our very lives to the smallest blessings we enjoy, is a gift from God.   When we fail to praise him, we’re failing to give him the glory he is due for who he is, independent of anything he has done.  Do you tend to do more of one of these than the other?  Discuss.  

Most commentators agree that the men referred to in the passage we are studying are Gentiles.  Later, in chapter 2, Paul will speak to the sins of the Jews—who “because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart… are storing up wrath against yourself …” —and will explain the application of the law to both the Jews and the Gentiles.  Here, though, he is first addressing the Gentiles.   That explains why he makes an argument from nature in verses 19 and 20:

18The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 20For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 

(By the way, Paul makes an argument from nature when he addresses Gentiles in Lystra, as recorded in Acts 14.  The people of that city thought Paul and Barnabas were Zeus and Hermes, but Paul corrects them saying, We too are only men, human like you.  We are telling you to turn from these worthless things to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them.  In the past, He let all nations go their own way.  Yet He has not left Himself without testimony:  He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; He provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy.)

Paul’s argument is that “what may be known about God…” has been made plain to them “from what has been made.”  The word translated, “what has been made” is the Greek work poema, which means workmanship or masterpiece.  It’s the same word used in Ephesians 2:10 to describe us:  “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus…”  

Do you notice the little oxymoron in verse 20?  It says, “God’s invisible qualities… have been clearly seen.”  Literally, in the Greek, it says “God’s unseeable qualities… are clearly seen.  The creation makes material what is otherwise ethereal—God’s goodness, his power, his wisdom, and so on. These things are “understood from what has been made.”  

What do you suppose is included in the phrase “what has been made?”  Discuss. Nature and the laws of nature.  Our minds, emotions, and consciences.  

What are some of the characteristics and attributes of God that are revealed in nature?  

· His great power—he has created hurricanes, earthquakes, and volcanoes, not ot mention planets, stars, and galaxies

· His creativity—just look at the incredible variety of plants and animals

· His intelligence—just think about the laws of physics, chemistry and mathematics

· He is a God or order—nature is orderly

· He is an artist—nature is incredibly beautiful

What are some of the characteristics of God that are revealed in our minds, emotions, and consciences?  

· Right and wrong—we can tell the difference between what is right and wrong independent of God’s specific revelation in scripture.

· Good and evil—we know that certain things, like love and generosity, are superior to other things, like hatred and selfishness.

I think there is at least one other thing that is revealed in nature as we know it—that is, nature in its fallen state.  It reveals that there must be something more.  The existence of some things in nature imply their opposites:  so sickness implies health and death implies life.  The desire that we feel for significance implies that there is significance that goes beyond our brief 70-year lives—a significance that can only come from a relationship with God.  Our desire for love and acceptance implies that there is a source of love and acceptance that exceeds anything we experience in this life.  

Of course, not everything about God is revealed in creation.  God’s personal nature is not revealed in nature.  The gospel is not revealed in nature.  These things are only revealed But, Paul makes clear, enough of God is reveal in nature that men know God (v21) and “are without excuse” (v21).   As a result, they state convicted in their wickedness, and God’s wrath is righteously being revealed in them.

OK, that’s enough for this week.  We’ll continue with this same passage next week.

How is God’s wrath  being revealed?  What form is God’s wrath taking in the lives of men who suppress the truth about God? It is being revealed in the very behaviors that Paul mentions in these verses:  idolatry, sexual immorality, and all of the rest.  These things are evidence that God has “given them over”  to their wickedness.  So in a way the very behaviours that evidence the rebellion of sinners also evidence the wrath of God in ththeir lives.  The result of these behavious os their destruction. 

18The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, 19since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 20For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. 

21For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

24Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. 25They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen. 

26Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. 27In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed indecent acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their perversion. 

28Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done. 29They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, 30slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.

