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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).  
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.  With any luck, we’ll finish up on that this week.  In this section, Paul brings a three-part accusation against mankind:  Despite the enormous evidence we have from nature about the existence, power, and nature of God, men 1) “suppress the truth about God” by failing to 2) “glorify him” and 3) “give thanks to 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.  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.  What’s worse, they don’t know that they are fools—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.  
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. 

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 statues 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.  But, knowing that these things cannot be the true God, men nonetheless choose to worship them as gods.  Now, we’re more sophisticated than our pagan brothers of the 1st Century—no modern western person would think of worshipping a statue today.  But we still have this instinct, to pursue false religion, and we still worship our idols:  things like money, fame, power, beauty, and so on.

That brings us to the last part of the Chapter, where Paul describes the result of mankind’s disregard for the true God.  Read along with me while I read verses 24 through 28 out loud:
 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 read 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? The answer is found three times in verses 24 through 28.  Do you see it?  What does it say that God has done as a consequence of mankind’s idolatry?  He “gave them over.”  The word translated “gave them over” is paradidomi.  It is a compound word, made up of para, beside, and didomi, to give, so literally it means “to give beside.”  It is a very strong Greek verb meaning to hand someone over to the power and authority of another.  In law, it was a judicial term used for handing over a prisoner to his sentence.
What does God give men over to? First, in verse 24?  The sinful desires of their hearts.  The word translated “sinful desires” here is epithumea, a compound word from thumos, passion or desire, and epi, a modifier that expresses intensity.  The idea conveyed by epithumea is an “over-desire,” and incorrectly intense desire for some thing.  The object of epithumea is often a good thing when it is in its proper place, but which becomes a source of sin when it is over-desired.  For example, se is good thing in the context of marriage, but when we over-desire it, it becomes the source of sin.  , 

What else? To  sexual impurity.  To shameful lusts.  To a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done.  In the coming verses, Paul’s going to offer a long list of the behaviors that characterize those who have been “given over” to their “over-desires.” But he focuses first on sexual sin:  sexual immorality, lesbianism, and homosexuality.  These practices were alarmingly common throughout the Roman world.  Homosexuality was prohibited neither by religion nor law, and was acknowledged without shame. At times, the Roman Empire specifically taxed approved homosexual prostitution, and gave boy prostitutes a legal holiday. Same sex marriage was legally recognized, and even some of the Roman emperors married men. At the very time Paul was writing, Nero was emperor. He had taken a boy named Sporus and had him castrated. He then married him (with a full ceremony), brought him to the palace with a great procession, and made the boy his "wife." Later, Nero lived with another man, and Nero was the "wife."

Do you recognize this pattern?  Does this seem familiar?  Take various answers.  Paul could have easily written these very same things about modern western culture.  Since the sexual revolution of the 1960s, American and the west have become hyper-sexualized.  Anything goes these days:  pre-marital sex, infidelity, polygamy, pornography, homosexuality, lesbianism, pedophilia, and even more extreme and deprave behaviors that we don’t need to mention.  All of these things are a direct and predictable consequence of our culture’s decision to abandon God—to cease “glorifying him as God” and “give thanks to Him.” 
Why do you think Paul begins his list of the consequences of men being “given over” with sexual sin?  Take various answers.  Most particularly vile.  Most evident.  Hoosexuality most clearly unnatural and depraved.  Idolatry often associated with sexual immorality:  see for example, Baal worship and the worship of Diana with temple prostitutes.  Pastor Ray Prichard has an interesting comment 

Why is illicit sex singled out as the first major step away from God? The answer is not hard to find. Sex is closely related to the human spirit. The way you conduct yourself sexually is a good barometer of what's going on in your heart. After all, what is sex but the desire to be worshiped by another person? Sound strange? It shouldn't. When two people come together, they are seeking much more than physical release. At a very deep level, they are looking for love, acceptance, fulfillment, freedom and meaning in life. By giving themselves to someone else, they hope (and secretly pray) that through this self-giving, they will discover a way to fill the void within. They "worship" through sex hoping someone will "worship" them back. Sex and worship are thus closely related in their ultimate purpose. It is as if God is pulling back the covers in order to show us how empty our hearts are without him. By turning to illicit sex, instead of fulfilling our dreams we only expose the emptiness within. It never works out like we hope it will. Immorality never satisfies because it always involves deception. We lie to each other, we lie to ourselves, and ultimately we lie to God.
While Paul begins his list with sexual sins, it is important to note that Paul does not limit his list of behaviors that arise from men being “given over” to sexual sins.  Let’s read verses 29 through 31:

29 They 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. 

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.  Anything stand out to you from this list?  Take various answers.  Why do you think “envy” followed by “murder?”  Murder often has its roots in envy—for example, consider the story of Cain and Abel.  What’s the difference between “gossip” and slander?  Very similar, but one is private, the other public.  Why is “they disobey their parents” on this list?  Seems a bit out of place, doesn’t it?  But recall that honoring one’s parents is one of the original 10, so you know it’s important to God.

Do you recognize any of these things in our modern culture?  Take various answers.  I’m struck by the idea that men “invent ways of doing evil.”  Can you think of any examples of that?  Take various answers.  New forms of crime.  New drugs.  Cyber-sex.  
Lots of people like to use this passage as a kind of proof-text regarding the wickedness of homosexuality.  And it is true that it is crystal clear that Paul in this section is condemning homosexual behavior as perverse and unnatural.  But it is important that we see that Paul is not just singling out homosexual behavior here:  he’s talking about all sexual immorality, heterosexual and homosexual.  He presents a progression of depravity, beginning with “sexual impurity” and descending into lesbianism and homosexuality, but he is condemning all sexual immorality.  All of these behaviors are consequences of God giving men over to “shameful lusts.”  Further, his list of depravities isn’t just limited to sexual sins, but includes things that strike closer to home for many of us, like envy, deceit, gossip, and arrogance.  Paul’s point is that these are the behaviors that characterize the lives of those who have turned their back on the true God and who “worship and serve created things rather than the Creator.”
What do you think Paul means when he says, “gave them over?”  Abandonded them to their perverse desires.  Allowed them to do what they wanted to do without restrain.  Ceased to restrain their behavior.  Allows their consciences to become “seared” so that they can no longer tell the difference between right and wrong, and no longer care.  Its similar to the idea expressed in 2 Corinthians 4:4, “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”
Recall that we’ve said that God’s wrath is not capricious or impulsive or sudden or explosive.  God does not “give people over” the first time they fail to give him glory or thanks, or the first time they give the praise and honor that is due to Him to some created thing.  But the warning here is that these behaviors over time reinforce themselves, leading to a gradual decline into foolishness, darkness, and depravity.  
Paul is saying, in effect, that the wrath of God is being revealed in men through their having been given over to sexual immorality and other sinful behavior.  Does this seem strange to you at all?  We normally think about the kinds of sins Paul mentions in these verses—sexual immorality, greed, arrogance, and so on—to be the source of God’s wrath, not the result of it.  Help me make sense of this.  In what way are these things an outpouring of God’s wrath?   Take various answers.  Ultimately leads to death, both physical and spiritual.  Cuts them off from the true source of life.  Verse 27 refers to the “due penalty for their perversion.”  What do you think that means?  Take various answers.  Each of the behaviors that Paul lists in these and the following verses has consequences:  depression, disease, alienation, poverty, death.  For example, consider the consequences of sexual immorality:  countless millions of abortions; epidemics of sexually transmitted diseases; a divorce rate approaching 50% that plunges women into poverty and inflicts life-long emotional damage on children.  Or consider the following statistics regarding homosexuals:
Life expectancy of homosexual men and women without AIDS is about 33 years shorter than that of the heterosexual (Cameron, Playfair, Wellum, The Homosexual Lifespan, Family Research Institute, Feb 14, 1992). Surprisingly, AIDS has only a modest effect on the average life expectancy of a homosexual male. The average age of men dying from AIDS is 39. The average age of homosexuals dying from all other causes is just 41. Only one percent die of old age. In study after study, less than three percent of all homosexuals surveyed are over the age of 55.

Its like the thought Paul expresses in Galatians 6:7-8:

7Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. 8The one who sows to please his sinful nature, from that nature will reap destruction; the one who sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life.

Do you see the irony of God’s decision to “give them over?”  Take various answers.  What has mankind desired from the beginning?  To be free of God, his laws, his authority.  To be our own authority, our own gods.  To do what we want to do without interference from God.  When God “gives men over” he gives them the very thing that they most desire:  their freedom from him.  In this way, God is like the Father in the story of the prodigal son:  when the son asks to be free from the Father, the father gives him what he desires.  And what is the result in the life of the sin?  Poverty.  Abandonment.  Destruction.  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.  

Notice that in verse 28 Paul says that

 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. 

At first, the reference in this verse to “a depraved mind” appears to be a repetition of the ideas in verses 21 and 22:  that when men abandon God they become fools.  But I think Paul has something more in mind here.  Notice verse 32:

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.

Only a fool pursues a course of action that leads directly to his destruction.  But because people have been given over to a depraved mind, they can no longer tell the difference between good and bad, right and wrong, healthy and unhealthy.  While the normal reaction to sin is shame and grief, those who have been given over gradually lose their sense of anguish over their sin.   Ultimately, in fact, 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, “they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.”  Do you see this behavior—approving of those who practice wickedness—in our culture?  Can you give me a few examples?  Take various answers.  Homosexual marriage.  Idolizing the arrogant and greedy, like Donald Trump.  
