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Romans 1:18-3:20
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).  
Over the last few weeks, we’ve been dissecting the first part of this section, which begins in 1:18 and continues to the end of chapter 1.  Paul starts this section by saying that 

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness… 

The “truth” to which Paul refers when he says, “men who suppress the truth by their wickedness,” is the truth about God.  How do men who have not been exposed to the scriptures know the truth about God?  It has been revealed to them—“made plain to them”—“from what has been made.”   According to verse 20, God’s “eternal power” and “divine nature” are evident from nature.  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.

It occurred to me this week that as we’ve talked about Paul’s argument from nature we failed to look at perhaps the greatest “argument from nature” in scripture.  In the book of Job, Job seeks an explanation from God for the suffering he has endured.  God answers him with a three-chapter-long argument from nature for His power, His wisdom, and his absolute sovereignty.  Here’s just a little taste of that:

 Job 38:4 "Where were you when I laid the earth's foundation? 
       Tell me, if you understand. 

 5 Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! 
       Who stretched a measuring line across it? 

 6 On what were its footings set, 
       or who laid its cornerstone- 

 7 while the morning stars sang together 
       and all the angels [a] shouted for joy? 

Anyway, that’s just a small part of the complete discourse by God.  Read it when you have a few minutes—it is beautiful and humbling.  

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, 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.  
According to Paul, this failure—mankind’s deliberate choice to ignore the evidence for God from nature and their refusal to give him praise and thanks—leads to futility, darkness, and foolishness.  When men turn away from God, they become fools, unable to reason clearly, unable to distinguish truth from lies and right from wrong, believing anything, confused by everything.  What’s worse, they’re so cut off from reality that they’ve lost their self-awareness, so despite their foolishness they “claim to be wise” and are puffed up with pride.  
One consequence of this futility and darkness is false religion.  Although it is obvious from “what has been made” that the creator God must be outside of and far beyond the creation, Paul says men nevertheless deliberately “exchange the truth of God for a lie and worshipped and served created things rather than the Creator.”  And for God this is the last straw.  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 stirred against men.  
As a consequence, Paul says, God has “given men over.”  What does God give men over to? The sinful desires of their hearts.  What are some of the expressions of these desires? Sexual impurity.  Shameful lusts.  A depraved mind.  Wickedness.  Evil.  Greed.  Depravity.  Envy.  Murder.  In total, Paul lists 21 behaviors that are the result of having been “given over.”  Not all of them apply equally to every person who is in the state of having been “given over,” but all are characteristic of that state.  
When Paul says that God has given men over, he’s saying that God has ceased to restrain their behavior, abandoning them to their perverse desires, allowing them to do what they wanted to do.  In effect, He’s giving them the very thing that they most desire:  their freedom from him.  And, tragically, when God gives men what they think they want, instead of setting them free, it puts them on the path to destruction and death.  God’s wrath is revealed in men as they experience what Paul calls the “due penalty for their perversion”: depression, disease, alienation, poverty, death.  
Ultimately, men’s depravity blinds them to the insanity of the course they are pursuing.  They can no longer tell the difference between good and bad, right and wrong, healthy and unhealthy.  Finally, their thinking becomes reversed:  they begin to think that right is wrong and wrong is right.  This is what Paul is referring to when he says in verse 32, “they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.”  
In verse 32, Paul says, “Although they know God's righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death…?”  How do men know this?  Take various answers.  Paul probably ought to tell us this right here, but he actually remembers to do so in a few sentences.  In Chapter 2, we encounter this little parenthetical:

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, 15since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.)
Men know what is right and wrong because God has “written the requirements of the law on their hearts.”  Unless (or until) they become seared, our consciences tell us what is right and what is wrong.   That part of us that is created in the image of God retains its knowledge of what God requires of us.  

Do you know people who are in this state of having been “given over?”  Take various answers.  Addicts. Adulterers.  Liars.  Some of us have family members in this condition; others know friends who are suffering from having been given over.  What should we do in those circumstances?  Are these people beyond hope?  Not at all!  Our God is a redeeming God—none have fallen so far as to be beyond his rescue.  Even those who have been given over are still within the province of his grace.  Psalm 81:11-14 says, regarding Israel,

11 My people did not listen to My voice; And Israel did not obey Me.
12 "So I gave them over to the stubbornness of their heart, to walk in their own devices.
13 "Oh that My people would listen to Me, That Israel would walk in My ways!
14 "I would quickly subdue their enemies, And turn My hand against their adversaries.

In fact, God’s “giving over” of men to depravity is not just an expression of his wrath but also an expression of his grace.  When men suffer the “due penalty for their perversion,” it can help bring them to their senses, just like it did to the prodigal son who, in the filth of the pigsty, suddenly realized that the servants in his father’s house were better off than he was.  It is often said that people will not give up a certain behavior—drinking or gambling or something—until they have “hit bottom.”  Well, by giving men over to their sin, God actually creates the circumstances that he can use to rescue them from their hopeless condition.

Interestingly, the word translated “gave them over,” paradidomi, is used again by Paul a little later on in the book.  Romans 4:25 says, 

He (Jesus) was delivered over (paradidomi) to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.

That’s the gospel:  God “gave over” his son, Jesus, to death, in order to justify those who had been “given over” to the consequences of their sin.  2 Corinthians 5:21 says, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  God stands ready to rescue those who have turned away from him.  As Paul has already explained,
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."

The gospel has power:  power to break through to the most depraved mind, to bring light to the darkest heart.  Without that power, we are all hopeless; with it, there is hope for us all.  Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!

If you doubt that there is hope for those who have been given over, consider what Paul says to the believers at Corinth in 1 Corinthians 6:9-14:
 9Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders 10nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 11And that is what some of you were. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.

The best evidence that there is hope for sinful men is the testimony of those who have been saved from the very kind of depravity that Paul has described in this section.   

When we encounter people in this condition, what should we do?  How can we help those who have been “given over” to find the truth?   Take various answers.  Pray for them.  They need God’s grace to enable them to see and think clearly.  God must open the eyes of their hearts so that they can begin to discern truth and falsehood, right and wrong.  We need to ask God to bring them to their senses.  We need to share the truth with them patiently, gently, unapologetically.  Don’t judge them—as we’ll see in just a moment.
OK, let’s move on.  In the next section of the book, Paul turns his attention to the Jews. Having demonstrated that the Greeks stand convicted and so require a Savior, He’s now going to demonstrate that the Jews also are in need of salvation by grace.  Let’s pick this up in Chapter 2, verse 1:
1You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things. 2Now we know that God's judgment against those who do such things is based on truth. 3So when you, a mere man, pass judgment on them and yet do the same things, do you think you will escape God's judgment? 4Or do you show contempt for the riches of his kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God's kindness leads you toward repentance? 

Paul begins this section with the word, “therefore,” which might seem a little confusing.  Normally, when we see this word, we look back to find is antecedent thought.  In this case, though, Paul is putting the conclusion at the beginning of his argument, so that what follows explains the thought of verse 1.  Although it seems odd to do it this way, its not an uncommon rhetorical device, and it has the advantage of directly connecting his conclusions regarding the condemnation of the Gentiles at the end of Chapter 1 and the condemnation of the Jews at the beginning of Chapter 2.

The “You” referred to in verse 1 is a straw man:  a hypothetical, typical Jew.  Paul is going to use this hypothetical character to make an argument against the pride and that was common to Jews in Paul’s day.  Because Jews were God’s chosen people, the beneficiaries of his covenant promises to Abraham, and the custodians of God’s law, Jews tended to look down on and judge the Gentiles.  Further, they tended to believe that they were saved 1) by virtue of being sons of Abraham and 2) by performing certain moral and religious deeds—that they earned God’s favor by keeping the law and following the traditions of the faith.  Many even believed that if they failed to live righteously, they might forfeit some earthly reward but were still exempt from God’s judgment simply because they were Jews, God’s chosen people! They were firmly convinced that God would judge and condemn pagan Gentiles because of their idolatry and immorality but that no Jew would ever experience such condemnation. In the next few paragraphs, Paul is going to explain why the Jews are not in a position to judge.  
Someone paraphrase Paul’s rebuke to this hypothetical Jew for me.  Take various answers.  Don’t judge those around you who are doing wrong, because you aren’t innocent—you do “the same things!”  When Paul says that “you (the hypothetical Jew)… do the same things,” what do you think he means? Is he saying, if you’ve committed the sin of sexual immorality, don’t judge those who commit the sin of sexual immorality, or if you’ve committed the sin of gossip, don’t judge those who have committed the sin of gossip.  Is he saying that it’s OK to judge, just so long as we don’t judge someone for doing what we also have done?  Take various answers.  Paul is saying that because “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,” no one is in a position to judge anyone else’s sin.  While a particular person may not have engaged in a particular sin, he or she has sinned, and sinned plenty.   The fact that I haven’t committed this or that particular sin does not give me the right to condemn that sin in others;  while I may not have done that particular thing, I’m capable of committing it; I’ve done things that are just as bad, and probably worse; and thus I do not have the moral authority to judge.  
Having said that, though, it is important to realize that people are very readily willing to judge people for the same sins that we commit ourselves.  In fact, it seems to me that we especially delight in doing this.  A certain person will condemn someone who is a homosexual, but that person is an adulterer or looks at pornography.  We cluck disapprovingly at the massive thefts of the managers of Enron and WorldCom and Adelphia, but we “borrow” pencils and paper from the supply closet at work.  So while Paul is making a general argument that no man is righteous enough to condemn another man, we should recognize that we aren’t beyond the hypocrisy of judging people for the very same things we do.  This ability to ignore our own sin while condemning sin in others is just another consequence of our fallen nature.
Paul says that when we pass judgment on others, we “condemn ourselves.”  The idea here is that the very testimony we give against others—“he did this and that” or “she did such and so”—implicates us at the same time.  It’s kind of like a guy who testifies against his friend about a crime that they committed together!  The fact that we can distinguish between good and evil behavior in others means that we know the difference between good and evil and that we are thus accountable for our own good and evil behavior.  

Further, Paul says, God will pass judgment on those who “pass judgment on them and yet do the same things.”  Why does it arouse God’s judgment when men judge other men?  Take various answers.  

· It is hypocritical:  we “do the same things,” so how can we judge other sinners?  

· It is ungrateful:  God has not judged us, but has shown us mercy, and in gratitude we should also show mercy to others.  As Paul says in verse 4, it “shows contempt for the riches of God’s kindness.”   

· It is presumptuous.  Paul says in verse 2 that “God's judgment against those who do such things is based on truth” and he says in verse 3, “So when you, a mere man, pass judgment…”  We don’t know enough to judge others—only God does.  
Nothing aroused Jesus anger more than the arrogance, hypocrisy and the presumptuousness of the Pharisees.  Luke 18:9-14 records this story:
 9To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: 10"Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: 'God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.' 

 13"But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, 'God, have mercy on me, a sinner.' 

 14"I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted."

Likewise, in Matthew Chapter 23, Jesus repeatedly calls the Pharisees hypocrites and calls down woes on them for their arrogance and presumptuousness.  Jesus anger toward the Pharisees is a picture of God’s anger toward those who presume to put themselves in a position to judge others.  
Notice that Paul says in verse 1, “You, therefore, have no excuse…”  Does that sound familiar?  In verse 1:20 Paul used this same word about the pagans who refused to acknowledge God despite the evidence from nature:  that have “no excuse.”  Just as the Gentile idolater has no excuse for his behavior, neither does the arrogant Pharisee. Everyone—Jew and Gentile alike—is without excuse before God for his sin.
So how does this teaching apply to us?  Do we ever “pass judgment on someone else?”  Take various answers.  There is a strong tendency toward Pharisaical behavior in the evangelical community.  We tend to forget who we are—sinners saved by grace—and begin judging others who are still behaving as we once did (and still do, from time to time!). We say things like, “'God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector.”  Can you think of specific examples?  Take various answers.  Other than the things we’ve already discussed, why should we not pass judgment on those who are lost?  Makes it impossible for us to reach them.  You won’t take the gospel to someone you have already condemned, and they won’t be able to receive it from you.
There are a couple of things that Paul is not saying here.  First, he is not saying that we should tolerate wicked behavior in the church.  Paul clearly mandates purity in the church, and the need to judge and discipline those who are corrupting the church, in 1 Corinthians.  Peter does the same in 2 Peter.  Paul must therefore be warning the Jewish believers not to pass judgment on those outside the church who are engaged in these behaviors.  

Second, he is not saying that there is no role for judgment in civil society.  Paul endorsed the judicial role of government, which requires judgment and conviction, and he expressly instructed Christians to be exemplary citizens of their countries.  So this passage does not prohibit a Christian from serving as a judge or on a jury, or from giving testimony that might result in the conviction of someone for some offense.

In verse 4, Paul says that the “riches of (God’s) kindness, tolerance and patience… leads you toward repentance.”  Remember that Paul is addressing here is prototypical Jew, and so his reference to God’s “kindness, tolerance and patience” is a reference to God’s treatment of the Jews over the centuries.  For the most part, God dealt gently with the Jews, always hoping that they would repent, turn away from their sin, and keep their covenant promises to him.  
However, this teaching also has applicability in our own lives.  Have you seen this in your life?  Have there been times when God has been tolerant and patient with you, and has shown you kindness even when you deserved judgment?  Anyone want to share an example?  Take various answers.  For me, I have always had a problem with anger.  God has patiently worked in me to give me peace based in trust for him, and has quietly convicted me of the sin of anger by allowing me to see the damage I have done I the lives of my family and others as a consequence of my fits of rage.  He is patiently working to turn me from an angry man into a joyful man.  
That’s enough for today.  Next time, we’ll continue with Chapter 2.

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."
Paul continues on in verse 5:
 5But because of your stubbornness and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God's wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed. 6God "will give to each person according to what he has done."[a] 7To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. 8But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger. 9There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; 10but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. 11For God does not show favoritism. 

Again, keep in mind that Paul is speaking here to his straw man—his hypothetical, prototypical Jew.  He says, because of your hard heart, instead of being led toward repentance by God’s patience, you are instead storing up wrath for yourself by persisting in your arrogance, judgment, and condemnation.   

 12All 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. 13For 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, 15since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.) 16This will take place on the day when God will judge men's secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares.

