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Bill Gates in his book Business @ The Speed of Thought:
“A good e-mail system ensures that bad news can travel fast, but your people have to be willing to send you the news.  You have to constantly be receptive to bad news, and then you have to act on it. Sometimes I think my most important job as CEO is to listen for bad news.  If you don’t act on it, your people will eventually stop bringing bad news to your attention.  And that’s the beginning of the end.  The willingness to hear hard truth is vital not only for the CEO’s of big corporations, but also for anyone who loves truth.  Sometimes the truth sounds like bad news, but it’s just what we need.”

The letter to the Romans begins with bad news…the problem of righteousness: our condemnation because of sin. Our problem with righteousness places us under the present wrath of God. If we do not avail ourselves to the provision He has made for our present problem we will face a future problem (i.e. the future wrath of God described in chapter 2). The verses we cover today describe the wrath of God as presently revealed. The structure of this section is as follows:

•
God reveals something about Himself to men and it is undeniable. 

•
Man rejects this revelation and it is inexcusable. 

•
God gives men over to their sin and it is incurable. First, He God gives men over to their natural lusts, then He gives men over to unnatural lusts, and finally God gives men over to a depraved mind.
Today we’re going to look at the wrath of God and find out what it is and how it is already being revealed as well as why God is so upset.

I.  THE WRATH OF GOD  v. 18

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, 

It's important that we understand that man’s wrath is different from God's wrath.  The concept of wrath for most of us involves the idea of a person in an uncontrollable rage.  That’s why, for some, the idea of God’s wrath seems an embarrassment as in the minds of some it makes Him appear to be an ignorant and primitive god; however, the word used to describe God’s wrath literally means a controlled and purposeful anger.  God does not fly into a blind rage.  His anger is reasonable, purposeful and controlled. Note it says His wrath is being revealed.  It’s present now!  How?  We’ll see in just a moment, but for now notice the objects of God's wrath.  The godlessness and wickedness of men. How is man godless? 

Godlessness means living as if God doesn't exist. It doesn't necessarily mean people don't believe in God, but that they often live their lives like God didn’t exist.  They are practical atheists.  Most people believe there is most likely a God, but so what? What does that have to do with them? Godlessness means living as though God doesn't matter.  

Godlessness leads quite naturally to wickedness. Wickedness results whenever any godless person decides to live according to their own rules.  Wickedness results when you just don't have any moral guidelines and accountability beyond yourself. Godlessness is a sin against God.  Wickedness is a sin against man.  But again, it is godlessness which leads to wickedness.  Why?  If you're not right with God, you're going to be out of sorts with other people.  

In the rest of this section, v. 18 is a summary of everything else we're going to look at, we see that Godlessness is addressed in vv. 19-23, and wickedness is addressed in the rest of the passage, vv. 24-32.  

II.  MAN IS GUILTY OF GODLESSNESS  vv. 19-23

19 since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 

How is mankind guilty of godlessness? This verse says there are things that can be known about God and that these things are plainly revealed because God has plainly revealed it. I personally do not believe there are any true atheists.  God has made man in such a way so that at some level we know there is a God to whom we are accountable.

Anthropologist S.H. Kellogg noted that “man alone is a religious animal.”  She wrote that four things were true of all cultures.

#1.
All cultures presume the existence of a higher power or powers.

#2.
All cultures presume some relationship of accountability which involves doing or not doing certain behaviors to please the higher power or powers.

#3.
All cultures presume something has gone wrong in the relationship between man and the higher power or powers which requires man to appease the higher power or powers.

#4.
All cultures presume that life after death is impacted by our actions in this life.

Did you know they have never found an ancient civilization of atheists?  Although the religious beliefs of a culture may be greatly distorted and sometimes even sick and twisted, nevertheless, they all believed without exception in some kind of god or gods.  No one can claim ignorance of God.

Why is this the case?  Well according to this verse...

1.
God’s existence is indisputable because it's plain to see in the nature of creation.  Look at the stars.  Psalm 19:1 "The heavens declare the glory of God."  Why do you think people say, "I feel so close to God out in nature."  There is something about God that is revealed through nature and it's unmistakable.  

Astrophysicists have discovered there are at least 29 things in the universe and 45 things in our own solar system that have to be finely tuned with no margin for error for there to be any physical life any where in the universe.  People mock what Christians believe but consider what they believe instead. If there is no God everything came from nothing, non-life produced life, random chance somehow resulted in fine tuning, unconsciousness produced consciousness and non-reason produced reason! They scoff of the idea of a designer but look at the terms they use:  the DNA code, the blueprint of life, etc…do not their own terms suggest design and intelligence? Next Paul gives two other reasons why man is without excuse.

20 For 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. 

2. 
The evidence of God’s existence is perpetual.  The evidence is never ending.  It is there in all places at all times.  All of creation points to the fact that there is a God.  It has now been proven beyond dispute that the universe had a beginning. Everything that has a beginning has a cause. The universe had a beginning; therefore the universe has a cause. Einstein’s theory of relativity has been verified to five decimal places and it demands an absolute beginning for time, for space, and matter. 

The man who sits in Edwin Hubble’s chair at the Mount Wilson observatory is an astronomer named Robert Jastrow. He is not a Christian, he is an agnostic. He said in an interview, “Astronomers now find that they have painted themselves into a corner because they have proven, by their own methods, that the world began abruptly in an act of creation to which you can trace the seeds of every planet, every living thing in this cosmos and on earth. That there are supernatural forces at work is now, I think, a scientifically proven fact!” 

No matter where you stand on earth...everybody throughout all time could look up and see the same stars and the order of the world around them. Whether you're educated or under educated it's obvious, clear, and universal. 

Now of course what we see about God in nature is just a partial picture.  We don't learn that God is loving or even personal.  But we do learn that God exists, that He is eternal and powerful.  

3.
The evidence for God is irrefutable.  "Men are without excuse."  We don't have any defense.  
Now granted, natural revelation does not give us a full understanding of God, but Paul says every human being is without excuse because at least we've got creation.  We've got to figure that if there's a creation there is a creator.  We can know that much about God.  Nevertheless most people don't want to admit that God has revealed Himself because it would make them accountable.  

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. 

Notice what man does with this revelation of God 

1.
Man represses the truth about God.   v. 18 "... who suppress the truth by their wickedness..."  They try to ignore it. The Greek word here means they hold it down, they restrain it. 


2.  
Man then rejects the truth.  Man refuses to even acknowledge it.  v. 21 "For although they knew God, they neither glorified Him as God nor gave thanks to Him." He says there are a couple of ways humanity rejects God.  

A.  
We refuse to give God His glory -- we refuse to honor Him as God.  


B.  
We refuse to give thanks -- we’re ungrateful.  God says "I've created all of this and you're so ungrateful!"  

22 Although 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.

3.
Finally man replaces the truth.  This is an inevitable consequence. There is a natural sequence of de-evolution here.  First you repress truth, then you reject it and finally you replace it.  They made their own gods and note the downward spiral from men to birds and animals to reptiles.  

There are two kinds of idolatry:  primitive idolatry and civilized idolatry. When we replace God with something else in our lives it's called idolatry.  Martin Luther said, “Whatever your heart clings to and relies on is your god.”  G.K. Chesterton said that whenever man refuses to worship God instead of worshipping nothing, he’ll worship anything.

We don't have primitive idols in our culture, but we do idolize things like wealth, success, physical beauty, pleasure, fame, etc.  Our idols aren't wood and stone.  Our idols are made out of metal and plastic (or at least we can purchase our idols with a sacrificial offering of plastic) -- idols like cars, houses, nice clothes. Anything that becomes number one in your life becomes your God…your family, your children, your business...all of these things are potential idols if they are the things your heart clings to and relies on.

Why does man create idols?  Because we’re selfish and we would really rather be served, than serve so we create idols who can give us what we want.  Man’s biggest idol is really himself. Nothing should take the place of God in our lives, but sadly so many things do.  So Paul says God has revealed Himself in nature and made Himself known.  But we've repressed the truth, rejected the truth, and even replaced it. And the results of all that is revealed in v. 21 "our thinking became futile and our foolish hearts were darkened."  

So Paul says man is guilty of godlessness, trying to live without God in his life.  But...

III.  MAN IS GUILTY OF WICKEDNESS
In verse 24-32, Paul describes three manifestations of God’s present wrath, which are the result of man’s sin. All three manifestations share three things in common. First, each group has received some revelation about God. Second, each group has rejected that revelation, replacing it with some perversion of that revelation. Finally, each group is given over to some form of sin, which the sinner desires and deserves, as a manifestation of God’s wrath. 
When you repress, reject, replace God it automatically causes all kinds of problems in our lives.  When your vertical relationship is not right your horizontal relationship is not right. Godlessness leads to wickedness.  Godlessness is the root, wickedness is the fruit. In Genesis it says that Abraham was afraid to go down to Egypt?  Why?  Because there was no fear of God and he believed he would be murdered.  Where there is godlessness, wickedness increases.  How is the wrath of God being revealed?  The wrath of God in the present is passive; His future wrath is active. Here we see that God simply gives people over to the consequences of their godlessness and wickedness.

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. 

C.S. Lewis said there are really only two types of people in the world.  People who say to God, “Your will be done” and people to whom God eventually says “Your will be done.”  God gives them over to the consequences of godlessness and wickedness. Note it did not begin with God giving them over. First God revealed Himself plainly, this revelation as not only rejected but also replaced and then God gave them over. The giving them over to their evil desires is the result of the rejection and replacement of God’s revelation. What does it mean when God gives somebody over.  

When God gives people over it means He allows people to reap the results of their own choices.  He lets you have what it is you think you want.  You asked for it, you got it.  You are allowed to go out and make a mess of your life and God will reach a point where He will quit striving with you.  That’s what happened in Noah’s day. God said His Spirit would not contend with man forever so expected life time was greatly shortened after mankind, save Noah and his family, was destroyed. 
This is what the wrath of God in verse 18 is all about.  "The wrath of God is being revealed against all godlessness and wickedness."  It's being revealed -- present tense.  It's happening right now.  He's not talking about the some fire and brimstone future…fact of the matter is sometimes hell comes to you! God allows people to do their own thing, to have their own way and when they reap the results of that decision, that is the wrath of God in their life. We can see the wrath of God everywhere today.  Broken homes, domestic abuse, sexually transmitted diseases, pornography, gangs, racial disharmony, and substance abuse are all examples of the wrath of God being revealed against a godless society.  God doesn't have to send fire and brimstone down upon us like He did to Sodom and Gomorrah, because the effects of living without God (of behaving godlessly) brings its own problems and destruction.  God punishes sin with sin.  That is His wrath.

Next three examples of wickedness are submitted by Paul in his case against humanity. 

1.  God gave them over to immoral passions.  v. 24 "God gave them over to their sinful desires, to impurity degrading of their bodies with one another."  Our culture has gotten goofy about sex. The Christian attitude toward sex is very simple...total commitment of the total person the total time!

CS Lewis, had an interesting spin on this whole subject. And he has a way of making his point with humor.  Now don't lose the importance of his point in the humorous way in which he makes it. Lewis once pointed out that it is relatively easy to gather a large crowd to watch someone take their clothes off.  But what if you went someplace where a large crowd could be gathered by simply bringing out a covered platter and slowly lifting up the cover so as to let everyone catch provocative glimpses of a plate of spaghetti?  What if there were theaters in seedy areas of that particular town where for a quarter you could watch a banana being peeled?  What if some people had a fetish for wrapping apples in orange rinds?

Would you not consider the possibility that something had gone very wrong with that society's attitude toward food? Our world says that sexual desires are only natural biological functions and if we would stop repressing them, everything would be fine.  The world says that sex is so natural and healthy that to resist it is unnatural and unhealthy.  While it is true that sex is natural and healthy, the lie, hidden there by the world and Satan, is that any sexual act you are tempted to do at any given moment is natural and healthy.

The problem with the world's attitude toward physical unity is they try to de-spiritualize it...they're the ones who actually denigrate it to the level of just being a biological function.  Christianity sanctifies sexual intimacy.  It's not because Christians think that sex is so evil that they feel compelled to preach against premarital and extramarital sex.  It's because we believe that sex is so sacred, that we hate to see it being misused.  

Again let me borrow from CS Lewis.  If you invited me over your home for dinner and after each bite of food I chewed the food until it was a pulpy mess and then I spit it out.  You might decide to ask me why I was doing this.  What if I answered, "Well, I really like the taste of your food but I am not, to be honest, fully committed to your food, therefore I choose not to swallow and digest it, I just want to get the pleasure of the taste out of it."  If they tried to isolate my use of food in such a bulimic way, you would surmise something had gone dreadfully wrong with Jeff’s attitude toward food. The Romans actually did this.  They would feast and then go to a vomitorium. Such behavior would disgust us.

Well, this is how our society's misuse of sexual pleasure strikes God. Our society says, "We want only the pleasure of sex without the commitment and unity it’s meant to symbolize."   Well that is not how or why He designed it in the way in which He did.  Sexual intimacy in our society frequently symbolizes nothing between the two people involved except the combined tasting of sexual pleasure while they spit out the beauty of the spiritual and emotional unity it’s meant to symbolize.

Physical intimacy between a husband and wife is meant to be unique...it's meant to be special. Tiger Woods did not have a special unique relationships with a thirteen women.  An orgy is not 26 people deeply in love trying to express their commitment to one another. The proliferation of sexual obsession and the relaxing of attitudes toward it according to Paul are examples of God handing a society over.

25 They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshipped and served created things rather than the Creator--who is forever praised. Amen. 

v. 25 "They exchanged the truth of God for [the] lie."  In Greek, that’s what it literally says “The Lie.”  What is the big lie that causes problems in our life?  The big lie can be traced all the way back to the Garden of Eden. The original lie that Satan gave to Adam and Eve way back at the beginning of mankind.  The original temptation was actually two sided:  

#1.
That you can be your own god (self-sufficient and self-directed). In other words godless.  

#2.
That you can sin without consequence. Satan said, 
“You're not going to die.”

26 Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. 27 In 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. 

2.  It started with people perverting natural lusts and now it morphs into God giving people over to unnatural perversions.  It's obvious that male and female bodies were made for each other…this is natural.  He says that those who go against the natural design received the due penalty in themselves.  There are self inflicted problems when people go against God’s plan in nature. Let us for the moment put to the side what we understand the Bible to say about sexual behavior. If when people go against the design of God with reference to the expression of sexuality (one man and one woman) there is an outbreak of disease for both heterosexuals and homosexuals does that not give evidence in consequence that it is unnatural? 
Paul now says it is natural for one man and one woman to be together, but some repress, reject and replace this truth as well. And eventually God allows people to be involved in immoral passions and indecent perversions in which they receive in themselves the due penalty for their perversion.  
Let’s just look at it logically for a moment and once again let’s even factor God out for the sake of our discussion.  If whenever there is a lot of promiscuity in society, whether it is homosexual or heterosexual, there is an outbreak of dangerous and painful and sometimes deadly diseases shouldn’t that be a clue that such behavior is not a good idea?  But our society instead of stopping the behaviors looks for better cures for the consequences. Changing the behavior is the cure.  Isn’t such behavior irrational? This is how men professing to be wise become fools.
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. 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, 30 slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31 they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 

3.  God gave them over to irrational practices.  v. 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."  He's talking about a corrupted mind.  People do things that are irrational, things that shouldn't be done.  It all starts in the mind. The way you think affects the way you act.  Why do people act evil, greedy, malicious, slanderous, insolent, arrogant, senseless, faithless, heartless, and ruthless?  Because they have those kind of thoughts.  Whatever’s inside a person works it way out.

32 Although 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.

We have certainly got to the place where people not only do these things which at least they used to be ashamed of, but now they are approved of.

The Greek word is applaud.  Look at the things and the people we applaud today? They applaud evil.  Today the wages of sin are a sequel with a signing bonus. So why does God get angry?  God gets angry at sin.  When you see somebody doing something wrong to somebody else, doesn’t that make you mad? One expression of love is that you get angry because you care.  Why does God get angry at sin?  Because it destroys the very things He created to be used for good. It twists His creation inside out so that men begin to call good what God has called evil and evil what God has called good.  It damages what God has made.  And God sees not only the things we actually do, but the secrets of our hearts...the things we liked to do or would do if we thought we could get away with it.  He sees the hatred and prejudice and injustice we are all capable of.  Of course God gets angry.  If God didn't get angry at such things He wouldn’t be a loving God.  

IV.  LIFE APPLICATIONS
#1.
When it comes to God no one can plead Ignorance so no one can plead Innocence

Paul argued all people have a rudimentary knowledge of God because a rational reflection on creation presupposes a creator.  Nevertheless, men resist this knowledge, reject it and ultimately replace it.

As evidence of this consider this:

The lancet fluke is a tiny flatworm that lays even tinier eggs.  Snails eat the eggs of the lancet fluke even though it always disagrees with their snail digestive system and they always regurgitate them. Ants for some reason love snail vomit and so when they eat the snail goo which now contains the eggs of the lancet fluke the eggs get inside the ant. Once the eggs are inside an ant they somehow rewire the ant so that it has an uncontrollable urge to climb up a blade of grass at a certain time of the day. When such ants are infested some scientists call them “zombie ants” and they will climb to the top of a blade of grass and stay there at a time when grazing animals are feeding. Grazing animals such as sheep or goats eat the grass with ant and that apparently is the preferred host of lancet flukes. I heard a parasite expert talking about this phenomenon and he went on to say some parasites go through six or seven animals to get to the hosts they want. The interviewer was incredulous and asked, “How did they figure out how to do this?” You see there’s your choices right there…these mindless creatures somehow figured this out through some trial and error process of Darwinian evolution or they were designed to do this in this way…now I simply ask you which makes more sense.
Does this not confirm Paul’s statement, “claiming to be wise they became as fools”?

#2.
Futile Thinking leads to the Foolish Heart

We teach our children that we are merely the products of an undirected material mechanism and then wonder why they behave the way they do.  We teach them that life is accidental and purposeless and then wonder why they have no hope.  We teach them that they’re really nothing more than the biological impulses which constitute their physical being and then question their vanishing conscience. As CS Lewis pointed out, “We laugh at honor and are shocked to find traitors in our midst.”
When people refuse to recognize and honor God as God it leads them on the path to self-destruction.  Wrong thinking leads to wrong behavior. Today there is no right or wrong except the audacity to believe that there is a difference.  Richard Taylor, who is a prominent American philosopher (who is not a Christian), makes this point very forcefully.  Listen carefully at what he says:  The idea of . . .  moral obligation is clear enough, provided that reference to some lawmaker higher . . . than those of the state is understood.  In other words, our moral obligations can . . . be understood as those that are imposed by God. . . .  But what if this higher-than-human lawgiver is no longer taken into account?  Does the concept of a moral obligation . . . still make sense? He says the answer is “No.”  I quote:  “The concept of moral obligation is unintelligible apart from the idea of God.  The words remain, but their meaning is gone.” And as God gives us over to our own wills to serve our own gods, as He removes His restraint, the stench of hell draws a little bit closer. Maybe what makes hell, hell is not so much the punishments of God, but the fact that hell is a place where evil is unrestrained.

#3.
The Only Solution to Wickedness is Godliness

If godlessness leads to wickedness, then the only solution is godliness.  The answer is not to stop being wicked, but to become godly and how exactly we do that is something that Paul is going to reveal to us in the coming weeks.  For right now Paul is trying to build a case that we are far worse off than we ever thought and then he’ll present a case that we are far more loved than we ever imagined.


