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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’ve been 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 continued to dissect the first part of this long section.  Our main focus was on Paul’s argument from nature in verses 19 and 20:
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.”  Paul says that “what has been made” reveals God’s “invisible qualities:  His “eternal power” and his “divine nature.”  God must be incredibly powerful to have made millions of galaxies, ten thousand billion trillion stars, countless planets, things like earthquakes and volcanoes and tornadoes. And we can deduce many things about God’s character from what we observe in nature:  His creativity, his intelligence, his commitment to law and to order, and so on.  According to Paul, these truths about God are not difficult to discern.  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.
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. Knowing what we can know about God from nature, every man has an obligation to seek him, to try to know him, and to praise and thank him.  Instead, men turn their backs on Him.  
So Paul brings a three-part accusation against mankind:  Despite the enormous evidence we have from nature about the existence, power, and nature of God, we 1) “suppress the truth about God” by failing to 2) “glorify him” and 3) “give thanks to him.”  This failure—mankind’s deliberate choice to ignore the evidence for God from nature and their refusal to give him praise and thanks—has two profound consequences.  First, instead of glorifying and thanking God, in verse 21 through 23 Paul says that men’s… 
thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools…
Paul is saying that when men turn their backs on God—the source of life, truth, and wisdom—they become fools.  He says, “Their thinking became futile” and the “their foolish hearts were darkened.”  The word “futile” means “useless, unproductive, vain, 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.

This idea—that when men turn away from the truth of God they become fools—is found throughout Scripture.  It’s 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. 
Likewise, Proverbs 9:10 says, “"The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding.”  True wisdom can only be built on the foundation of the knowledge God.  When men suppress the truth about God and fail to acknowledge him, they cannot be wise, because wisdom begins with God:  he is the source of true wisdom.  Likewise, Psalm 114:1 says, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God.’”  An identifying characteristic of the fool is his foolish assertion that there is no God, despite the evidence God has given us in nature of his reality.

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.  As a result, they become fools, believing anything, confused by everything, far from truth.  Can you think of examples of this kind of futility and darkness?  Take various answers. Panspermia.  Evolution.  Multiculturalism.  Deceptions about the nature of God.  
What’s worse, they don’t know that they are fools—in fact, Paul says, “they claimed to be wise…” even though they were fools. They’re so cut off from reality that they’ve lost their self-awareness, so despite their foolishness they are puffed up with pride at what they perceive to be their wisdom.  Can you think of examples of this kind of arrogant foolishness?  We see evidence of this in abundance today:  intellectual atheists and agnostics who demean the truth of God as foolish myth, suitable only for simple people, while promulgating all kinds of lunacy as truth.  
The scriptures warn against such foolish arrogance. Isaiah 5:20-21 says, 
Woe to those who call evil good 
       and good evil, 
       who put darkness for light 
       and light for darkness, 
       who put bitter for sweet 
       and sweet for bitter. 

 21 Woe to those who are wise in their own eyes 
       and clever in their own sight. 

Likewise, Paul warns in 1 Corinthians 3:18-20:

Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a "fool" so that he may become wise. 19For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight. As it is written: "He catches the wise in their craftiness”, 20and again, "The Lord knows that the thoughts of the wise are futile.”

According to Paul, one consequence of this futility and darkness is false religion:  
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. 

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.”  Can you think of examples of these kinds of idols from scripture?  Take various answers.  Nebuchadnezzar’s statue.  The golden calf.  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?  Take various answers.  Fame.  Success.  Family.  Money.  Reputation.  Beauty.  Athletic ability.  Although these things are not idols in the classical sense, they are idols.  When we worship them, we are practicing idolatry.

Notice that Paul says, “Images made to look like mortal men…”  Do we idolize men today?  How so?  Take various answers.  Sports stars.  Media stars.  Pornography.  Humanism—“man in the measure of man.”  The worship of man by man goes all the way back to the garden.  What was Satan’s lie to Eve?  “‘You will not surely die,’ the serpent said to the woman. 5 ‘For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.’” 

Paul says in verse 25 that men “Worshiped and served created things …” How do we worship idols?  Take various answers.  We worship these things when we give them the glory and the thanks that are rightfully due to God.  How do we serve them?  We serve them when we do what they demand of us to give us the security and the significance we’re looking for.  Idols always make demands of us.  For example, suppose wealth is your idol.  It will drive you to work harder and longer to the detriment of your health and your family.  It will lead you to cheat and lie and cut corners, to the detriment of your character and perhaps your freedom.  Just look at the executives of Enron and WorldCom if you don’t believe it.  And the worst part is, having demanded our service, idols always fail to deliver what they have promised.  There is always someone richer or more beautiful or faster.  And even if you happen to reach the very pinnacle, you find that the idol you’ve been serving can’t really give you what it has been promising:  there is no real significance or security in these things.  One hundred years from now, no one will remember your wealth or fame or beauty, and even if they do, it won’t make any difference to you.  Isaiah recognizes this truth about idols when he says in 46:1-2, “

Bel bows down, Nebo stoops low; 

Their idols are borne by beasts of burden. 

The images that are carried about are burdensome,

A burden for the weary.”  
Do you see how this contrasts with the true Gospel?  In the gospel, we find true security and significance.  How do we find significance in the gospel?  We’re significant because God has chosen us and paid the highest imaginable price for us.  What other demonstration of our value do we need?  How do we find security in the gospel?  We’re secure because our value depends not on our effort, accomplishment, or righteousness, but on his perfect righteousness given to us as a free gift.  So it is only the true God of the gospel who can say, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light." (Matthew 11:29-30)

Notice that twice in these three verse (22, 23, and 25), Paul says that men have “exchanged” one thing for another.  What has been exchanged?  “Glory of the immortal God for images” and “truth of God for a lie.”  What is implied by the use of the word, “Exchanged?”  It’s a deliberate action:  a trade of one thing for another, an active exchange.  Everyone knows that statutes and carvings cannot be the source of the things we see in nature—in fact, it is obvious that these things are part of creation, not responsible for it.  It is evident that the source of “what has been made” has to be something outside of and beyond the creation—hence Paul’s reference to the “immortal God” in verse 23 in contrast to the created things that man worships.  The same is true for the idols we prefer:  money, fame, and so on.  Isaiah 46:6 and 7 says,

 6 Some pour out gold from their bags 
       and weigh out silver on the scales; 
       they hire a goldsmith to make it into a god, 
       and they bow down and worship it. 

 7 They lift it to their shoulders and carry it; 
       they set it up in its place, and there it stands. 
       From that spot it cannot move. 
       Though one cries out to it, it does not answer; 
       it cannot save him from his troubles. 

But, knowing that these things cannot be the true God, men nonetheless choose to worship them as gods.  It’s a deliberate act of a darkened mind.  Why do you think we do this?  Why, knowing what we can know about God from nature, do people choose to “worship and serve created things rather than the creator?”  Take various answers.  People don’t want to face the reality of God.  The God who made hurricanes and earthquakes is way too big and powerful and frightening to be contemplated by mere men.  The God who has “written the requirements of the law” on men’s hearts (Romans 2:14-15) is far too terrifying for any sinful man to consider.  So instead of pursuing the true God, who is convicting and terrifying, men make up gods and religions.  Even though people have turned their backs on God, they have not turned away from religion.  
Here’s the bottom line:  Men are made to worship, and if they do not worship God, they will worship something else.  When men harden their hearts toward God, they don’t stop worshipping—they just find something else to worship.  Unwilling to know God but unable to do without him, we fill the gap with made up religions.  And there is really no limit to the crazy religions people invent so that we can continue to suppress the truth about the true God.  Can you think of some examples?  Scientology.  The Heaven’s Gate cult.  They were waiting for a spaceship that was hiding behind comet Hale-Bopp to come and deliver them.  New Ageism, with its belief in reincarnation and crystals.  The “Green” religion, which venerates animals above men and, in its most extreme form, considers mankind to be a virus on the earth that should be eradicated. The self-esteem movement.   The fact that people are religious does not prove that they are seeking God; in fact, it demonstrates exactly the opposite:  they are running away from God.  The pursuit of religion is not evidence of man’s progress but of his depravity and rejection of God. Fallen man wants and needs a god—but a god they like better than the one True God.
Let’s take a look ahead to next week.  Verses 24 through 28 says,
 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. 

Notice the word “Therefore” in verse 24 and the words “Because of this” in verse 26.  To what do these words refer?  To man’s idolatry.  It reads like this:
23They… exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.  24Therefore….

And like this

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…

Idolatry is the final straw—it is the active disregard of God.  It is one thing—bad enough—for men to know about God and not praise him and give him thanks.  But when men direct the praise and thanks that is due to God to an image or an idol, God’s wrath is excited.  God detests idolatry because it is directly opposed to his primary purpose, which is to bring glory to Himself.  He warns against idolatry over and over again in the scripture, beginning in the Ten Commandments

 4 "You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God… (Exodus 20:4-5) 
He warned the Jews again as they were about to enter the Promised Land:
15 You saw no form of any kind the day the LORD spoke to you at Horeb out of the fire. Therefore watch yourselves very carefully, 16 so that you do not become corrupt and make for yourselves an idol, an image of any shape, whether formed like a man or a woman, 17 or like any animal on earth or any bird that flies in the air, 18 or like any creature that moves along the ground or any fish in the waters below. 19 And when you look up to the sky and see the sun, the moon and the stars—all the heavenly array—do not be enticed into bowing down to them and worshiping things the LORD your God has apportioned to all the nations under heaven. (Deuteronomy 4:15-19)
He warned them repeatedly through the Prophets and ultimately he brought judgment against them for their idolatry:

“16 This is what the LORD says: I am going to bring disaster on this place and its people, according to everything written in the book the king of Judah has read. 17 Because they have forsaken me and burned incense to other gods and provoked me to anger by all the idols their hands have made, my anger will burn against this place and will not be quenched.” (2 Kings 22:16-17)

God hates idolatry, and his reaction to idolatry is anger—holy wrath.  Back in verse 18, we red that “God’s wrath is being revealed…”  Now we know why—because of idolatry.  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? That’s where we’ll pick up next week.
