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“A Devastating Diagnosis”      Text – Romans 1:21-32    HC LD 3    Readings – Genesis 6:1-8; Eph. 4:17-19

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
If I was to walk around telling people that I knew how to stop slicing your golf-ball off to the right, who would come over and ask me about how this problem can be fixed?  Those who slice the golf ball off to the right.  

In the same way, if I was to offer people a guaranteed cure for a specific type of illness, who would be interested in that cure?  It would be those who had the illness or who had loved ones with that illness, right?  
Well, the same is so with the gospel.  The only people who are interested in the gospel are those who see that they have the problem that only the gospel can solve.  
And so, beginning at v18, Paul has begun his explanation of who it is that needs the gospel.  

You see, the message of Romans is the gospel.  
· And so, Paul began his letter by introducing himself as a servant of the gospel, and in v15 he declared that he was eager to preach the gospel in Rome, and in v17 he explained what the gospel is – a righteousness from God that is by faith.  
· And he will say a lot more about what the gospel is and how it works from 3:21 onwards.  But beginning here at v18, he begins what we call an excursus.  And an excursus is a term from the world of writing that describes a secondary point to the main point.  
· Let’s say, for instance, that you are writing a speech about why you think all men should grow long beards, OK?  But as you write down the word ‘cut’ in your speech, it reminds you that it is much easier to trim a beard with scissors than it is with an electric razor.  And so, you start explaining why you think scissors are better than electric razors.  But when you have finished explaining that, you then go back to your main point about the need for long beards.  
· Well, what you said about scissors was an excursus – a side point.  
· Well, Paul’s main point is the gospel.  But having explained that the gospel is a righteousness from God that is received by faith, he must now answer two very obvious questions that would arise in the mind of anyone who read this: Who needs the gospel? and Why is it needed?  
· After all, coming back to our cure/illness analogy, if I was to tell you that I had a cure, what would be your immediate question?  A cure for what?  What does it cure?  And from that answer, you would then know who needs the cure and why it is needed.
Well, we are going to look very quickly then at who needs the gospel, and then take more time to consider why the gospel is needed.
1. So, first of all then, who needs the gospel.  

a. And v18 offers a general explanation about who needs the gospel as “men who suppress the truth by their wickedness.”  But in order to be crystal clear about who this group of people includes, Paul gets even more detailed in the rest of his excursus.  And if you turn over to 3:9, you will see there that Paul begins to summarize everything he says in the excursus.  He says, “We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.”
i. In the section before us today, 1:21-32, he demonstrates that every Gentile is a sinner who needs the gospel.  

ii. And in 2:1-3:8, he demonstrated that every Jew is also a sinner who need the gospel.

A. And so, writing from the Jewish perspective of his day, which divided all people into two groups, Jew and Gentile or non-Jew, Paul is saying that everyone needs the gospel.  

iii. And to remove any doubt at all about this, note also 3:23, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  
A. So boys and girls, young people and brothers and sisters: Who, according to God’s Word, needs the gospel?  Everyone.  Young, old, male, female, Irish, Tongan, American, Tibetan, Dutch, Nigerian, rich, poor; it makes no difference – “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  Everyone is a sinner who needs the gospel.  
b. And already this is a powerful truth that cuts at least two ways.  
i. You see, there may be some among us tonight who mistakenly think that because they were born to Christian parents and have gone to church their whole life, that they do not need the gospel; that they are safe by birthright or by baptism or by being a faithful church member.  
A. Well, if that is you my friend, you are dangerously mistaken.  
B. “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  
1) You too are terminally sick.  Without the gospel, you too will come under the wrath of God.  You need the gospel.  
a) You need the righteousness from God that comes by faith.  
b) You need to repent of your sins and believe that Jesus died to forgive your sins, for then, and only then, does God clothe you with the righteousness of Jesus.
ii. But the fact that everyone needs the gospel is also a great comfort to you who think that your sins are so terrible, so drastic, so severe that you cannot possibly be made right in God’s eyes.  
A. My friend, the truth of Scripture is that in God’s eyes every sinner is completely filthy and stained and corrupt.  
1) Regardless of what you have done, you are in good company; you are among those who are as guilty as you are “for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  
2) And I would encourage you to read the Bible for you will find that it is not full of wonderful and squeaky clean saints who do nothing wrong.  
a) On the contrary, you will find that it is full of the stories of murderers, liars, adulterers, alcoholics, abusers, and homosexuals who have been made righteous by faith in the blood of Jesus, because the blood of Jesus can make even the dirtiest clean. 
i) That is the power of the gospel – good news for sinners!  

So, everyone needs the gospel.  Let’s see then, secondly, why the gospel is needed, and in this section, why the Gentiles need the gospel.  And we do so noting three sections here in vv21-32, which speak of ignorance, in vv21-23, indulgence, in vv24-27, and impenitence, in vv28-32.
Those of you here last time will recall that we discovered a stunning truth that about what Jesus came to do.  
Most people, when asked about what Jesus came to earth to do, would say, “Jesus came to save me from my sins.”  What we saw from v18, however, is that Jesus came to save us from the wrath of God against our sins.  
The Heidelberg Catechism puts it this way, “[God] is terribly angry about the sin we are born with and the sins we personally commit.”  And that sin must be punished.  
· For the believer, it is Jesus who endured that hellish punishment on the cross.  That is the gospel of undeserved grace.

· But for the unbeliever, he or she will personally endure that punishment in the eternal agony and despair and torment and unrelenting misery of hell.  

And this will be just, even if they never heard about Jesus Christ, because God has revealed Himself, plainly, to all men in creation.  But they have chosen to suppress that truth and to deny it.  
They will not have God to rule over them.  
And though they might try and convince themselves that He does not exist or that they can live as they please or that it is not their fault that they do not believe in Him, none of that will count on the Day of Judgment because He has revealed Himself so plainly that they are all without excuse.  
And they know this is so, now, and they will know that this is so, then.
Well, Paul continues on now, to further explain what this suppression of the truth looks like and its consequences here on earth.  So note, firstly, what is said about ignorance in vv21-23.
1. Now, what Paul is doing in these verses is describing what happened among mankind after the Fall.  Yes, this became the typical pattern of life among the Gentile nations, and yes, we see it also today where there is unbelief, but Paul has in view, primarily, what happened among ancient man after the Fall.
a. You see, the common perception of the history of mankind, which in part is a result of evolutionary thinking, is that he began as sort of a caveman who worshipped fire and the Sun or idols or many gods who then evolved into a worshipper of one God.  But the truth, as Paul explains, is quite the reverse.  
i. And it is the story of Genesis 1-6.  God creates Adam and Eve, who know Him, intimately and personally, as their Creator.  And they pass down the knowledge of this Creator God to their children.  
A. But very soon we see humanity split into the line of Seth, who worships God, and the line of his siblings, who do not.  
B. And eventually, as we read earlier in Genesis 6, there came a time when “The LORD saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time.”  
b. Now, this was in part, a failure of parents to teach the next generation.  But what the Spirit wants us to see here is that God does not rely on teachers to make Himself known to His creatures.  He has revealed Himself, plainly, in creation.  
i. And we noted this, last time, didn’t we boys and girls, when we talked about the intricate design of the bombardier beetle’s defense weapon.  Do you remember that?  
ii. And more and more scientists are growing increasingly unsatisfied with evolutionary teaching as modern technology allows us to see the complexity of even the most basic cell structures under a microscope.  Creation screams out design, which demands, then, an eternal, powerful, and glorious Creator.  
c. And so, as we see in v21, even though ancient man knew God, from creation, he suppressed this truth, or he held it down; he did not allow this truth to affect his life.  And he did this so that he could live how he wanted to.  
i. O yes, he was willing to enjoy God’s creation and to enjoy God’s gifts within creation, but He was unwilling to give God the glory for these things, or to thank Him for these things.  
ii. And just think about this in terms of yourself and you will then see how wicked this is in terms of unbelievers.  You know God as the Creator.  You know He has revealed Himself, plainly, in creation.  You know He is worthy of your worship.  And you know that you know all this because the Spirit is at work in your heart.  And yet, how many times, each day, do you encounter some astonishing aspect of creation, without even thinking about it in that way, let alone glorifying God for it?  Clean water?  A child’s laugh?  A spectacular view?  Your husband or wife?  Accepted on the Eftpos terminal because you have money in the bank?  News of a new galaxy detected by the Hubble telescope?  A flower?
iii. When you give a gift to someone, how do you feel when they don’t even have the good manners to say, “Thank you”?  I expect that you, like me, find that especially offensive.
A. Well, the unbeliever, never glorifies God or praises Him or thanks Him, for anything!
d. But it gets worse.  From v22, we see that ancient man became futile in his thinking, and then, from v24, that he exchanged the glory of God for idols.  
i. You see, man is created to worship.  And so, if he will not worship God, he will invent something else to worship.  
ii. And the stupidity of this is captured perfectly in Isaiah 44 where you read about the carpenter who cuts down a tree and puts half of it in the fire to keep himself warm and he then takes the other half and chisels it into the shape of an idol, which he then bows down and worships.  It’s stupid, isn’t it.  It is so foolish.
iii. And while we don’t see too many people worshipping little statues around us today, foolish idolatry is as alive today as it has ever been.  
A. You see it in sports, where people gather in stadiums to worship their heroes; 
B. you see it in fashion, where people go to extraordinary lengths to look and dress like celebrities, 
C. you see it in cosmetic surgery, where millions of dollars are spent on the shrine of looking young, 
D. you see it in the music industry, where young people worship the latest band or group or singer, 
E. you see it in the green movement where ‘mother nature’ or ‘the environment’ has become everything, you see it in alcohol and drugs, where escapism is worshipped.  
1) And it is all so foolish.   

But it didn’t and it doesn’t just end with ignorance, does it.  No, it spirals further down into indulgence.

Vv24-27 “Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another.  25 They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator-- who is forever praised. Amen.  26 ¶ Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones.  27 In the same way the 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.” 

1. And this is exactly what we read about in Genesis 6. “When men began to increase in number on the earth and daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose.”  The sons of Seth, the godly line, were marrying the daughters of men, the ungodly line.  Lust was king, not godliness.
2. And what this passage of Romans explains is that once lust takes a hold in a sinful culture, it inevitably leads to the worst perversion of lust which is homosexual sin; sexual sin between a man and man or between a woman and a woman.  And the Scriptures are clear here that this sin is “shameful” “perverse” and “unnatural.”  
a. Now, these words here are rather topical in our times aren’t they.  And the sad thing is that the church’s witness on the matter of homosexuality is horribly divided.  
i. We have seen this in the debate surrounding the recent marriage amendment bill, passed by parliament, as church leaders from different denominations came out in favour of the bill proclaiming that there is nothing wrong with homosexuality.  And so, whichever church it was in Auckland had that billboard suggesting the maybe Jesus Himself was homosexual.  
ii. And you and I read these words here in Romans 1, and we think to ourselves, well, the Bible sure seems pretty clear.  It seems that God looks very dimly on this particular sin.  So, we might wonder, are we missing something, here?  Do these church leaders not have Romans 1?  How can they suggest that homosexual behaviour is not sin?
A. Well, new theologians, explain these verses of Romans 1 in this way: 
1) First, they that the passage is irrelevant, on the ground that its purpose is neither to teach sexual ethics, nor to expose vice, but rather to portray the outworking of God’s wrath.  
a) But that’s silly, isn’t it.  Because if a certain sexual conduct is to be seen as the consequence of God’s wrath, it must be displeasing to Him. 
2) Secondly then, they argue that what Paul had in view here was a specific type of this sin between men and boys and not that between men and men, because this common in the world of Paul’s time.  
a) But there is no hint of that in the text.  In fact, the text is specific in terms of man-man / woman/woman.  
3) And then thirdly, because those who engage in these acts see themselves as born that way, they see their acts as quite natural.  And so, they argue that the word ‘unnatural’ has in view people who are not homosexual but who engage in homosexual acts.   
a) But this is simply reading modern ideas that weren’t even in existence in Paul’s day into the text.  
i) A study of the language of Pauls day makes it very clear that sexual activity between men and women was described as natural, and homosexual activity as “unnatural.”
iii. So congregation, as usual, God’s word is clear and plain.  When you listen to these church leaders speak, don’t be swayed by their foolish thinking.  Homosexual activity is a sinful perversion.
b. But note here the words that begin v24, ‘Therefore, God gave them over,” a phrase repeated two more times in v26, 28.

i. And what this means is that God permitted them to go on in their sins and to reap the consequences – “They received in their own persons the due penalty for their perversion.”  
A. This is the meaning of Rom 1:18 which says that the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven.
1) God reveals His wrath, not by sending fire from heaven, but by abandoning sinful men to their lustful ways and all of the consequences that that sin brings.
ii. But note here, also, that this same phrase is used in the OT in relation to Israel.  Many times we read that “God gave Israel over to Philistines or Amorites…”  Why?  … repentance.  

A. ALL sin is yukky in God’s eyes…  
B. Repent  …
C. 1 Cor 6 – such were some of you…
And I urge you to repent because there is the danger of this spiral of sin sinking down lower than indulgence, into impenitence, as we see in vv28-32.

1. You would think, wouldn’t you, that once man began to experience the tragic consequences of his sin; relationship breakdown, sexually transmitted diseases, depression, etc, that he would repent and seek God; but that did not happen.  And it did not happen, we are told, again, because God gave them over to a depraved mind.  They could not any longer form right judgments.  And so, they multiply sin – read vv29-31
a. But worse was yet to come for then they begin to encourage others to commit these same sins and stand and applaud when they do them.
i. And there is perhaps one word which best sums this all up in our day and age – Hollywood.  
A. Hollywood would have us believe that the life of sexual freedom, be it heterosexual or homosexual, is the good life.  Hopping from bed to bed is about as good as it gets.  What freedom!  What pleasure!  What lies!!!!!!!   
1) When you see young men and women staggering along Riccarton Rd at night, drunk out of their skins, and likely to wake up in a bed without any memory of who they spent the night with, keep that in mind when you next read a headline about youth-suicide rates.  
2) It is not glamorous.  It is empty.  It takes a dozen beers just to make it tolerable.  And this is because it is unnatural and it hurts to be used and abused and then left in the morning.
Man began glorifying God, but ended up worshipping idols.
Man began knowing God but ended up refusing to know God.
Man began as the highest of God’s creatures, but ended up lower than the beasts, because he worshipped them and behaved even worse than they did.

And God’s verdict on this is?  Guilty.  They are without excuse.

1. This then is a call to missions, first and foremost.  The gospel of the Creator God and salvation by His Son, Jesus Christ, must go out to those who live in places where it has not yet reached.
2. But we cannot read these words without seeing how desperately the gospel is needed in our own neighbourhoods also.
a. We sometimes make the mistake of thinking that everyone out there is hard to the gospel and has 45 firm objections against Christianity.  Congregation, there is brokenness out there, there is emptiness, there is loneliness and there is despair.  There are some who need only a gentle nudge into the kingdom because they know how empty and needy they are.  And these don’t have to be those who are given over into every perverse sin possible.  It could just be that woman who has a personal grief because of marriage turmoil, or that man on the workbench next to yours who is distressed by what he reads in the newspaper.  

b. Call to praise God, to glorify God, and to thank God.  Everyone needs the gospel.  Everyone deserves God’s wrath.  But in regards to you, He has poured out His wrath, instead, on Jesus.  Amen.
