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Romans 1:18-32  
 
This section begins Paul's defense of what some people feel is the single 
most troubling question in all the Bible -  
 

How can a God of love condemn his creatures to hell? 
 

I doubt whether there is a person here who has not faced that question, 
either personally in our quiet moments of doubt, or hearing about it from an 
unbeliever as an excuse not to believe in the God of the Bible. 
 
To begin with, verse 20 (which I’ll talk more about later) simply says that all 
those who are outside of Christ, are "without excuse. . ." 
 
Throughout this section, God is shown to be fair in His judgements and man 
is shown to be absolutely guilty in his rebellion against a just God. 
 
This passage both declares and provides the basis of “wrath”; the 
explanation of why man deserves God’s judgment; and why God is perfectly 
fair and righteous in executing that judgment. 
 
Judgment is not a popular topic - most people can’t see any justification for 
punishment at that level.  They believe that people simply aren’t that bad.   
 
Remember, man looks at the outward; God looks at the heart.  Those of us 
who’ve seen our own hearts know, beyond doubt, that we deserve 
judgment. 
 
What you and I are capable of - the potential of evil in the human heart - is 
impossible to overstate.  You know it and I know it; it's just that Paul, willing 
to risk any personal popularity he might have had, was unashamed to 
declare what we already instinctively know to be true. 
 
Here's Paul’s description of fallen humanity in Galatians 5:19-21; 
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"Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, 
fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, 
strife, jealousy, wrath, factions, seditions, envyings, murders, 
drunkenness, reveling, and the like. . ." 

 
Now, let’s look at Rom. 1:18 
 

“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 
and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth through 
unrighteousness.” 

 
The Wrath of God is directed at two primary sources of evil in man: 
 

1st.  Ungodliness:   Literally “without God” or “disregard for God”.   In 
other words, the atheist (without God) or the agnostic (disregard for 
God). 

 
2nd.  Unrighteousness: The life-style of those who acknowledge God 
but are selective in their obedience, justifying themselves by creating 
a standard of righteousness much lower than that which God 
requires.  Examples would be the Pharisees or in modern times, any 
legalistic Christian religion. 

 
Then the last part of verse 18 says, “. . . who suppress the truth in 
unrighteousness.” 
 
In 2 Thess. 2:7 the same root word is translated “hinders”.  In the 
Thessalonian passage, the Holy Spirit is “suppressing” the full expression of 
evil in this world to keep man from destroying himself. 
 
But in the tribulation, when the Restrainer is removed, the world will 
explode in chaos and lawlessness – humanity will be revealed for what it 
really is apart from God's restraining influence. 
 
We’re already starting to see this take shape in the lawlessness filling out 
world. 
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So, while man is at present suppressing the truth (Rom. 1:18), God is 
suppressing the full manifestation of the evil man is capable of. 
 
This world, and God, are at enmity – the unbelieving world is in open 
rebellion against God. 
 
As we look at this world whether globally or locally, spiritual discernment 
allows us to see the pain, suffering, emptiness and deception that fills the 
atmosphere we breath and chokes the life out of all around us.   
 
People can do good things thinking they are making a difference, people can 
live in denial of the obvious, but the reality is that no matter how many 
homeless people United Way helps, there will still be growing genocidal 
wars, starvation, persecution, human trafficking, torture, and massive 
religious and political lying and deception covering this world.   
 
Everything so-called good people do is simply treating skin cancer with 
cosmetics. 
 
Until Christ reaches in and changes the core of what we are, through new 
birth, everything we see that springs from this world system is totally 
ineffective in changing the course of the world’s self-destructive future. 
 
So, this forms the basis or reasoning behind Romans 1:18.   
 
It says His Wrath will be “... revealed from heaven” and this world will be 
purified by fire; the all-consuming fire of God’s final judgment. 
  
Paul's next defense is in Romans 1:19-20, which shows that all people 
inherently realize the existence of Someone greater than themselves.  
 

Because that which is known about God is evident within them; for 
God made it evident to them.  For since the creation of the world His 
invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been 
clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that 
they are without excuse. 
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Creation declares the existence of a Creator – and of that Creator's 
"Godhead" or ultimate authority, and, of course, of His power.   
 
In the face of overwhelming evidence, the only logical conclusion to come 
to, is that where there is such an intricate and wondrous creation, there 
must also be a Creator.  So, Paul writes, 
 

For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give 
thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish 
heart was darkened. Professing to be wise, they became fools, and 
exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form 
of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling 
creatures. (Rom. 1:21-23) 

 
These verses show us that God literally forces a decision, people either: 
 

1.  Seek the true God and worship Him, or 
 
2.  Set up their own God to justify their lifestyle.  This second choice 
inevitably leads to moral decay and unrighteousness, just as seeking 
the true God leads to righteousness. 

 
Verses 24-31 indicate that God will release his fallen creation to fulfill 
whatever the desires they want to pursue.   
 
In verse 24-27 we see full-on immorality being fulfilled; 
 

Therefore, God handed them over to impurity through the lusts of their 
hearts for the mutual degradation of their bodies. They exchanged the 
truth of God for a lie and revered and worshiped the creature rather 
than the creator, who is blessed forever. Amen. Therefore, God handed 
them over to degrading passions. Their females exchanged natural 
relations for unnatural, and the males likewise gave up natural 
relations with females and burned with lust for one another. Males did 
shameful things with males and thus received in their own persons the 
due penalty for their perversity. 
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Then in verses 29-31 we see a society destroying itself from within. 
 

They are filled with every form of wickedness, evil, greed, and malice; 
full of envy, murder, rivalry, treachery, and spite. They are gossips and 
scandalmongers and they hate God. They are insolent, haughty, 
boastful, ingenious in their wickedness, and rebellious toward their 
parents. They are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 

 
Although this picture is universal and timeless, it’s not a coincidence that 
Rome was involved in these particular excesses: immorality, abortion, 
rebellion against God, etc . . . 
 
All of these particular vices were expanding in the Roman Empire during 
Paul's day, and the result then was the same as we can see happening now 
in our society.   
 
These things represent the loss of self-control and of moral discipline.  Rome 
became weak and vulnerable; and was eventually destroyed by invading 
armies from the North who, in Rome's days of glory, when personal 
discipline was commonplace, would not have stood a chance against 
Caesar's armies. 
 
Our society is following the same path and will end in the same kind of 
destruction that history records for the Roman Empire.   
 
However, it's much more important that we see the implications of all this 
for ourselves, than that we point our finger at a decadent society, as if we 
are any better. 
 
Because, as absurd and ungodly as our society has become, I know we all 
realize that we can do the same things we judge in others (which is a point 
Paul makes in chapter 2 and we'll look more closely at that argument when 
we get there). 
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Most of the descriptions of sin and rebellion that Paul lists in Romans 1:24-
31 are self-explanatory, but vs. 31 is a unique evil that may be the most 
dangerous of all because of its implications on the foundation of any society. 
 
 ". . . without natural affection . . ." 
 
The original literally means, "hard-hearted toward kindred".  Where there 
should naturally be affection and caring, there is malice and indifference.   
 
It's not natural for a mother to abort or abandon her child; it's not natural 
for a father to abuse his children.   
 
These things may be common place in a society like ours, but from God's 
viewpoint they are not part of the image of Himself, His heart, that he 
intended man to reflect by creation's design. 
 
They the image of Satan, not the image of God. 
 
Our culture, and sometimes we ourselves, often fall into the trap of excusing 
what is, in God's view, absolutely wrong - we call dark light and bad good 
and then seem amazed that life doesn't seem to be working out.   
 
In verse 32 we can see that man’s conscience is implanted by God at birth 
and that our conscience warns us about the things that are morally wrong; 
unless we bury those warnings through denial to the point where our 
conscience is seared and ineffective. 
 
But there’s a growing number of people who not only move into denial, but 
actually encourage unrighteous behavior in others.  To help get the real feel 
of this verse, let me share a few different translations of vs. 32; 
 

“Not only commit the sins, but delight in their fellowship with the 
sinner” (Conbeare) 
 
“Not only practice them, but have fellow-delight in those that do 
them” (Darby) 
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“Not only do the same, but applaud others that do them” (Godet) 
 
Remember, God sees through to the reality of the inner life:  He’s not 
distracted by our excuses or attempts at self-justification.   
 
Listen to this passage from Prov. 1:24-31; 
 

Because I called and you refused, I stretched out my hand and no one 
paid attention; and you neglected all my counsel and did not want my 
reproof; I will also laugh at your calamity; I will mock when your dread 
comes, when your dread comes like a storm and your calamity comes 
like a whirlwind, when distress and anguish come upon you. Then they 
will call on me, but I will not answer; they will seek me diligently but 
they will not find me, because they hated knowledge and did not 
choose the fear of the Lord. They would not accept my counsel; they 
spurned all my reproof. So, they shall eat of the fruit of their own way 
and be satiated with their own devices. 
 

This is important to understand, so bear with me – I’m going to read an 
extended description of this judgment by Dr. Steven J. Lawson.  This will take 
a few minutes, and as I read this, think about how what he is saying applies 
to what we see around us in our world, and especially out nation.   
 
I’m not going to take time to point out all the applications, but I’m sure 
you’ll recognize them as we look at what Dr. Lawson wrote.  It’s like a story 
H.A. Ironside shared with his congregation; 
 

“A Chinese Teacher once told a missionary that the Bible could not be 
so ancient a book after all, because the first chapter of Romans gave 
an accurate, present-day account of Chinese conduct, such as Paul 
could only have written after full acquaintance with these people.” 

 
Here’s what Dr. Lawson wrote; 
 

“Among the many distinguishing features of the Bible is that it 
addresses mankind in such a frank and straightforward manner. The 
Scripture is a most outspoken book. It never sugarcoats the message. 
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The Bible always tells it like it is, even when it brings a bad report 
about man. If we have trouble with what the Bible says, it is because it 
speaks so directly and candidly. The Bible never pulls any punches 
with us. It never softens the hard blows of truth. To the contrary, the 
Bible always speaks forthrightly in a most direct manner.  

 
The passage for this study is no exception. Here is portrayed the 
graphic reality of the world in its rebellion against its Creator. By this 
brutally honest charge, it may be rightly assumed that the Bible is, 
indeed, the written word of living God. If we had been charged to 
write the book of Romans, we might have been tempted to leave out 
this section from our assessment of the human race. We might have 
felt it too negative to win over our audience. Even if we did include 
these verses, we would have hidden them at the end of this letter, 
where it would not have been read by most readers.  

 
But not the apostle Paul. Writing under the influence of the Holy 
Spirit, he intentionally positioned these verses at the very beginning 
of this book. Here it is for all to read, front and center – God’s 
abandonment of the human race in its rejection of Him.  

 
Here is the shocking reality that God has forsaken those who have 
repeatedly forsaken Him. There is nothing more terrifying than what 
we see here. When a person is turned over by God to his sins, he has 
reached the point of no return. This tragic reality has occurred to 
nations, cultures, and denominations. Here is the only explanation for 
much of the moral collapse that we see in the world around us. 

 
When anyone refuses the truth about God, he has chosen a path that 
is taking him further away from God. Such hardened unbelief places a 
person on a dramatic departure sending Him further away from God. 
This person is like a boat that was once tied to a dock. But a powerful 
river current has unloosened its rope, causing the boat to drift 
downstream. The longer the boat is drifting, the more it is being 
pulled into the swifter current.  
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This, in turn, is taking the boat further away from the dock. In like 
manner, God-rejectors are adrift from the knowledge of God. This is 
taking them further away from Him.  

 
From this sobering truth, we learn that no person is ever stationary or 
static in their relationship with God. Everyone is either drawing closer 
to God or drifting further away from Him. But no one is standing still 
in their proximity to Him. 

 
At a point known only to God, this rejection of Him inevitably leads to 
divine abandonment. Paul writes, “God gave them over. . . “(verse 
24). This is a severe judgment issued by God in which He delivers 
them over to deeper sins.  
 
There are some Bible commentators who presume that this means 
that God merely allows sinful man to go his own way. While initially 
that may be true, that is not what this verse says. To the contrary, this 
pronouncement is far more severely judicial. God is the One who is 
taking the active role in this judgment. This is not God merely 
observing or permitting men to go their own way. It is not God simply 
letting go of the rope and allowing the current of sin take this 
individual further away from Him. Instead, God is the One who is 
forcing this life downstream. This is God saying, "So, you want to go 
away from Me? Then I am going to give you a push in that direction. I 
am going to send you further away from Me."  

 
There comes a point in time, whether it is with a God-rejecting nation, 
a Scripture-defying denomination, church, or seminary, or a gospel-
refusing individual, when God gives them a shove in the direction they 
want to go. This abandonment by God turns them over to the 
devastating judgment of becoming yet further engrossed in their sin. 
 
The verb "gave them over" (paradidomi) means ‘to be handed over to 
judgment.’ This same word is used elsewhere in Romans to describe 
when Jesus Christ was delivered over by God unto His judgment for 
our sins. Paul writes that Jesus “was delivered over because of our 
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transgressions” (Romans 4:25). This verb describes Him being given 
over to the judgment of God upon the cross when He bore our sins.  
We see this word used the same way in Romans 8:32, when Paul 
writes, "He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him over." 
Jesus was delivered over unto the most stringent judgment 
imaginable for our sins upon the cross. He suffered under the full 
force of the holy wrath of God as He died in the place of sinners. He 
was abandoned by the Father upon the cross. 

 
This is precisely the same verb, paradidomi, that Paul uses in Romans 
1:24 when he writes, “Therefore, God gave them over.” Those who 
repeatedly reject God are perilously close to suffering a divine 
abandonment because they have abandoned Him. It is soul-
threatening – and possibly even soul-damning – for any person to 
reject the knowledge of God. Everyone is held accountable by God for 
the truth that is revealed to them.  

 
This severe abandonment by God of impenitent sinners is not an 
isolated truth that is only is taught in this passage. Paul describes this 
same divine judgment in 2 Thessalonians 2:11, “For this reason God 
will send upon them a deluding influence so that they will believe 
what is false.” Who is sending this deluding influence? Who is causing 
someone to believe a lie? Is this Satan at work? Are these demons 
causing this unbelief? The fact is that this deluding influence is being 
sent by none other than God Himself. In this case, the knowledge of 
God that a person has received becomes deluded. The word 
“deluding” means ‘a working of error, a straying to a wrong opinion, 
to be led into error.’ God will send a deceiving influence so that those 
who repeatedly reject the truth will believe what is false. This causes 
them to believe the condemning lie. By this startling verse, we learn 
that God is the primary cause that leads them further away from the 
truth.  

 
Why does God judge them? It is because when they heard the truth, 
they "did not believe the truth." When the truth about God was 
presented to them, they blatantly rejected it.  
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Jesus explains this, “whoever does not have, even what he has shall 
be taken away from him” (Matthew 13:12). In other words, if a person 
does not act upon the truth when it is made known to him, he is in 
danger of losing what he has. Elsewhere, He said, “So take care how 
you listen…and whoever does not have, even what he thinks he has 
shall be taken away from him (Luke 8:18). What truth he has will be 
taken from him if he does not respond to it by faith. 
 
What Paul teaches could not be further away from today’s popular 
teaching, especially in mainline, liberal churches. This teaching by Paul 
is a long way from, "Smile, God loves you and has a wonderful plan for 
your life."   
 

With the woman at the well, our Lord presented a gospel of compassion and 
understanding; with Nicodemus, the offer was direct – be born again or you 
will never see the kingdom of God.  God address His appeals to the heart-
condition of His hearers.  In Romans chapter 1, Paul is showing God’s 
response to those in ongoing rebellion against Him. 

 
As I mentioned when we began our study of Romans, in this letter Paul lays 
out a step-by-step defense for the Gospel of God.  He establishes the 
rightness of God’s justice before He shows us God’s grace.   
 
Chapters 1 deals with the reality and meaning of righteousness and justice. 
 
In chapter 2 Paul will prove that the religious man is just as guilty as pagan 
man.    

 
Then in Chapter 3, we will begin to explore God's loving and merciful "way 
out" - the way in which those who come to Him are totally forgiven and 
made new in Christ. 
 
As painful as it is to hear something like Romans 1 and the abandonment 
judgment of God, genuine self-realization when combined with an 
increasing understanding of grace, brings an increasing experience of 
gratitude. 
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Paul’s methodology in how he develops this letter moves purposefully from 
one stage to the next, to bring us to praise and thanksgiving. 
 
And that, of course, is his goal for all those he writes to. 
 
I’ll close with some comments on a parable our Lord gives in Luke 7:36-47; 
 

“Then one of the Pharisees asked Him to eat with him. And He went to 
the Pharisee’s house, and sat down to eat. And behold, a woman in 
the city who was a sinner, when she knew that Jesus sat at the table in 
the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster flask of fragrant oil, 38 and 
stood at His feet behind Him weeping; and she began to wash His feet 
with her tears, and wiped them with the hair of her head; and she 
kissed His feet and anointed them with the fragrant oil. 39 Now when 
the Pharisee who had invited Him saw this, he spoke to himself, 
saying, “This Man, if He were a prophet, would know who and what 
manner of woman this is who is touching Him, for she is a sinner.” 
And Jesus answered and said to him, “Simon, I have something to say 
to you.”  So, he said, “Teacher, tell me.” 
 
“There was a certain creditor who had two debtors. One owed five 
hundred denarii, and the other fifty. And when they had nothing with 
which to repay, he freely forgave them both. Tell Me, therefore, which 
of them will love him more?” Simon answered and said, “I suppose the 
one whom he forgave more.” 
 
And He said to him, “You have rightly judged.” Then He turned to the 
woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I entered your 
house; you gave Me no water for My feet, but she has washed My feet 
with her tears and wiped them with the hair of her head. You gave Me 
no kiss, but this woman has not ceased to kiss My feet since the time I 
came in. You did not anoint My head with oil, but this woman has 
anointed My feet with fragrant oil. Therefore, I say to you, her sins, 
which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much. But to whom little is 
forgiven, the same loves little.”  Then He said to her, “Your sins are 
forgiven.” 
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Dr. Scott Smith wrote some very personal comments on this parable; 
 

Lord Jesus, I show up in this story in many places. I’m Simon, the self-
righteous Pharisee. Too often, I look at people through the lens of 
criticism and quick judgment—especially if their actions hurt, irritate, 
or inconvenience me; or if their sins are simply different than mine. I 
grieve this, Lord. Forgive me for my arrogance and self-righteousness. 
That’s not who I want to be. 

 
I’m also this broken woman at your feet. My sins are just as ugly and 
numerous as hers. I honestly believe this, but by your Holy Spirit, 
convince me even more that it’s true. My creed is that you’ve forgiven 
all my sins—past, present, and future—for which I give you great 
praise. But I long for my heart to match my beliefs—my “cardiology” 
to demonstrate my “theology”. Jesus, help me, change me, and free 
me. I want a heart of humility, gratitude, and love for you, like I see in 
this woman. 

 
I want to forgive others, quicker and from the heart, just as you’ve 
forgiven us. I want to love you more than I currently do. You love us 
more than we can possibly imagine or hope. Grant me grace, Lord, 
especially for the people who’ve brought me the biggest hurt, shame, 
and pain. I pray this in your kind and powerful name.” 

 
 
 

 


