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Romans 1:18-32

Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  Last week, we began looking at the long section that begins in Chapter 1, verse 18 and continues through Chapter 3, verse 20.  In this section of the book, Paul makes the case about the fallen nature of man, beginning with the Gentiles (1:18 through 1:32), then the Jews (2:1 through 3:9), and then concluding with a summary (3:9 through 3:20).  The anchor verse of this whole section is 3:10-11, where Paul quotes Psalm 14:
10As it is written: 
   "There is no one righteous, not even one; 
    11there is no one who understands, 
      no one who seeks God. 
 12All have turned away, 
      they have together become worthless; 
   there is no one who does good, 
      not even one."

Last week, we began to dissect the first part of this long section, beginning with verse 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… 

We spent quite a bit of time last week talking about the wrath of God, which we defined as 

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

We talked at length about reasons why the idea of God’s wrath makes us a little bit uncomfortable: It frightens us.  It seems out of character with his other attributes.  It seems out of balance with the offense.  Wrath in people is usually not a positive attribute.  

We also pointed out that 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.  In fact, there are more references in Scripture to the anger, fury, and wrath of God, than there are to His love and tenderness.  And we talked at length about some of the attributes of God’s wrath:  it is not the result of Him losing his temper.  It is an appropriate and perfectly balanced response to the rebellion and disobedience of sin.   It 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.  It is not sudden or explosive but slow and controlled.  It only comes after warning of judgment.  We concluded by saying that 
“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 currently being revealed.  We asked, against what is the wrath of God being revealed?  The answer is in verse 18, “All the godlessness and wickedness of men…”  God’s wrath is his righteous response against the wickedness of sin.  And we asked, against whom is it being revealed?  Again, from verse 18, “Men who suppress the truth by their wickedness…”  Have you ever thought of wickedness as a way of suppressing the truth?  Paul says it is:  When we sin, we are denying God the obedience he deserves.  In effect, when we sin we are denying the truth about God’s “eternal power and divine nature,” declaring by our rebellion that he is not worthy of obedience.  

But someone might ask, how can people who have never been exposed the scriptures know these things about God?  How can they be held accountable for knowing about God’s “invisible qualities?” To answer that question, Paul makes an argument from nature.  He says in verses 19 and 20 that…
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. 

Paul’s argument is that “what may be known about God…” has been made plain to men “from what has been made.”  The word translated, “what has been made” in verse 20 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…”  What do you suppose is included in the phrase “what has been made?”  Discuss. Nature.  The laws of nature.  Our minds, emotions, and consciences.  
Paul says that “what has been made” reveals God’s “invisible qualities.”  Literally, in the Greek, it says “God’s unseeable qualities… are clearly seen.”  Paul uses this little oxymoron to make the point that God is revealed in creation:  that creation makes material and visible what would otherwise be ethereal and invisible.  He’s making the same argument made by David in Psalm 19:

The heavens declare the glory of God; 
       the skies proclaim the work of his hands. 

 2 Day after day they pour forth speech; 
       night after night they display knowledge. 

 3 There is no speech or language 
       where their voice is not heard. [a]
By the way, Paul also makes an argument from nature when he addresses the 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 points to two of God’s “invisible qualities” that are made clear in nature.  What are they?  His “eternal power” and his “divine nature.”  How does nature reveal God’s “eternal power?”  Take various answers.  He must be incredibly powerful to have made millions of galaxies, ten thousand billion stars, countless planets, things like earthquakes and volcanoes and tornadoes. What about the “eternal” part?  How does nature reveal God’s “eternal” power?  Take various answers.  Personally, I think the age of the universe testifies to God’s eternity.  If the universe is really billions of years old—an incomprehensible age—and if it’s true that God was at work before the creation of the world—Ephesians 1:4 says, “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight—then God must truly be “from everlasting to everlasting.”

What about God’s “divine nature?”  What are some of the facets of God’s “divine nature” and how are they revealed in creation? Take various answers.

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

· He is an artist—nature is incredibly beautiful

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

· He is a God of order—nature is orderly

· He’s a God of law—nature is governed by incredibly intricate and inviolable laws:  the laws of mathematics, physics, chemistry

· He’s a God of cause and effect, of reaping and sewing
· Light and darkness—day and night—are symbolic of good and evil, right and wrong.  In Luke 22, Jesus says to those who came to arrest him, “Every day I was with you in the temple courts, and you did not lay a hand on me. But this is your hour—when darkness reigns.”
According to Paul, are these truths about God difficult to discern from nature?  No.  He says that “what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them” and “God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen…”  As a result, Paul says, men are “without excuse.”  They can’t say, I didn’t know.  They can know enough about God just by observing the universe around them to be held accountable for their sin.

I think this idea—that “what may be known about God is plain to” men so that they are “without excuse”—is very profound.  Can you think of some of the implications of this idea?  Take various answers.
· It explains why so many people try so desperately to undermine God’s role as creator through the promotion of theories like Darwinism—which denies God’s role as the creator of life—and the steady-state universe—which attempts to argue that the universe has existed forever, had no beginning, and thus did not have a creator.  Without even knowing what they are doing (in most cases), these people are striving to find a way to escape from their fear of God’s wrath by trying to prove to themselves and others that he does not exist. 
· It answers the question that has troubled many good-hearted people over the centuries, including my mom:  what about those who have not heard?  How can God condemn them for their sin when they don’t know about Him?    Pauls’ answer?  They do know about Him—nature makes Him plain to them—and so when they sin they know they are violating the law of God. 
· It explains the universality of religion.  Religion is universal:  there is no human society that does not have a concept of religion.  According to anthropologists, religions that share certain supernatural features — belief in a noncorporeal God or gods, belief in the afterlife, belief in the idea of divine law and the need to obey it (or face God’s wrath), belief in the ability of prayer or ritual to change the course of human events — are found in virtually every culture on earth.  While men individually ignore these truths—as Paul is saying here—as a race and as societies we have held these things to be true.  It is only in the last century or so, and only in western thought, that these universal beliefs have been widely discarded.  I personally believe that the cultural atheism of the modern western world—the formerly Christian world—has to be a sign that we’re getting near the end
· This idea—that God is revealed in nature—is why I do not believe that science is a threat to the faith.  Far from it—I believe that, the more science reveals and understands about how nature works, the more it will point to the existence of a creator God—in fact, to the God of the Bible.  While they are plenty of scientists who lie, and plenty of bad science, ultimately the truth God has baked into nature will be revealed.  
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 in God’s word. But, Paul makes clear, enough of God is reveal in nature that men know “are without excuse”.   As a result, they state convicted in their wickedness, and God’s wrath is righteously being revealed in them.

Paul continues his argument in verse 21:  “For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him…”  Based on what men know about God from nature, they should glorify him and give him thanks.  Why should they glorify him?  Because they stand in awe of what he has made.  Impressed by the creation?  Give praise to the Creator!  Why should they give him thanks?  Because of the specific blessings he provides to them:  life itself, “rain from heaven and crops in their seasons,” “food to eat,” good health, “joy,” and many other things. 

Is failing to give God praise and thanks separate from or connected to the “wickedness of men” Paul mentions in verse 18?  Take various answers.  In one way, failing to praise and thank God is a sin in and of itself.  It’s an indirect denial of his majesty and goodness.  But in another way, every sin is a form of failing to give God praise and thanks.  Obedience is based in part on our awe for God and our gratitude for what he has done for us.  When we sin, we’re saying that he isn’t great enough or good enough to honor with obedience.  So each and every sin is, in effect, a denial of God’s glory and goodness.  

[Try to stop here]

Instead of glorifying and thanking God, Paul says that men’s… 
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. 

This is the same idea that Paul expresses in Ephesians Chapter 4:

17So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. 18They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. 19Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more.

When men turn their backs on God—the source of life, truth, and wisdom—they become fools.  Paul says, “Their thinking became futile” and the “their foolish hearts were darkened.”  The word “futile” means “useless, unproductive, or ineffective.”  The idea of being “darkened” implies inability to see clearly and suggests the inability to tell right from wrong.  In the Bible, truth is identified with light, and ignorance and folly with darkness. John 1: 4-5 says, “In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.” 1 Peter 2:9 says, “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. “Jesus himself said. "If any man follows me, he shall not walk in darkness but shall have the light of life.” Without God, our understanding is dark and we are ignorant; with God, we have light and our thinking becomes clear.

Paul is saying that when men turn away from God—when they fail to glorify him and give him thanks—they become unable to reason clearly and lose the ability to distinguish truth from lies and right from wrong.  They think they are wise, but they are really fools, believing anything, confused by everything, far from truth.  Can you think of examples of this kind of futility and darkness?  Take various answers. 
According to Paul, one consequence of this futility and darkness is idolatry:  
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… 25They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen. 

Even though people have turned their backs on God, they have not turned away from religion.  Men are made to worship, and if they do not worship God, they will worship something else.  When we harden our hearts to him, we don’t stop worshipping—we just find something else to worship.  In Paul’s world—and in much of the world even today—men would worship physical idols:  “images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.”  Today, we’re more sophisticated.  Few modern people would think of bowing down to a statue.  Nevertheless, we still have our idols.  What’s an idol?  Anything other than God that we look to for our security or significance.  What are some examples of modern idols?  Fame.  Succes.  Family.  Money.  Reputation.  Beauty.  Athletic ability.  So, although these things are not idols in the classical sense, they are idols.  When we worship them, we “serve created things rather than the Creator.”
OK, that’s enough for this week.  We’ll continue with this same passage next week.

earching for meaning—in fact, we cannot stop searching, because we are made to do so—but we can no longer search for it in the one place where it can be found.  Since we can’t seek it in Him—because to do so would require us to submit to Him—we begin searching for it in other places.  That is foolish, ignorant, and futile, because there is no other source of meaning other than God.  But because our minds are darkened, we try to find meaning where there is none. Instead of living for God, we decide to live for other things.  Instead of seeking meaning in spiritual truth, we seek it in sensual pleasure. We have to live for something, find meaning in something, find significance in something. 

As a result, the things we pursue for pleasure become our Gods and our masters. Romans 1:25 says, “They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshipped and served created things rather than the Creator… Therefore, God gave them over to shameful lusts.”  It’s like we’ve said before—everyone serves something.  If you don’t serve the true God, you’re going to serve “created things.”  Everybody is a slave to something—either God or something else. Since by nature we won’t live for God, we live for temporary, meaningless, unsatisfying things.  These things bind us, enslave us, and refuse to satisfy us. We have got to have these things, yet the more we have them the less satisfied we are.  

Now those terms “sensual pleasures” and “shameful lusts” probably bring an image to your mind of something dark and decadent.  And certainly those kinds of sensual pleasures are one object of the kind of misguided worship Paul is talking about here.  But really the idea is much bigger than that—it includes any created thing in which we seek our meaning, our security, or our significance. What might some of these things be?  What are some things that you know people are looking to for the meaning in their lives? Popularity?  Fame? Wealth? Business success? Happiness?  Being a good mom?  Raising perfect children?  Being better than others?  Living up to others expectations?  

The idea here is exactly the same idea expressed throughout the book of Ecclesiastes, but summarized in Ecclesiastes 12:8: “’Meaningless! Meaningless!’ says the teacher, ‘Everything is meaningless.’”  If you recall that book, in it the teacher (probably Solomon) seeks meaning in life in a variety of sources:  wisdom, wealth, sex, substances (wine in the OT), esthetics (art and music), power, popularity and fame.  And the writer’s conclusion is that none of it matters—it is all vanity or meaningless.  It is only in our relationship with God, he concludes, that our lives have any meaning.

But 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 behaviors that evidence the rebellion of sinners also evidence the wrath of God in their lives.  The result of these behaviors is 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.

