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Romans 1:16-32

“Man is Guilty”

Paul has completed his introductions and formal greetings, and now heads swiftly towards the theme of his epistle. His theme is of course “the gospel of God”. To get to the heart of that theme however, Paul must first lay the groundwork, and show the need for such a truth as the gospel.

“The introduction is over; the announcement of the gospel is over; and now there is the beginning of a great argument that might be called the charge of the prosecution in the case against man.”

-Romans Vol.1; Donald G. Barnhouse

“Paul early on answers the question, ‘Does man really need to be saved?’ Righteousness is required by God. So with a clear logic and deep insight the Apostle exposes man’s need in the light of God’s holy demands.”

-Paul’s Epistle to the Romans; Lamoyne Sharpe

The section before us would not be a favorite of the humanist, for it paints a grim and dire picture of humanity. In it, we are convinced of the guilt of all mankind in light of God’s holiness and justice.

In the prosecuting argument against humanity, there are three themes Paul addresses.

I. A SOVEREIGN REVELATION (v. 16-20)

Paul has already briefly discussed the tenets of the gospel (v.3-4), and in verse 16, he declares his loyalty and commitment to that message. He says, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ…”

Following that grand statement, Paul begins to discuss the gospel as part of a universal revelation of God. Paul begins his argument against mankind based on the fact that man is not ignorant of God. In fact, Paul goes in to detail to show that God has sovereignly revealed Himself to humanity.


A. It is an unchanging revelation

Continuing in verse 16, Paul states that the gospel “…is the power of God unto salvation to everyone that believeth…” God’s plan for man has not changed with time. The gospel has always been the only way in which God can and will redeem and relate to sinful man.

This idea is carried over in verse 17, where Paul says, “For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith.” God’s revelation to mankind has always been one that required faith on the part of man. God reveals His righteousness through the gospel, and its call for belief and faith on the part of humanity.

Paul is simply making clear the point that the revelation of God has not changed. It has and always will be the message of faith in the atoning work of Christ.

B. It is an unsettling revelation

Moving into verse 18, Paul touches on the fact that the revelation of God is not a “good-news” only message. He says, “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in unrighteousness.” 
God’s plan for man is that they come to Him “by faith”. God’s promise to man is that he will judge sin. The wrath of God may be an uncomfortable and unpopular message, but it is still part of His total revelation to man. 

The word “wrath” in verse 18 is an interesting word. It is translated from the Greek word orge. It speaks of an indignation that has built up, and slowly risen over time. It originally spoke of a plant or a fruit that would swell up and burst. It is not a sudden, quick outburst of wrath, but rather a longsuffering, enduring, patient, and eventual judgment.


C. It is an undeniable revelation

Lest someone say that did not know of God, and had never heard His revelation of righteousness and wrath, Paul begins in verse 19 to show that all men have clearly and consciously received the sovereign revelation of God.

He tells us firstly that there is an internal work of revelation. In verse 19, Paul says, “Because that which may be known of God is manifest in them, for God hath shewed it unto them.” There is in each and every human being a sense of God. Even the most backward and uncivilized of humanity have some sense of right and wrong. Pagan societies had laws and rules. Where did this sense of right and wrong come from? Paul submits it was internally placed in them by God.

Man may suppress it, deny it, and avoid it, but in each and every human being there is a void that can only be filled by God. We all have an internal revelation of God.

Paul not only states that God has revealed Himself to all men through an internal work, but in verse 20, he goes on to say that the work of revelation is also external. He says, “For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead…” Basically, Paul states that the creation itself is a clear and undeniable revelation of the existence and power of God.

He ends verse 20 by stating that man is “without excuse”, because God has given him a clear and undeniable revelation of Himself.

As Paul moves on with the prosecution’s case against man, he not only tells of a sovereign revelation, but notice secondly we see:

II. A SINFUL RESPONSE (v. 21-23)

So how did man respond to this sovereign revelation of a holy, righteous, and just God? Paul goes on in the case against man to show the sinful response that man has given to the revelation of God.


A. Man refused God

In verse 21, Paul follows up on the closing statement of verse 20, saying, “Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were they thankful…” Once man was aware of the reality of God, they refused to give Him the glory He was due, and refused to give Him the gratitude He was due. 

If, as the Westminster Catechism states, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God”, then unregenerate man has wholly failed in this responsibility.

“The tragedy does not lie in the so called fact that man does not know there is a higher being, but it lies in the fact that after knowing there is a God, man refuses to submit to Him.”

-Paul’s Epistle to the Romans; Lamoyne Sharpe


B. Man rejected God

Verse 21 continues, “…but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened.” This statement continues in verse 22, “Professing themselves to be wise, they became as fools.”

The Bible says, “The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God” (Ps. 53:1). Not only has man refused God the glory and gratitude He is due, but they have gone on to reject the idea of God altogether. The mind of man has been exalted, and modern thinking and philosophy have tried to deny the very existence of God.


C. Man replaced God

In verse 23 Paul continues describing man’s response to God. He says, “And changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man, and to birds, and four-footed beasts, and creeping things.” Idolatry was the finish line of man’s response to God. Worship was shifted from the revealed Creator to things that had been created. 

In Greece, the gods were sculptures and fallible personalities. In our day, the gods are actors, musicians, and athletes. Man will worship something, and in their sinful state, it will be anything but the one true God.

In the case against man, Paul not only shows us a sovereign revelation, and a sinful response, but notice also thirdly that we see:

III. A SAD RESULT (v. 24-32)

There is a repeated phrase that seems to divide the remaining verses of chapter one. It is found first in verse 24, and then repeated in verses 26, and 28. The phrase is, “God gave them up.”  The words “gave them up”, come from a Greek word that literally means to surrender, or to give over to something. 

As a result of man’s sinful response to the revelation of God, God gave them up, or surrendered them to the wickedness they desired. As John puts it, “men loved darkness rather than light”, and there came a point in which God let them have their darkness.

Each time we find this “giving up” mentioned we are reminded of another aspect of man’s wholesale wickedness, and the depths to which men will plummet apart from God. 


A. Their selfish desires

First, Paul says in verse 24, that, “…God also gave them up to uncleanness through the lusts of their own hearts, to dishonour their own bodies between themselves.” Men were guided by the lusts of their own hearts, and God gave them up to those desires.

In verse 25, Paul reveals that those desires were to, “…change the truth of God into a lie…”, and to worship man above His maker. This is a biblical description of hedonism. Man wanted to feel good rather than be good, and that is what God turned them over to – the lusts of the flesh.


B. Their sexual deviance

While Paul vaguely addresses this issue in verse 24, He fully exposes it in verses 26-27. God gave them up first of all to there selfish desires. The phrase is repeated in verse 26. Here Paul explains that God gave them up to what he calls “vile affections”. The phrase literally means “shameful passions”, and it is understood in these verses to refer to homosexuality and lesbianism. 

As strong as the English translation is, the Greek is much more forceful in its description of these acts. Barnhouse, in his commentary points out that the Greek words used for “men” and “women” in these verses denote nothing more than sex with animals. Paul is covering all levels and degrees of sexual deviance in these verses. The reality is that man apart from God behaves no better than a beast.


C. Their supreme depravity

The last occasion in which we find God giving man up to something is found in verse 28. Paul says, “And even as they did not retain God in their knowledge, God gave them over to a reprobate mind…” The word “reprobate” is translated from the Greek word adokimos, which is a combination of the Greek words for “without” and “acceptable”. The idea of the word is worthless, or unworthy.

Man without God lives with a worthless and unacceptable mind. This kind of thinking leads to the list of sinful vices and acts listed in verses 29-31. The mind of man may marvel us at times, but without God it is good for nothing but worthless and vile acts of wickedness. Without God man is and behaves in a supremely depraved manner.

The last evidence of this reprobate mind is found in verse 32. Paul says, “Who knowing the judgment of God, that they which commit such things are worthy of death, not only do the same, but have pleasure in them that do them.”

Do we not see this supreme and total depravity evidenced in our day? Sin is no longer criticized, but rather celebrated. What was once mark of shame, is now a badge of honor. 

The point Paul makes in chapter one is that man is completely, inexcusably, and undeniably guilty before God. That is why man desperately needs the gospel.
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