Paul’s Letter to the Romans:

THE PINNACLE OF
CHRISTIAN THOUGHT

Let All the Poisons That Lurk in the Mud,
Hatch Out...Pt. 1, Those Nasty Gentiles
Romans 1:18-25

I think two of my favorite novels of all times are “I, Claudius” and “Claudius,
the God”.! Robert Graves, who was wonderful classical scholar, wrote both
novels. It seems pretty clear that Graves hatched the idea for the two novels after
doing a translation of the famous Roman biography by Suetonius entitled, Twelve
Caesars. Suetonius wrote Twelve Caesars, and it is also a book I highly recommend
especially if you can get your hands on the translation by Graves, to recount the
lives of the twelve Roman emperors starting with Julius Caesar and ending with

Domitian.? These twelve Caesars were to a man...cruel, murderous and perverse.

Anyway, after Graves translated Twelve Caesars, he wrote the two novels, “I,
Claudius” and “Claudius, the God” and here is the fun part. He wrote both
novels as if he were the Emperor Claudius himself. So in the two novels, Graves
has Claudius writing a personal, behind the scenes history of his own family.
Claudius, or Claw..Claw, or Claudius the Stammerer, or Claudius the Idiot as he
calls himself, starts of his family history with his grandfather Augustus and then
writes about Tiberius, Caligula, himself and even a little about Nero. Claudius’

story is filled with murder, scandal and intrigue. Now in the two novels, Graves



has Claudius explain his desire to have the scoundrel Nero follow him as
emperor by writing something to this effect, “I have decided Nero should
follow me so that one day the empire will revert back to the Republic, that is
to some form of representative government. I have been too good an emperor,
too fair and too honest. I will give Rome Nero and when he is done with
Rome, Rome will be done with emperors altogether. It will be bad,
exceedingly bad...worse even than Caligula but they have to have the whole
terrible truth about just how bad it can be before they come to their senses. Let

all of the poisons that lurk in the mud, hatch out.?”

Now, I have to tell you, I love that line. I think it is just about the best line ever
turned in a novel and whenever I hear it or read it or even think of it, I almost
immediately think of Romans 1:18-3:20. You see there is a real sense in which
Paul just rears back and says, “To understand the importance of the
righteousness of God revealed in the gospel and how grand and glorious that
righteousness truly is, you have to understand something of the reality of the
sinfulness of fallen mankind. So let me explain that to you. Let me explain it
to you in all its brutal ugliness. Let all of the poisons that lurk in the mud,

hatch out.”

Now, you may be thinking to yourself, “Are you sure about that? Are you sure
that was what Paul was trying to do?” I certainly am not offended if you doubt
me. In fact, what I want you to do this morning is to carefully follow along in
the text with me and be persuaded in your own mind. My intention this
morning is to just lay out the facts and the structure and let you decide whether
or not that was what Paul intended to do. But before I get to that though, let me

review for just a minute. You will remember that we have been working under



the premise that Paul wrote the Epistle to the Romans for a very specific reason.
He wrote it to...prepare a church he did not know for an intended visit. He did
that by comprehensively explaining the gospel he preached and he did that in
order that they might...

...be edified,
...be at peace with one another
...help him on his way to Spain

In the first fifteen verses of Romans, Paul really just introduced himself to the
Romans. He explained who he was, where he got his authority, a bit of the
nature of the gospel he preached (it is about Christ and it is was revealed in the
Old Testament), and why he was so ready to visit the Romans and preach the
gospel to them (he is obligated, eager and unashamed). In verses 16 and 17,
however, Paul shifts to the overall theme or “big idea” of his letter and that “big
idea” concerns the “righteousness of God” that is revealed in the gospel. Do you

remember that? Let me read it to you again.

NIVRomans 1:16...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. " For 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."
Now, what Paul is going to do in Romans 1:18 through 3:20 is to explain why
men need the “righteousness” that is revealed in the gospel. He is going to pose
the idea that there is actually a “righteousness that God provides” to all who
believe the gospel. Of course, having said that it was important for Paul to
establish why it was that anyone needed such a “righteousness”. I particularly

like the manner in which John Stott uses a dialogue to explain Paul’s progression

of thought.



Paul:

Paul:

Paul:

Paul:

Paul:

Now there is a sense in which the whole discussion of God’s wrath in Romans
1:18-3:20 is just one big parenthesis.® As a parenthesis, it is sort of sandwiched in
between Paul’s initial reference to the “righteousness of God revealed in the

gospel” in 1:16-17 and Paul’s actual discussion of that “righteousness” starting

I am not ashamed of the gospel (16a).
Why not, Paul?

Because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who
believes (16b).
How so, Paul?

Because in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, that is,
God'’s way of justifying sinners (17).
But why is this necessary, Paul?

It's necessary because the wrath of God is currently being revealed
from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who
suppress the truth by their wickedness (18).

But how have people suppressed the truth, Paul?

By denying and rejecting the obvious truth about God’s eternal nature
and power (19-20).*

in 3:21. I think it may be helpful if you think of it like this:
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Do you see what I mean? It is as if Paul is saying, “I want to talk about the
‘righteousness of God’ revealed in the gospel but first I have to talk about the
revelation of the ‘wrath of God” so you will see why the ‘righteousness of God”

revealed in the gospel matters.”

Now, finally let’s look at Paul’s explanation of the revelation of the wrath of God.
Paul starts his discussion in Romans 1:18. What he is going to say is that God’s
wrath is revealed against the “unrighteousness” of the whole world but he is not
going to do that by starting off with the whole world. No, Paul is going to divide
his examination of the world into three groups. First, Paul will explain why the
wrath of God is revealed from heaven against the great-unwashed mass of

Gentiles the world over.¢
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Then Paul goes after that group “self-righteous moralizers” in the middle. It is
hard to tell whether he has someone in mind like the Greek Stoics who prided
themselves on moderation in all things or whether he has in mind the moralistic
Jews like the Sadducees.” Now historically Paul has always been understood to
really only have two groups in mind, Jews and Gentiles. There is a sense in
which I completely understand and agree with that. The problem is that Paul
doesn’t actually use the word “Jew” until chapter 2 verse 17 and when he does it

seems as if he is starting a new category. So, following Stott and others I am



placing here an overlapping category that I will call the “critical moralist” in the
middle. I may include moralistic Gentiles or even non-religious Jews who would
argue that those pagan Gentiles described in 1:18-32 are deserving of God’s
judgment but that they in light of their superior moral enlightenment ought not

be lumped together with the sinful masses.

That brings us, at last, to the third category under God’s wrath, the Jews. Paul
doesn’t let the Jews off the hook anymore than he does the Gentiles or the
“critical moralizers” in the middle. After he hammering the first two groups, he
goes on to hammer the Jews and their sinful “self-righteousness.” We’ll see that

next week or the week after in 2:17-3:8.

Finally, just so there is not doubt about the universal nature of Paul’s stinging
indictment, Paul demonstrates the justness of God’s wrath against the
“unrighteousness” of the whole world and he does that from the cosmic
perspective of God Himself. That will occur in 3:9-3:20 and we’ll get there when

we get there.

Now, let’s go back to Romans 1:18-25 and read about those nasty pagan Gentiles.

NIVRomans 1:18...The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the
godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness,
¥ since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it
plain to them. 2°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! 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. 22 Although they claimed
to be wise, they became fools 2 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for
images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 2
Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual
impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. % They exchanged



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

Now the first thing I want you to notice is that the “wrath of God” is being
revealed. Paul’s point is not that it is going to be revealed, although there is a
sense in which it will indeed be judged in the future; no, Paul’s point is that the
wrath of God is being revealed now just as His righteousness is being revealed
now.® What Paul is going to do here then is develop over the next seven verses
why God’s wrath is being revealed. In the seven verses after that, Paul will

explain how God’s wrath is being revealed.

Of course, I probably ought at least to comment on the word “wrath” as it is
applied to God. There are many people today that disapprove of the idea that
God might ever be wrathful. They reason like this, “I am not wrathful. I am an
educated man who knows how to control his passions. Since I am not wrathful
myself...how is it that you expect me to believe God is wrathful? He is, at

least, as noble as I am, isn’t He?”

Do you think I am exaggerating my point here? If you do listen to the avowed

atheist, Bertrand Russell, wrote in his book Why I Am Not A Christian.

There is one very serious defect to my mind in Christ’'s moral character,
and that is that He believed in hell. I do not myself feel that any person
who is really profoundly humane can believe in everlasting punishment.
Christ certainly as depicted in the Gospels did believe in everlasting
punishment, and one does find repeatedly a vindictive fury against those
people who would not listen to his preaching. You do not, for instance,
tind that attitude in Socrates. You find him quite bland and urbane toward
the people who would not listen to him, and it is, to my mind, far more
worthy of a sage to take that line than to take the line of indignation.’



Now isn’t that typical of modern man to denigrate Christ’'s theology by
misunderstanding what it was that concerned Him. You see the issue for Russell
should have been not whether Christ was right about hell but whether He was
right about being the Son of God. If He was right about that, He was most
assuredly right about the other. Besides, there are two, really three reasons, why
we cannot just dismiss the “wrath of God” as a crude vestige of a more cruel

time.

First off, I think we have an obligation to let the text say what it says. The text
uses the words “wrath of God” and that has to either be understood as the wrath
God possesses or the “wrath” God with which God is angry. Secondly, this
wrath is described as “wrath revealed from heaven” which is a long drawn out
way of saying it is wrath that comes from God, from where God is. Now, it may
be wrath that is buffered through some intermediate vehicle but that does not
mean that God doesn’t pull the lanyard that fires the cannon.!? Finally, the Greek
word for “wrath” here is the word 0py™ and is lexically different than the word
is generally used to describe a slow, steady, unrelenting anger as opposed to a
tempestuous outburst. God does not lose control and then break out in anger."
No, His wrath is slow, methodical and just. Besides it is His creation. We may not

say, “God you may not.” I love Stott’s summary here:

The wrath of God, then, is almost totally different from human anger. It
does not mean that God loses his temper, flies into a rage, or is ever
malicious, spiteful or vindictive. The alternative to “wrath’ is not ‘love” but
‘neutrality” in the moral conflict.” And God is not neutral. On the contrary,
his wrath is his holy hostility to evil, his refusal to condone it or come to
terms with it, his just judgment upon it.!?

Now the question is not whether God’s wrath is being revealed but rather where

and why it is being revealed. Look at verse 18 again.



NIVRomans 1:18...The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against
all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by
their wickedness,

Now where is God’s wrath being revealed?
It is being revealed against all the “godlessness and wickedness of men.”

Now I want to talk about those two words for a minute. ]J.B. Lightfoot says the
first word “godlessness” or GoéBeLav is used to describe a sin against God while
the second word “wickedness” or &0ikioav is used to describe a sin against
man.’® The first word has to do with failing to give God His proper due or

worship and the second word has to do with the injustice that man shows man

You can see that especially in Greek I think because of the alpha privative
attached to each word. Do you know what I mean by that? Sometimes in Greek if
you want make a word mean the opposite of what it does normally you can just
put the letter “a” in front of it and it changes the meaning completely. We have
quite a few words like that in English. For example when we say “amoral” we
don’t mean something is moral we mean the opposite. When we say something
is “atypical” we don’t mean it is “typical” we mean it’s not typical. That is what
happens with both these words. The first word aoéBetav, 4 without the “o” on it
means “worshipful reverence.” The second word &dtkia,!s without the “o” on

it means “just” or “righteous.”

You see the “wrath” of God is being revealed from heaven against all sacrilege,
all lack of reverence, all the impiety that exists in the world.!® It is also being
revealed from heaven against all of man’s injustice or unrighteousness against

other men.



Now those two words describe the “target” of God’s wrath that is being revealed
from heaven. But the two words do raise another question. How are men
committing these acts of sacrilege and impiety and how are they committing
these acts of injustice and unrighteousness. Verse 18 also answers that question.

They are doing that by suppressing the truth about God.

NIVRomans 1:18...The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against

all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by

their wickedness,
Now when I think of the word “suppress” I think of those fat little ice cream
sticks that doctors used to use to hold down you tongue when they looked at
your throat. But I also think of the Crocodile Hunter, Steve Irwin. If you have
ever watched the Discovery Channel or Animal Planet, you have no doubt seen
this extraordinarily insane Aussie jump on the back of crocodile to hold it down
while others rush it and try to tie it up fast. What he is doing is suppressing the
crocodile. He is holding it down, keeping it still, keeping it from going where it
wants to go and doing what it wants to do. That's what Paul says the
unrighteous Gentiles are doing. They are trying their very best to hold the truth

of God down by means of their wickedness.

Now you may be thinking, “Surely that is a bit rough. No one would want to
suppress the truth about God if they knew the truth about God.” But notice

what Paul says in verse 19.

NIV Romans 1:19...since what may be known about God is plain to them,
because God has made it plain to them. 2° 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.



You see that is exactly what Paul is saying. The truth of God is written all over
creation. Paul is saying God has revealed Himself just as clearly as He has
revealed the Milky Way. From the glory of creation man ought to be able...no he
is able to detect and understand the truth of the reality of God’s power and
divine nature. God has not revealed Himself fully but he certainly has revealed
Himself truly.”” These things are transparently obvious in all the things that we
see and comprehend in creation and the fact that anyone anywhere would fail to
honor God’s power and divine nature as a result of His marvelous creation is

really just a sacrilege.

Of course, man cannot see the gospel in the revelation of God in nature but that
does not excuse man. Man (and by that I mean man and woman) has seen the
truth about God’s power and nature in creation and yet he has not responded
rightly to what he has seen. Instead, he has perverted even the obvious truth that

there is a God into something hideous and grotesque. Listen to how Paul puts it:

NIVRomans 1:21...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. 22 Although they claimed to be wise, they
became fools 2 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images
made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.

Now, I want you to follow Paul’s argument here. He is saying that the pagan
Gentiles knew God in creation, not fully but truly. But they did not want to

glorify God or to express thanks to God for His good and pleasant creation.

Listen to Martyn Lloyd Jones here:

Not only do men not glorify Him, but Paul says here also, ‘neither were
(they) thankful’. I need not stay with these things; we all know what they
mean; we have all been so guilty of every one of them! Man does not
thank God for His mercy for His goodness, for all His dealings with us in



providence. We take the sunshine for granted; we are annoyed if we do
not get it. We take the rain for granted. How often do we thank God for all
these gifts and blessings! Now if we as Christians fail in this respect, how
much more does the world fail! God causes His rain to fall and His sun to
rise, (as our Lord reminds us in the Sermon on the Mount), upon the good
and the evil, the just and the unjust, but mankind does not realize that; it
does not stop to thank God — ‘neither were they thankful’. God is the
giver of every good and perfect gift’: He is ‘the Father of mercies’; and yet
people go through the whole of their lives in this world and they never
thank Him; they ignore Him completely. That is how they show their
attitude towards God. In this way they suppress the truth that has been
revealed concerning God.™
I think by way of application that that is one of the reasons we must be so
relentless in teaching our children to be thankful. I think we ought both to make
them aware of what they have and to make them say the words “Thank you”
and to make them say them often. Sinful mankind has a disposition toward
thanklessness. Even for believers, our most prevalent disposition is to moan and
groan under the heavy weight of the material prosperity we enjoy or the health
we enjoy. Instead of being thankful on what we have, we tend to focus on what
we think we deserve. I am not talking about living a life void of any ambition of
improving itself. But I am most certainly talking about avoiding living our lives

so that we are always discontent, so that we are always unhappy, so that nothing

ever causes us to express our gratitude.

Anyway, the pagan Gentiles suppressed the truth of God. In fact, they did
something even worse. Their minds became perverted and dark and though they
thought they were wise they became fools and traded in the truth about God,

exchanged the truth of God, for a lie and turned instead to idolatry.

Now you don’t have to watch the History Channel or the Discovery Channel

very long to recognize that anthropologists see religion developing in exactly the



opposite manner of how Paul says it developed. When you watch
anthropologists discuss religion on television, they argue that man’s worship
was originally animistic, that is he worshipped rocks and trees and inanimate
objects, things that he did not understand. Eventually, then, man became more
sophisticated and began to express his worship more abstractly and used figures
of animals and men or combinations thereof to express his developing concept of
God. Then finally, as man evolved further in his sophistication, he began to
conceive of God monotheistically. That is, he viewed God as a single, sovereign
deity who created and sustains all things. But the Apostle Paul, speaking
through the power of the Spirit of God, says religion developed exactly the
opposite of that. Paul says that man started off with a clear understanding of
God’s nature and power and perverted it beyond recognition.!” Paul says that all
of the idolatry of the ancient pagan world was a willful, purposed, suppression
and perversion of the truth. Paul says that you can see that in the foolishness and

cruelty of idolatry.

Do you see that? Now I am not asking you to agree with me here but I am asking
you to see that that is what Paul says. You see Paul is arguing that mankind has
always been able to discern something of the truth of God’s nature through
God’s creation. Theologians refer to this concept as “natural theology”. They do
not mean that it is “natural” in the sense of being effortless. They mean rather
that it concerns the revelation of God in nature. This “natural” or “general”
revelation of God is not adequate to save but it is more than adequate to

condemn. Listen to what R.C. Sproul writes:

Every human being in this world knows, and knows clearly that there is a
God. Many modern thinkers would disagree with that statement, but
Paul’s phrase, “what may be known about God,” leaves no room for



doubt or probability. He is emphatic: “what may be known of God is plain
to them.” God’s revelation of himself is not obscure. It is clear.

It is not as if God hid difficult, esoteric clues in various corners and
crannies of the universe so that only astute theologians or intellectual
geniuses who ruthlessly pursue truth would ever be able to uncover them.
We are not like Diogenes who searched the dark corners of ancient Athens
with a lamp trying to find an honest man. Nor are we seeking to break
through some massive cosmic barrier to catch one faint clue of divine
existence. Rather, God has clearly manifested himself to humankind, and
through his creation has displayed his existence and his power.

No human being, regardless of race, personality, class, environment, or
religion, will be able to stand before God and claim, “I never knew You
existed. If only you had revealed yourself I would have believed.” There
are no acceptable excuses on judgment day.

Now you may be thinking to yourself. O.K,, I can accept that God does reveal
Himself in creation, not fully but truthfully at least in terms of His “eternal

power” and “divine nature”. You may even be thinking, “I can even accept that

the pagan world has gone out of its way to suppress the truth about God.”

The question is, “So what? What has God done about it?”

I want to give you the answer and I want to give it to you just as straight as Paul
lays it out here in the text. God let the pagan world enjoy the fruit of its labor and
He did that by giving them over to perversity. The pagan world wanted to
pervert the truth about God so God let them go all the way. Look at how Paul

puts it in verse 24.

NIVRomans 1:24... Therefore God gave them over...

Don’t you think that is about the most heartbreaking line in the Bible? I do and
the most horrible aspect of it is that that phrase is repeated three times between

verse 24 and the end of chapter one.



NIVRomans 1:24...Therefore God gave them over...

NIVRomans 1:26...Because of this, God gave them over...

NIV Romans 1:28...Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to

retain the knowledge of God, he gave them over...
Let me illustrate what Paul is saying this way. Imagine the pagan world in a
small boat on fast moving river. God’s revelation of Himself in creation was a bit
like God holding on to the back this small boat and keeping it from hurtling
down the river to destruction. But the pagan world wanted to suppress the truth
of God that they knew. The pagan world wanted to exchange the truth of God
for a lie. It longed to be out from under God'’s revelation. It longed to be out from
under God’s rule and dominion. So the pagan world pried at God’s hand to let
go. The pagan world beat at His compassionate hold with the oars of their boat
saying, “Let us go! Let us go!” until God finally did just that. He let them go.

Isn’t that exactly what Paul says in verse 24.

NIV Romans 1:24...Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of
their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one
another. 2 They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and
served created things rather than the Creator-- who is forever praised.
Amen.
You see the world wanted to be free of the presence of God and so God set it free.
The pagan world wanted to exchange the truth of God for a lie and so God let
the world exchange the truth about everything for a lie. Whereas the world
should have worshipped Him as He revealed Himself in creation, it instead
worshipped the lower things, the created things. In fact, what the pagan world
was in a relentless search to find something other than God to worship. The

exalted place God deserved in worship was replaced first with the image of

animals, a serpent, a crocodile, a lion and then finally at last with a mirror.



Now I said at the beginning of today’s lesson that this week we were going to
look at why God’s wrath was being revealed against. We have done that we have
seen that God’s wrath is being revealed from heaven against mankind who
suppresses the truth about God and has exchanged it for a lie, any lie, instead of

the truth.

Next week, we will look at how God’s wrath is being revealed and I have to tell
you it makes me a bit uncomfortable to talk about such things in mixed
company. But I feel compelled to do so just to make clear to your minds why the
revelation of the gospel is so wonderful, so marvelous. To more clearly see the
beauty of the gospel as the height of God’s revelation in Christ we have to first
pass through the dark, stagnant bogs of the depravity of fallen man. I am
uncomfortable about that but God grant us the courage to see these things as

they really are...let all the poisons that lurk in the mud...hatch out.
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