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Romans 1:18–32 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 

ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress 

the truth. 

 
19For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to 

them. 20For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, 

have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that 

have been made. So they are without excuse. 21For although they knew God, they 

did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their 

thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Claiming to be wise, they 

became fools, 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images 

resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. 

 
24Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the 

dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25because they exchanged the truth 

about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, 

who is blessed forever! Amen. 26For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable 

passions. For their women exchanged natural relations for those that are contrary to 

nature; 27and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were 

consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men 

and receiving in themselves the due penalty for their error. 28And since they did not 

see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought 

not to be done. 29They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, 

covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. 

They are gossips, 30slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors 

of evil, disobedient to parents, 31foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32Though 

they know God’s righteous decree that those who practice such things deserve to 

die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them.  
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The Truth about Sin 

Romans 1:18-32 

 

Do you like mystery novels, detective fiction? I do. It turns out the kind of detective 

fiction I like best is written by Christians. For example, I like Dorothy Sayers. 

She was a strong believer, a friend of C. S. Lewis, who also wrote theology. 

Her detective novels explore the depths of human psychology and motivation 

in ways that expose the potential for evil in each one of us. I’ve also read some 

of Agatha Christie’s famous detective novels. Mousetrap, Then There Were 

None, Murder on the Orient Express, and others. Her detectives, especially 

Miss Marple and Hercule Poirot are the best. Her perpetrators are hard to spot. 

It often seems everybody has a motive. That’s the distinctly Christian aspect.  

I read an article on “The Theology of Agatha Christie,” where the author says “Her 

Christian presuppositions made her mysteries different. She understood 

human nature.” Miss Marple says in A Murder is Announced “Really, I have 

no gifts, no gifts at all, except perhaps a certain knowledge of human nature.  

Everyone is very much alike. The depravity of human nature is unbelievable.” 

The climax of an Agatha Christie novel often features the detective gathering 

the key players to reveal the perpetrator. One by one the motives of each are 

examined, and it turns out everyone in the room had a fallen-human-nature 

reason to commit the crime. One of the metaphors Agatha Christie used to 

illustrate this was bindweed. “Miss Marple bent down on the terrace outside 

the French window and dealt with some insidious bindweed. It was only a 

minor victory, since beneath the surface the bindweed remained in possession 

as always.” This plant, related to morning glory, starts as a tender vine, but if 

left unchecked will choke all in its path. This, sadly, is human nature, which 

starts as a tender vine, but soon rises as a destructive, insidious force. 

Today we reach a critical point in Romans. Paul said that the Gospel is the power of 

God for salvation to all those who believe, but that comment makes no sense 

unless we can answer “salvation from what?” You have to be lost to be found, 

have to be in peril to be saved. Paul now spends almost exactly two chapters 

telling us the bad news, the hard truth of human nature and behavior so that 

we, and all his readers over the centuries can see the need for and take hold of 

the salvation offered us in Jesus Christ. In chapter 1 Paul’s focus is on the 

sinful nature and acts of all humanity, especially the Gentiles. He’ll dissect 

the sins of the Jews and all legalists in chapters two and three. We’ll see in 

Romans 1:18-32 that before we receive the joyful truth of salvation, we need 

to know the hard truth of deserved wrath.  
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There is an insidious, deadly bindweed on all hearts, called unrighteousness. Only 

when we know that this is killing us will we rejoice in its removal. In today’s 

text, verse 18 will announce God’s wrath revealed against unrighteousness. 

Verses 19-23 will show us that this wrath is deserved due to willful blindness 

and rebellion. Finally, verses 24-32 will describe how this wrath is seen in the 

multiplication of sin, which harms both the sinner and the sinned against.  

Romans 1:18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 

and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 

The first words to notice here are “for” and “revealed.” Paul said in verse 17 

“for in it [the Gospel] the righteousness of God is revealed.” Here the wrath 

of God is revealed. Douglas Moo says that the word “for” in verse 18 is 

“introducing the answer to a question implicit in what Paul has just said: Why 

has God manifested his righteousness and why can it be appropriated only 

through faith? Thus the word “for” introduces the entire argument of Romans 

1:18–3:20.” The revelation of God’s wrath is the bad news, the hard truth that 

makes the revelation of God’s righteousness good and joyful news.  

What is God’s wrath? The Bible never pictures God as out of control or governed 

by reflex. R. Kent Hughes points to “two basic words in the Greek language 

used to express anger. Thumos, the root of our word “thermometer” is red-hot 

anger, the kind that overcomes people when they lose control. That is not the 

word used in our text. The word here is orge, which signifies a settled and 

abiding condition.” The wrath of God is not human wrath, which is always 

compromised by the presence of sin. The wrath of God is perfect, settled, 

controlled, the appropriate response to the unrighteousness which arouses it.  

Years ago when Gail and I were applying to be adoptive parents, we got turned down 

by one adoption agency. At the time our four birth children were young, not 

yet teenagers. We described how we disciplined our children, including 

physical discipline, spanking. When a child had disobeyed, we would wait till 

we were in control, then take the child to a private place, talk about the 

offense, give a carefully controlled spanking, then hug the child and tell them 

how we loved them and wanted them to do right. The lady at the agency was 

appalled by this approach. She said “I can understand just getting angry, losing 

control and hitting a child, but to strike them in cold blood as you do I cannot 

condone.” Gail and I of course, couldn’t understand her logic at all. But isn’t 

that the image we sometimes have of God’s wrath? We picture him getting 

angry, losing control, omnipotently smashing his helpless creatures. But his 

wrath is more like the discipline of love that shows his helpless creatures the 

depths of their disobedience and calls them to seek forgiveness and rescue.  
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Notice that the verse says God’s wrath is being revealed. It is something happening 

now and continuing to happen. There are times in Romans when the final 

judgment of God on sin is in view, but this is not where Paul begins. He’s 

looking at the world around him and saying “You can see God’s wrath at work 

now.” Moo says “there is an anticipatory working of God’s wrath in the events 

of history. The wrath of God is now visible in his ‘handing over’ of human 

beings to their chosen way of sin and all its consequences.” This wrath, while 

real, can also lead to repentance, as Paul will emphasize in chapter 2. 

This wrath is revealed “against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men.” Look 

at that carefully. The wrath is not directed against sinners but against the sin 

they embrace. Some people say that ungodliness refers to sins of a religious 

nature and unrighteousness to sins of a moral nature; sins against God and sins 

against people. This is similar to the ten commandments, which focuses on a 

person’s duty to God in the first four, and one’s duty to others in the second 

six. Romans 1:19-32 picks up this same sequence, as Paul concentrates first 

on people’s rejection of God, then on the disruption of human relations that 

flows from this rejection. Verse 18, then, sets the stage for the next two 

chapters. Sins against God, rebellion, and sins against others, selfishness, are 

not just the characteristics of an occasional person, or even of most people, 

but of all people, and by the time Paul reaches Romans 3:23, “all have sinned 

and fall short of the glory of God,” he wants us, his readers, to be convinced. 

The next verses have two purposes. First, Paul justifies his assertion that people 

“suppress” the truth. Second, he wants to show that people who sin and are 

subject to God’s wrath are responsible for their situation. People are willfully 

blind and rebellious. Let’s read this section, verses 19-23. For what can be 

known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20For 

his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have 

been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that 

have been made. So they are without excuse. 21For although they knew God, 

they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile 

in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Claiming to be 

wise, they became fools, 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 

images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. 

Since the Garden of Eden, humankind has willfully suppressed the truth about God. 

“for what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown 

it to them.” One of my grandmother’s phrases was “It’s as plain as the nose 

on your face.” The truth about God, Paul says, is as plain as the nose on your 

face. Not all people, of course, have had the Bible, but all have had creation. 
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Verse 20 shows that this is how God has plainly revealed himself. “For his invisible 

attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly 

perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been 

made.”  “The heavens,” Psalm 19 says, “declare the glory of God.” The 

magnitude of creation, the beauty of creation, the order of creation, the 

complexity of creation and the rhythm of creation point to a great, beautiful, 

orderly, complex and faithful God. Gail’s Christmas present to me was a pair 

of tickets to “The Infinite Experience” which features virtual reality footage 

shot in and around the International Space Station. You put on a virtual reality 

headset and suddenly you are outside the space station with the space walkers. 

You can see the Dragon capsule over here and the Soyuz up there. If you look 

up you see the stars and when you look forward you see the sun rising over 

the curve of the earth. If you look down you see the earth passing beneath you, 

mostly blue of ocean and swirls and swirls of cloud. It occurred to me that one 

of the ways people suppress the truth about God is to talk about randomness. 

The universe is too random to be a created thing. When you look down from 

space the clouds seem random and chaotic. Only as science and computational 

power have improved can we see the orderliness behind the randomness and 

make predictions. I think that’s true of all the apparent randomness of creation, 

even in quantum physics. Behind the randomness stands the ongoing hand of 

God. When we suppress the truth that we fail to see him at work. Again, we 

suppress the truth by telling people the beauty of life is the result of the 

random chance of evolution, so the wonders of life no longer speak of God. 

Verse 20 tells us that when we suppress the truth, we are without excuse. God has 

revealed something of himself to all people, but this revelation is rejected, as 

people turn from knowledge of God to gods of their own making. Moo says 

“It is vital if we are to understand Paul’s gospel and his urgency in preaching  

to realize that natural revelation leads not to salvation but demonstrates that 

God’s condemnation is just: people are ‘without excuse.’ That verdict applies 

to the people we meet every day just as much as over the people Paul met, and 

our urgency in communicating the gospel should be as great as Paul’s.” 

Why does suppression of the truth lead to condemnation? Verse 21 “For although 

they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they 

became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.” They 

knew God. Creation revealed God, his eternal power and divine nature. People 

had this knowledge, but they did not honor God or give thanks to him. This is 

key. People say “what is the sin that so separates us from God?” It’s not at the 

root any of the sins of commission that Paul is going to talk about further 

down. It’s a sin of omission: to not honor God, to not give thanks.  
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A few years ago I preached on this verse at Thanksgiving and quoted a pastor named 

Bryan Jay. He said “We give thanks when we acknowledge the goodness of 

another as it is expressed to us in real benefits.” When Paul sees God’s wrath 

coming on those who don’t give thanks to God, he is saying they could see 

real benefits from God, but they’re ignoring them. Thankfulness has an aspect 

that seeing God’s creation and even giving him honor don’t. It recognizes the 

benefit received. Not only is God God, but he blesses us. He gives the air we 

breathe, the food we eat, the relationships we enjoy, the lives we live. 

A thankful person isn’t just someone who sees a blessing, he acknowledges the 

goodness of the one who does the blessing. You can’t be thankful to your 

house for keeping you warm this past week. You can be thankful to God for 

giving you the heating system. God showed himself in creation, gave us the 

blessings and benefits of existence. To suppress this truth is to scorn his 

goodness. So, Bryan Jay concludes, “scorning an infinite God is an infinite 

sin, one worthy of infinite condemnation!” Thankfulness keeps God’s glory 

and goodness at the center of our lives. Every sin Paul goes on to describe has 

its root in not honoring God as God and in not giving him thanks for all his 

provisions. It leads directly to futility of thinking and darkness of heart. It is 

only when these internal and hidden changes are in place that the external 

signs of condemnation, the sins of commission begin to manifest themselves.  

By the way notice that in this section Paul is speaking of people in the plural, as a 

group. Paul is not saying that every person in the group experiences all these 

things. But every fallen person will express their fallenness in some form of 

ungodliness and unrighteousness. Not every person does every kind of sin. 

This overall argument refers to groups of people, or to humanity as a whole.  

Verse 22, people claimed to be wise, but instead foolishly exchanged knowledge of 

the true God for worship of image, images resembling mortal man and birds 

and animals and creeping things. In other words, idols. Idolatry has 

characterized all peoples on earth. The Greek and Roman pantheons were 

images resembling mortal people. Egyptians had their half-animal half-human 

gods. Jews and Canaanites had bulls and other animals. The Hindus have gods 

that are snakes and reptiles. But idolatry doesn’t have to focus on images. 

Idolatry is depending on anything other than God for your ultimate hope and 

satisfaction. If your hope is in material things, that’s idolatry. If your hope is 

in relationships, other than the one with God, that’s idolatry. If your hope is 

in the next pleasure to satisfy you and give meaning, that’s idolatry. But in 

our contemporary culture the greatest idol for many people is self. We have 

placed ourselves at the center of our lives, on the throne and above the altar.  
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It is from this idolatry that  sins of commission grow. Paul shows the multiplication 

of sin, which is itself the present consequential judgment of sin. Verses 24-32 

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the 

dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25because they exchanged the 

truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than 

the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. 26For this reason God gave them 

up to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged natural relations 

for those that are contrary to nature; 27and the men likewise gave up natural 

relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another, men 

committing shameless acts with men and receiving in themselves the due 

penalty for their error. 28And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, 

God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done. 29They 

were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. 

They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, 
30slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, 

disobedient to parents, 31foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32Though they 

know God’s righteous decree that those who practice such things deserve to 

die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them.  

Sexual sin, verse 24 is a common consequence of the idolatry of self.  Why? Because 

the sexual drive is powerful, and when you abandon the authority of God, it’s 

one of the first things to go. Paul says God gave them up to the lusts of their 

hearts. He took off his restraining hand, and sexual sins ran rampant. These 

sins, like all sins, carry their own consequences. Sexual sins inevitably impact 

not only the sinner, but families, children, workplaces, communities. God’s 

design for the sexual relationship is one man with one woman in the bounds 

of marriage, for pleasure, to form families and to protect children. When 

people follow their sinful desires these relationships become distorted and 

broken, leading to jealousies and violence, abuse and pain. Rampant sexual 

sin characterizes cultures that are inhumane to women and children. Rome 

was this way. Greece was this way. Much of American culture is this way. 

Verse 25 restates the problem. “They exchanged the truth about God for a lie and 

worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed 

forever! The lie is idolatry, especially the idolatry of self, serving the creature, 

myself, rather than the creator, God. And it often leads to sexual sin. Verse 26 

“For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For their women 

exchanged natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; 27and the men 

likewise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed with 

passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and 

receiving in themselves the due penalty for their error.”  
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These two verses are the focus of much criticism of Christianity. How can God, or 

Paul, condemn behavior that so many people feel is just who they are? We’ve 

talks about this before, so let me make just four summary comments. First, 

God’s design for our sexual desires is that they be expressed in marriage 

between one man and one woman. As God’s design this is truly the best thing 

for people. Second, though, homosexual or LGBTQ+ behaviors are not worse 

sins than others, nor is being tempted in this area in itself sinful. In fact the 

main point of this extended section in Romans is that all have sinned. No one 

has the moral high ground. Every sin needs to be addressed with compassion 

and with the gospel of Jesus Christ. Third, this kind of sexual sin is no 

different than heterosexual sexual sin, which probably was in view in verse 

24. Fourth, though, we can’t, looking at these verses, deny that homosexual 

behavior is sinful, and as much a rebellion against God as any other sin. 

So why does Paul include this and not some other sin, like murder or adultery at this 

point? I suspect two reasons. One is that LGBTQ+ behaviors are such a blatant 

contradiction to God’s design, even the biological design of people. Second, 

homosexual sins were widespread in the Roman empire even at this early date, 

so Paul may be addressing a common situation the believers at Rome needed 

to see from God’s point of view. In any event, Paul does not limit to just this 

one category of sin God’s giving over of people to the consequences.  

Verse 28 generalizes the argument. And since they did not see fit to acknowledge 

God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done.” 

The multiplication of sin starts when people, nations, cultures, don’t 

acknowledge God, honoring him and giving thanks. And this multiplication 

leads to all kinds of harm and hurt. Fallen humanity lives out all manner of 

unrighteousness: evil, covetousness, malice, envy, murder, strife, deceit, 

maliciousness. People are gossips, 30slanderers, haters of God, insolent, 

haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 31foolish, faithless, 

heartless, ruthless. All these sins have painful consequences, and all of them 

are current. Our lives, our families, our communities, our nation, our culture 

are marred and shamed by these sins. Why is the world such a broken place? 

Because God will not allow sin to do its evil work without consequences. 

These sins, and others Paul doesn’t name, are the source of misery to both the 

sinner and the sinned against. All people know these hurts need to be stopped.  

Finally, verse 32, Paul culminates the argument with perhaps the worst reality of all. 

“Though they,” and again it’s plural, people and groups. “Though they know 

God’s righteous decree that those who practice such things deserve to die, 

they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them.”  
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Approving those who practice them. The current cultural strife over LGBTQ+ 

behaviors is not over the sin itself, but over the demand that all people see 

these behaviors as not sin, or else be cancelled by the culture and driven from 

the public square. You agree or you’re out. Never in my life have these few 

words, “giving approval to those who practice them” seemed to be more true. 

These verses, then, explain the state of the world. Though God created the world and 

made his own eternal nature and divine power visible though what had been 

made, fallen human beings suppressed the truths about God that were evident 

in creation. Following Adam and Eve, they failed to honor God or give him 

thanks, but became darkened in their thinking and their hearts. They pursued 

idols and the idolatry of stuff and ultimately the idolatry of self. This began a 

multiplication of every kind of sin and all the miserable, evil and grievous 

consequences of sin. God’s wrath was loosed in the world when he gave 

people up to their sins. This is the first pillar of Paul’s argument that all have 

sinned and need rescue. No one, honestly examining their own heart, can 

refute the argument that they have failed to honor God in some way, have 

failed to give him the thanks he deserves in some way, have rebelled against 

God and harmed others in some way by omission or commission.  

I began this message by pointing out that Agatha Christie and other Christian 

detective writers had a realistic view of human nature. Over Christmas I reread 

a Connie Willis detective story which ends with an Agatha-Christie-like 

scene. The detective showed that each person had a motive. One might have 

murdered his father in order to inherit the estate and stop his sister from using 

it for a purpose he considered foolish. The sister might have murdered her 

father to frame her brother and inherit the estate herself. The estranged lover, 

forbidden to marry the daughter, might have murdered the father for revenge. 

The nurse might have murdered her abusive elderly patient to be free of her 

commitment to him. And so on. Everyone had a motive, everyone might have 

done it because no one is free of the temptations of fallen human nature. 

But how are we, as believers, to respond to this? Let me give three suggestions. First, 

believe the bad news. We’ll spend four weeks in these two chapters gnawing 

away at the excuses some come up with, but you might as well believe it now. 

We are all desperately in need of rescue, as are all around us. Before we can 

be rescued, before they can be, we need to recognize the peril of our situation. 

God’s wrath isn’t limited to the consequences of our sins, awful as those might 

be. In the last day he will judge sin with death and eternal separation. Only 

when we give up on ourselves and turn to sacrifice of Jesus, his death and 

resurrection can we or any of the good people around us be rescued from sin. 
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Second, embrace the good news. We won’t get there for weeks, but Paul is not going 

to end with “all have sinned” or “the wages of sin is death.” He’s offering us 

the Gospel, the good news of Jesus who was incarnate and suffered in order 

to pay the price of sin and die in our place. He rose victorious over sin and 

death so we might have eternal life, the certainty of forgiveness, and renewal 

through trusting in him, receiving grace which is the only way out of our peril. 

Believe the bad news. Embrace the good news. And finally, watch out for the top of 

this downward spiral. The three first steps of descent into sin were suppressing 

the truth about God, failing to honor him and failing to give thanks. How are 

you doing with those as a believer? Are you more and more intent on living 

in the presence of God day to day, so that what can be known of God is more 

and more plain to you? Are you invested in his word where what can be known 

about God is written down for your benefit? If you’re not invested in these 

thing you’re suppressing the truth about God in your life.  

Are you honoring God, giving him first say and first place in how you live your life?  

You can know all about God and still not honor him. You can be a believer 

and still not honor him as you should. Finally, are you giving thanks? Are you 

really grateful for all God has provided and all that God has done. Focusing 

thankfully on God is the best defense against the slippery slope into heart 

darkness and sin. He’s rescued you in Jesus. He deserves your thanksgiving. 


