THE WRATH OF GOD IS BEING REVEALED
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The phrase "wrath of God" in 1:18 indicates God's violent anger or divine punishment. But we do not find the record of his wrath such as the ten plagues or the death of all the firstborn males during the Passover in the rest of Romans. We only find the indirect mention of God's punishment of Jesus Christ in 3:25 for the sin committed by men in the past. Thus we learn that Paul sees the revelation of God's wrath in the offering of the Son of God (1:2) as a sacrifice of atonement (3:25). In the gift of God's righteousness to men through the gospel was the hidden cost of the sacrifice of his Son for our sin. 


The observation that God's wrath is revealed in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ provides us a clue of how to understand Paul's illustration of human existence in this passage. The image is bleak. The verdicts are grim and undeniable. The illustration of human existence is simply miserable. But those who have ears should hear God's deep sigh over the misery in the study of this passage. We should recognize God’s laborious work through the gospel of his Son in the midst of the misery because of his immeasurable mercy on us (11:32). When we listen to the gospel we know that the Spirit intercedes for us with groans that words can not express. Over the misery of the world, we recognize God who in his Spirit embraces us like a hen gathering her chicks under her wings. The shocking beauty of our God is that he embraces those who are like beasts and venomous snakes.  


Now, against the backdrop of God's patient suffering, Paul examines human existence from four different aspects. He talks about men in general in 1:18-32. He uses past tense in the section. In 2:1-16 he addresses those who pass judgment on others and in 2:17-29 to those who call themselves Jews. He uses present tense in those two sections. In the concluding section in 3:1-20, he talks about everyone including himself and the readers.  Help us God that we may come to you through the study of this passage.
I. For although they knew God (1:18-32)


Look at 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." What is “the truth” referred to here? It is the truth that man lives by God's faithfulness (cf. 1:14-17). How did they “suppress” the truth? They suppressed the truth as if men live by their own device. Even Abraham the Patriarch of our faith suppressed the truth before he was called. He worshipped idols (cf. Josh. 8, 12). What can be “their wickedness” with which men suppressed “the truth”? It is that they did not rely on God or trusted him while they owed him every breath of their lives. What is known about God according to verses 19-20?  It is God's invisible qualities. Though no one saw God, man was conscious of him. They believed in the One who has eternal power and divine nature (cf. Ps. 19:1; 102:25-27; 139:7-18; Ex. 19:4-6;  Josh. 24:2,3). Some theologians deny this notion of man's innate knowledge of God. They are right. Man didn't know who God exactly is, that is, until Jesus Christ appeared and the gospel about him is preached. But even so, men worshiped the One they didn't see, being conscious that he is different from them and far more powerful. That is what Paul said to the people in Lystra and to the Athenians (Act 14:17; 17:30). Therefore, their own religious conviction testifies against men. They have no excuse for their ignorance. As we see in the quote of Habbakuk in verse 17, men knew from a long time ago that they are made by God and sustained by him, i.e., they live by God's faithfulness. 


How did they respond to God? "Although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him" (v.21). What does it mean they didn’t “glorify” God as God?  That means they didn't value God. That also means that they didn't think the glory of God worthwhile to consider or to mention. For what could they thank God? According to verse 21, they should have thanked God for being God. But as we experience for some reason, it is not easy to thank God because he is God. What happened in their thinking and in their hearts when they didn’t glorify God or gave thanks to him? Their thinking became futile and their hearts were darkened. What does it mean that their thinking became futile? That means their thinking was filled with futile things, which means "useless, vain, frivolous, trivial" things rather than with God. What is wrong about thinking of futile things? God gave them thinking capacity so that they could think of God. But they were unable to think of God rightly. Even when they quoted God, they only ended up talking about futile things in the name of God. They became wrong to God and wrong to themselves when they didn’t glorify God as God and failed to give thanks to him.

What does it mean that their hearts were darkened? That means their hearts were like tombs where the dead lie in silence, where the maggots eat up the dead body. Their hearts still pumped blood and send it to all parts of their body because of God's faithful care of their life. But they made the God-given life darkened. What was their problem according to verse 22? Their problem was that they thought that they knew better than simply believing God and trusting him, and praising him with all their mind, strength and soul. What did they do in their own wisdom instead? "Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles." Truly, the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom (cf. Pr. 9:10). But they refused even to begin. Instead, they coiled around their own wisdom with suspicion and fear and were buried deeper and deeper in their misery as time passed.


What did God do with them? "Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another." What does it mean that God gave them over? That means both God cast them out and God yielded. In other words, that was God’s punishment and also God’s concession. That is what God did with Adam and Eve and their son Cain. He didn’t punish them enough as they deserved. God could simply remove them from the earth. Instead, in his punishment of them he promised the suffering of the Son of the woman. In order to remain as their God, he accepted disgrace and dishonor of his Name. 

We find the phrase “God gave them over” repeated in verses 24, 26 and 28 and notice the worsening development of human vile. When men relied on their wisdom, God gave them over to sexual impurity. They soon degraded their bodies with one another and their hearts were filled with desire for sexual impurity. When they exchanged the truth of God for a lie and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator, who is forever praised, Amen, God gave them over to shameful lusts. God had endowed both man and woman with sexual desire. When they exchanged God for a lie and so became empty of God, the sexual desire became their master. It became lust and set them on fire. “Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the same way 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.” When 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. 

What was the result of God giving them over? We read in 1:29-32, “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, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; they are senseless, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 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.” 

They have become really bad. How could they become so bad? Take note of the change of  the tense of the verb in 1:29 from that of 1:21. They became so bad simply because “although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him.” They did wrong to God, i.e., they sinned against God. How could that small problem of their attitude be the cause of such full blown up evil? As some may complain, how could God let them go that way by giving them over to their wickedness? When we complain, we are complaining about our misery. We should learn that God took the matter of their offense, that is, sin, seriously. We should also learn that God took the burden of the deserving punishment of their sin of rejecting him on himself. He would punish their sin on his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.  When we learn his seriousness over the matter of sin, that is what it means we learn to fear God. When we learn to fear God, we are invited into the wisdom to glorify God as God and give thanks to him.  When we learn to glorify God as God and give thanks to him because he is God, you know, the misery of this world disappears and the kingdom of God comes right here. That is what we see in the record of our Lord Jesus in the Bible. 

When we fail to glorify God as God, we not only sin against God but we become unimaginably foolish. Not only that, we help others to sin and to become fools. Look at verse 32 again. “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.” What is the most fearful thing for a man? Isn’t it death? Why do they not fear God’s decree of death sentence then? I have no idea. Perhaps they don’t believe the righteous decree. Whatever the reason and truth of their unbelief, we see that they are really foolish and murderous. Sin is quite a serious matter. Now, Paul speaks in chapter 2 to those who take the matter of sin in their own ways. We can also see that Paul has been talking about men in general, but now turns to his audience and speak to them directly.  

II. You, who pass judgment on others (2:1-16)


He first speaks to those who take the matter of sin in legal terms. “You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on some else, for at whatever point you judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things.” What is to pass judgment on others? It is the attitude of pointing out wrong doings though it also means the attitude of approval. What is wrong about passing judgment on others? It is the act of self-condemnation. 


In what way could Paul say that those who pass judgment on others do the same things? They sin in their minds, the same sin which those who they condemn commit. They also take God’s seat who alone can judge man. When they judge, they ignore God. They ignore that God judges men’s secrets, the motives of their hearts, through the gospel of Jesus Christ (cf. 2:16; 1 Cor. 4:5). What are the secret motives of those who judge others? They think they will escape God’s judgment by pointing fingers at others. They think God can be fooled. They show contempt for the riches of God’s kindness, tolerance and patience, not realizing that God’s kindness leads them toward repentance. Why does God lead people with kindness if he wants them to repent? That is the only way they could be delivered from their sin. But because of their stubbornness and their unrepentant heart, they spend their lives by judging others and themselves. They are storing up wrath against themselves for the day of God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed against sin. Why does God want people to repent? He wants them to be saved from the day when his final judgment will come. What is the repentance he wants from his people? In light of 1:21, we can say he wants his people to come back to him. But in the following verses 6-11, Paul speaks of repentance as doing good. 

The attitude of not passing judgment on others has become a cultural norm in our society.  That mistaken idea has made this society a place where every thing is permitted. Some even take the cultural standard to the extent of giving up discernment of right and wrong. Even in the Christian circle, we only talk about God’s love. The mention of God’s judgment is avoided. For the same mistaken reason, people hesitate to speak of the necessity of doing good. But Paul is not talking about that nonsense here. Quite contrary, he says in verses 6-11, “God ‘will give to each person according to what he has done.’ To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger. There will be trouble and distress for every human being who does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For God does not show favoritism.” We must do good, that is, we must repent of our life of comparing ourselves with others. That is a life of sin. Instead, we must come to God through the gospel of Jesus Christ in the matters which makes us judgmental of others and of ourselves.


In 2:12-16, Paul teaches us that seeking God means taking the matter of sin before God. Those who pass judgment on others consider having the law seriously rather than the matter of sin. For the same reason, they forget the matter of death which follows sin. However, “all who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from law, and who sin under the law will be judged by the law. For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared righteous. (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, since they show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.).” Paul concludes in verse 16, “This will take place on the day when God will judge men’s secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares.” God judges sin. That is why he gave us the gospel of Jesus Christ. We must not pass judgment on others. We must not pass judgment on those who pass judgment. We must come to God’s judgment seat every day through the gospel of Jesus Christ and repent of our sin. What is sin according to 2:1-16? It is abiding in the court where we are judges. What is repentance? It is standing before God’s judgment seat through the gospel of Jesus Christ. There will be glory, honor and peace. We will rejoice in God who is rich in his kindness. We will glorify God as God and give thanks to him.
III. If you call yourself a Jew (2:17-2:29)


Now Paul turns to a second group of people who take the matter of sin in their affiliation to God in 2:17-20. “Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and brag about your relationship to God; if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the law; if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you have in the law the embodiment of knowledge and truth…” What is their problem? They teach others but not teach themselves. They preach against stealing, adultery, idols, but they steal, commit adultery and rob temples. What is bad about their attitude? They bring mockery to God’s name. Their sin is the advanced form of sin in 1:21.


What was the meaning of circumcision originally? It was a sign of the pledge of God’s people that they would keep the law (cf. Gen. 17:11). What did God mean by giving them circumcision according to Paul?  God meant that they would come back to him who gave them the grace of circumcision. But they took pride of circumcision and bragged about their relationship to the Gentiles. When their hearts condemned them, they took comfort by bragging about their privilege to those who did not receive it. They despised the Spirit who intercedes for them with groans that words can not express. They sinned against God when they relied on their relationship with God not on God himself.
IV. Are we any better? (3:1-20)


What advantage, then, is there in being a Jew, or of being born into a Christian home? Or what value is there in circumcision? Much in every way! But first of all, they have been entrusted with the very words of God. Why is that an advantage? God is present with them in their midst.  But the reality is that there are many who lack faith. They reside in their pride of being a Jew, for example, rather than before God who gave them the words of God, that is, the Bible. In other words, God declares himself to be God through the words of God entrusted to them. 

Why does the failure of God’s people not cancel God’s righteousness? First, it is because God is proved right by his own words and men are proved to be liars by their words. So God is always declared right and righteous. His righteousness is not brought clearer because of the unrighteousness of men; nor his truthfulness enhanced by man’s falsehood. God declares himself to be God by his words. Thank God for his words. 


Now, Paul turns to himself and his readers in 3:9-20. “What shall we conclude then? Are we any better?  Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.” Who does Paul refer to with the word “we” in 3:9? He refers to those who live by faith. The difference of them is that Christ Jesus has become their righteousness. If they insist that they are any better than the rest of the world, they fall into the same sin as the Jews. They will be under a double layer of sin.

 
Paul illustrates what it is like to be under sin in 3:10-18. “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one. Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit. The poison of vipers is on their lips. Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness. Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know. There is no fear of God before their eyes.”


Paul sums up what he has spoken of all along in 3:19-20. He says we are conscious of sin and that God’s wrath is being revealed against our sin in the gospel of Jesus Christ. The gospel teaches us that he is withholding his wrath for now. The gospel also teaches us that the day of his judgment against our sin is coming, the day of his wrath. We must repent of our sin and come to God everyday through the gospel of Jesus Christ.
