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Highlight – What stands out? 

 
This section is divided into two parts: 

1. Unrighteousness defined (verses 18-23). 
2. Unrighteousness applied (verse 24-32). 

 
 
Let’s look at verses 18-23. 
 

1. What are repeated words and phrases in these verses? 
 
 
 

2. What do we learn about God in this section? 
 
 
 

3. What do we learn about humanity’s condition in these verses? 
 
 

 
 

Let’s look at verses 24-32 
 

1. What are repeated words and phrases in these verses? 
 
 
 
 

2. What do we learn about God in this section? 
 
 
 
 

3. What do we learn about humanity’s condition in these verses? 
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Explain – What does this mean? 

 
Unrighteousness Defined (verses 18-23) 
 

1. Think back to verses 15-17. Paul is defining faith and the righteousness 
of God. What is that definition? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How is unrighteousness defined in verses 18-23? What is the key 
characteristic of unrighteousness? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How many times is “for” mentioned in these verses? How does this 
preposition help advance Paul’s argument about the heart of 
unrighteousness? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Based on these definitions, what are the two paths in this life? How 
does that help level the playing field between Jews and Gentiles? 
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5. Look up the following verses and answer this question: How do these 
passages help explain what Paul is getting at in Romans 1:18-23 

 
 

 
Verses Connection to Romans 1:18-23 
Acts 17:22-29 
 

 

Job 12:7-9 
 

 

Psalm 19:1-6 
 

 

Jeremiah 5:21-22 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Unrighteousness Applied (verses 24-32) 
 

1. There is a progression in Paul’s argument. A key tool in Bible 
interpretation is to always ask what the “therefore is there for.” So look 
at verses 24. What is the first word? Why is it there and what is it 
explaining?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Three times Paul says “God gave them up.” Why does God “give them 
up”? And what are the sins mentioned that lead to this result? Make a 
list and try to put them in categories. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. There is a progression in Paul’s argument. Look at verses 25, 28, and 32. 
What leads to this progression based on these verses? What is the 
heart of their sinful behavior?  
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Apply – How does this change me? 

 
Unrighteousness Defined (verses 18-23) 
 

1. In what ways does unrighteousness lead us to “suppress the truth?”  
 
 
 
 

2. How does creation speak to who God is? What do we learn about him 
in the things that have been made? 
 
 
 
 

3. Think about your life before God saved you, how did you worship 
“created things rather than the creator.” What created things does our 
culture worship today?  

 
 
 
 
Unrighteousness Applied (verses 24-32) 
 
 

1. Based on how Paul progresses his argument, is there a sin listed here 
that is worse than any other sin? Why is God’s wrath poured out on sin 
based on these verses?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. Is there a sin listed that you struggle with or have been freed from? 
How does that change how you view the other sins listed that you do 
not struggle with or have not practiced previously? 
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3. How have Christians misunderstood Paul’s teaching on the sins 
mentioned in these verses? 
 
 
 
 

4. Of these sins mentioned, which ones are we the most comfortable with 
today? Which ones are we least comfortable with? How does Paul 
speak to those sins? 

 
 
 
 

Respond – What’s my next step? 

1. Based on verses 18-23, how would you answer someone who said “I 
can’t be held accountable for my sin. I didn’t know.”? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Is there a person you can encourage with the gospel this week who 
struggles with these sins?  
 
 
 
 

3. How would you answer someone if they said “Christians think 
homosexuality is the worst sin someone can commit”? OR based on 
these verses, how would you respond to someone if they said 
“homosexuality, gossip, or disobedience to parents is not a sin?” 
 
 
 
 

Commentary: Taken from Colin Kruse’s commentary 
on Romans  
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Note to Group Leaders: You also have the F.F. Bruce commentary on 
Romans that you received on Team Night. 
 

1. Primary Focus on the Sins of the Gentile World, 1:18–32 

The first step in Paul’s demonstration that all humanity is exposed to the wrath of God 
because of sin is the assertion that all people are liable to judgment because of their 
idolatry, an assertion that is particularly applicable to the Gentile world (1:18–32). 
However, this is definitely not intended as a criticism of his largely Gentile audience, 
for they are people whom Paul describes as ‘those Gentiles who are called to belong 
to Jesus Christ’, those ‘who are loved by God and called to be his holy people’ (1:6–7), 
and those who ‘are full of goodness, filled with knowledge and competent to instruct 
one another’ (15:14). 

Paul’s devastating critique of the Gentile world in 1:18–32, then, appears to serve a 
rhetorical purpose. Being aware of Jewish criticisms of his gospel being aired in Rome 
(cf. 3:8; 6:1, 15), the apostle begins to engage a hypothetical Jewish opponent for the 
sake of his predominantly Gentile Christian audience. The critique of the Gentile world 
in 1:18–32 is typical of Jewish censure of Gentiles (cf., e.g., Wis 13–14), a critique that his 
hypothetical opponent who takes the high moral ground would readily endorse. 

This sets a trap for the opponent, enabling Paul to take the second step in 
demonstration of the fact that all humanity is exposed to the wrath of God because of 
sin. Thus he goes on immediately to show that all those who take the high moral 
ground, while practicing the very things they condemn in others, are simply storing 
up wrath for themselves on the day of God’s wrath, something he says that applies to 
the Jew first and also the Gentile (2:1–16). 

In the third step, having his hypothetical Jewish opponent particularly in mind, 
Paul insists that possession of the law and circumcision will not provide him with 
immunity from God’s judgment if he does not obey the law and in that way shows 
that he is circumcised in heart as well as in the flesh (2:17–29). 

Finally, Paul shows that there is no compromise of God’s righteousness involved 
when God pronounces judgment upon the Jewish people despite their privilege of 
possessing the ‘the very words of God’ (3:1–20). All peoples, apart from God’s grace in 
Christ, stand exposed to his judgment. By so doing, Paul makes clear to his largely 
Gentile Christian audience in Rome that Jews who criticize his gospel have no right to 
claim the higher moral ground. 

Before turning to the detailed exegesis of 1:18–32, it will be helpful to comment on 
two general matters affecting our approach to the whole. First is the matter of the 
structure of this passage. As has often been noted, there is a threefold repetition of a 
pattern of human rebellion and divine retribution, as may be seen in the following: 

People exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images.… Therefore God gave 
them over in the sinful desires of their hearts. (1:21–24) 

They exchanged the truth of God for a lie.… Because of this, God gave them over 
to shameful lusts. (1:25–26a) 
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Even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the same 
way the men also abandoned natural relations with women.… He [God] gave them 
over to a depraved mind, so that they do what ought not to be done. (1:26b–31) 

Second, there may be an Adamic allusion in 1:18–32. M. D. Hooker (among others) 
suggests this: 

Of Adam it is supremely true that God manifested to him that which can be known 
of him (v. 19); that from the creation onwards, God’s attributes were clearly 
discernible to him in the things which had been made, and that he was thus 
without excuse (v. 20). Adam, above and before all men, knew God, but failed to 
honour him as God, and grew vain in his thinking and allowed his heart to be 
darkened (v. 20). Adam’s fall was the result of his desire to be as God, to attain 
knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 3:5), so that claiming to be wise, he in fact 
became a fool (v. 21). Thus he not only failed to give glory to God but, according to 
rabbinic tradition, himself lost the glory of God which was reflected in his face (v. 
23). In believing the serpent’s lie that his action would not lead to death (Gen. 3:4) 
he turned his back on the truth of God, and he obeyed, and thus gave his allegiance 
to a creature, the serpent, rather than to the Creator (v. 25). Adam, certainly, knew 
God’s dikaiōma [‘righteous requirement’] (cf. Rom. vv. 12–14); by eating the 
forbidden fruit he not only broke that dikaiōma [‘righteous requirement’], but also 
consented with the action of Eve, who had already taken the fruit (v. 32). 

However, caution is needed before adopting this view too quickly, for, as Fitzmyer 
points out, the case is not as strong as it first seems: 

This interpretation reads too much of Genesis into the text. What allusions are 
alleged to be there are to Genesis 1, not to Genesis 2–3. To invoke ‘rabbinic tradition’, 
as does Hooker (‘Adam’, 301), is to invoke literature dating from many centuries 
later than Paul, especially when it comes from the Babylonian Talmud and 
Bereshit Rabbah.… Hooker (ibid.) recognizes, indeed, that the vbs. exapesteilen, ‘he 
sent forth’, and exebalen, ‘he cast out’ (Gen. 3:23–24), are ‘different’ from 
paredōken, ‘he delivered over’ (1:24, 26, 28); but, if so, where is the allusion to 
Genesis? The parallelism between vv. 23, 25, 28 and vv. 24, 26–27, may be there 
(Hooker, ‘A Further Note’), but that still fails to show any influence of ‘the account 
of Adam’s fall in Genesis’ on the Pauline discussion. By way of contrast, see Wis 10:1, 
where Adam is referred to as ‘the first-formed father of the world, when he alone 
had been created’. Yet Paul has nothing that echoes such a reference to Adam , 
even though he otherwise alludes to passages in this part of the Book of Wisdom 
(chaps. 10–19) in his argument. The alleged echoes of the Adam stories in Genesis 
are simply nonexistent. 

a. Humanity’s Rejection of the Revelation of God in Nature, 1:18–23 

1:18–19 The revelation of God’s righteousness through the gospel is needed, Paul 
says, [because] the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the 
godlessness and wickedness of people. The conjunction ‘because’ is omitted in the 
NIV translation, thus obscuring the connection between 1:17 and 1:18 and making it 
difficult for modern readers to recognize that it is humanity’s sinfulness and 
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consequent exposure to the wrath of God that made the revelation of God’s 
righteousness through the gospel necessary. 

When the apostle says the wrath of God is being revealed ‘from heaven’, he may 
be alluding to the Sodom tradition, a tradition developed and persisting in Jewish oral 
culture (and therefore known not only by Paul but also many of the illiterate Christians 
with a synagogue background who heard his letter read). In the Sodom tradition God 
rained down fire and brimstone ‘from heaven’ upon a godless and wicked city. 
Manson offers the following explanation of the nature of God’s wrath: 

The relation of man to God being one of hostility (echthra), the corresponding 
relation of God to man is also described in one word—wrath (orgē). This is not an 
affective condition in God corresponding to what we should call ‘anger’ or ‘rage’. It 
is rather to be defined with Schlatter as the will of God as opposed to evil. But 
though the Anger of God (orgē theou) is not to be regarded as bad temper, we 
must not blind ourselves to the fact that for Paul it was a very serious thing. This 
inflexible resistance of God to evil, his determination to extirpate it in every shape 
or form, means that man’s condition as subject, slave, and instrument of sin is one 
that can only end in calamity for himself. The natural man is travelling as fast as his 
two feet will carry him to perdition (apōleia). 

Our understanding of the revelation of the wrath of God in 1:18 will depend in part 
upon the way we interpret the expression ‘is being revealed’. Paul uses the present 
tense of the verb here, and this has led some interpreters to say that Paul envisages 
God’s wrath being presently poured out. The wrath of God can then be interpreted in 
terms of God’s handing people over to the natural outworking of their sinful behavior 
in the present time, as described in 1:24, 26, and 28. Moo, one who adopts this view, 
quotes Schiller’s famous aphorism: ‘The history of the world is the judgment of the 
world’. 

There are, however, other ways of interpreting the revelation of God’s wrath. Barth 
taught that the revelation of God’s wrath, like the revelation of his righteousness, 
occurs in the preaching of the gospel, which at its heart is the preaching of the cross 
which makes known both the seriousness of sin that calls forth God’s wrath, and the 
abundant grace of God in providing salvation. However, it seems clear that the 
revelation of God’s righteousness in 1:17 is more than the provision of information; it 
mediates God’s power for salvation. If we recognize the parallelism existing between 
the revelations of 1:17 and 1:18, the revelation of God’s wrath will involve more than 
information; it will have concrete expression in history and at the close of the age (1:21–
32; 2:5). 

Another suggestion is that Paul is using the present tense here to depict the 
pouring out of God’s wrath in the future. The following arguments have been 
advanced for this view: (i) The revelation of God’s wrath is said to be ‘from heaven’, and 
where this expression is used elsewhere in Paul’s letters it refers to a future event—
the revelation of Jesus Christ on the Last Day (1 Thess. 4:16; 2 Thess. 1:7); (ii) At the end 
of this passage Paul says that those who are guilty of this wickedness know that they 
‘deserve death’—suggesting that the punishment is still in the future; (iii) in the next 
chapter he speaks explicitly of people storing up wrath for themselves ‘for the day of 
God’s wrath, when his righteous judgment will be revealed’ (2:5). The weakness of this 
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view is that it fails to account for the implied parallelism of the revelations of God’s 
righteousness for salvation and the revelation of his wrath. 

There is another view that seeks to combine both the present and future 
interpretations. For example, Dunn says: ‘God’s final judgment is simply the end of a 
process already in train (cf. particularly 1 Enoch 84.4; 91.7–9)! The clear implication [of 
1:17–18] is that the two heavenly revelations are happening concurrently, as well as 
divine righteousness, so also divine wrath; to take the second apokalyptetai [‘is 
revealed’] as future (Eckstein) destroys the parallel and draws an unnecessary 
distinction between God’s wrath and the divine action in “he handed over” in 
paredōken (vv 24, 26, 28)’. To see the future judgment as the culmination of the 
present revelation of God’s wrath towards human wickedness is an attractive way of 
bringing together the various emphases the apostle makes in regard to the revelation 
of the wrath of God—that which is presently being revealed (1:18), and that which is 
being stored up for the day of wrath (2:5). 

What attracts God’s wrath is the ‘godlessness and wickedness of people’. The 
terms ‘godlessness and wickedness’ denote, on the one hand, lack of reverence for 
the deity (‘godlessness’), and on the other a violation of human rights (‘wickedness’). 
Paul spells out in some detail the nature of the ‘godlessness and wickedness’, which 
he believes will attract God’s wrath (see the commentary on 1:19–32 below). Briefly 
stated, this involves, on the one hand, knowing God but not glorifying him as God nor 
giving thanks to him, becoming futile in one’s thinking and exchanging the glory of 
the immortal God for images of mere creatures, and exchanging the truth of God for 
a lie and worshipping the creature rather than the Creator. On the other hand, it 
involves abandoning natural sexual relations for unnatural ones, practicing every kind 
of wickedness, and not only doing so but also approving the behavior of others who 
do the same while knowing that those who practice such things deserve death. 

The fundamental reason why God’s wrath will be revealed against such people is 
that they suppress the truth by their wickedness. The word translated ‘suppress’ in 
this context may be construed in one of two ways: (i) to mean ‘suppress’ (as in the NIV) 
so that Paul is saying that these people are suppressing or rejecting the truth they 
know; (ii) to mean ‘hold on to’ so that Paul would be saying that the people are holding 
the truth they know, but nevertheless behaving in a way that is entirely inconsistent 
with that claim. The latter translation would be in accord with what Paul later accuses 
his hypothetical dialogue partner of doing (cf. 2:1, 17–24). Baker comments aptly: ‘The 
two possibilities are complementary, not contradictory. If the unsaved possess the 
truth in an unrighteous state, they are actually suppressing it. Likewise, the 
suppression of truth seems to presuppose the possession of it’. 

Paul says that people are culpable since what may be known about God is plain 
to them, because God has made it plain to them. The phrase translated ‘what may be 
known about God’, taken by itself, is ambiguous. It could mean either as ‘what is 
known about God’ (so, e.g., NASB) or ‘what may be known about God’ (so, e.g., NIV). 
The word translated ‘known’ is found only here in Paul’s writings but fourteen times 
elsewhere in the NT, and in every case it refers to something that is known or being 
made known, not something that may be known.22 This would support the translation 
of 1:19a as ‘what is known about God’. The reason why what is known about God ‘is 
plain to them’ is that God himself ‘has made it plain to them’. What the apostle means 
by this is spelled out in 1:20. 
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ADDITIONAL NOTE: THE WRATH OF GOD 

The word translated ‘wrath’ occurs 298 times (in 284 verses) in the LXX, and in 223 of 
these occurrences it refers to the wrath of God (the others refer to human anger). 
References to the wrath of God in the LXX more often denote temporal punishments 
imposed or threatened because of the sins of Israel (most frequently) or the nations 
(less frequently). However, in the prophetic writings there are a significant number of 
references to the pouring out of God’s wrath on the great coming ‘day of the LORD’. In 
the Pauline corpus the word ‘wrath’ occurs twenty-one times (in 19 verses), and of 
these eighteen refer to God’s wrath. Of the references to the wrath of God eleven refer 
to his wrath to be revealed on the Last Day (Rom. 2:5 [2×], 8; 5:9; 9:22 [2×]; 12:19; Eph. 5:6; 
Col 3:6; 1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9), two clearly refer to temporal punishments (Rom. 13:4, 5), three 
are general statements (Rom. 3:5; 4:15; Eph. 2:3), and what the last two denote is not 
immediately clear (Rom. 1:18; 1 Thess. 2:16). Elsewhere in the NT the word ‘wrath’ occurs 
fifteen times (in 15 verses), and of these twelve refer to the wrath of God (the other 
three to human anger). Of those which refer to God’s wrath, nine are references to 
God’s wrath poured out on the Last Day (Matt. 3:7; Luke. 3:7; 21:23; Rev. 6:16, 17; 11:18; 
14:10; 16:19; 19:15), two are temporal expressions of God’s wrath (Heb 3:11; 4:3), and one is 
a reference to God’s wrath abiding upon those who reject his Son (John. 3:36). 

It is evident from these references to God’s wrath in both the LXX and the NT that 
it denotes his personal indignation towards human sinfulness. This is now recognized 
widely by modern interpreters of Paul so that the older liberal view championed by C. 
H. Dodd according to which God’s wrath was reduced to ‘an inevitable process of 
cause and effect in a moral universe’ is generally rejected.25 Byrne says: ‘The sense of 
divine wrath is bound up with the biblical conception of a personal God whose 
dealings with humankind are attended by an intense moral will. The wrath of God 
blazes out when that will, and specifically the love that lies behind it, is thwarted by 
human pride, rebellion, obstinacy or disloyalty’.… 

1:20 In this verse Paul spells out what is known about God, and how God has made 
it known: 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 people are without excuse. Paul’s statement here echoes the 
words of Psalm 19:1–4: 

The heavens declare the glory of God; 
the skies proclaim the work of his hands. 

Day after day they pour forth speech; 
night after night they reveal knowledge. 

They have no speech, they use no words; 
No sound is heard from them. 

Yet their voice goes out into all the earth, 
their words to the ends of the world. 

Paul’s claim that ‘God’s invisible qualities’ are revealed through creation, and that 
people are culpable for their failure to appreciate this, has a parallel in the Wisdom of 
Solomon (believed to have been written by a Hellenistic Jew, probably in Alexandria, 
in the latter part of the first century B.C.): 
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For all people who were ignorant of God were foolish by nature; and they were 
unable from the good things that are seen to know the one who exists, nor did 
they recognize the artisan while paying heed to his works; but they supposed that 
either fire or wind or swift air, or the circle of the stars, or turbulent water, or the 
luminaries of heaven were the gods that rule the world. If through delight in the 
beauty of these things people assumed them to be gods, let them know how 
much better than these is their Lord, for the author of beauty created them. And if 
people were amazed at their power and working, let them perceive from them 
how much more powerful is the one who formed them. For from the greatness 
and beauty of created things comes a corresponding perception of their Creator. 
(13:1–5 NRSV) 

From the earliest Christian centuries the following three steps in Paul’s argument in 
1:20 have been identified: (i) since the creation of the world God’s nature has been 
clearly seen; (ii) it is to be understood through what he has made; and (iii) this is the 
reason humanity is without excuse for its failure to honor God as God. Instead of 
honoring God, Paul goes on to explain, they gave themselves over to idolatry (1:21–23). 

Paul’s reference to God’s ‘invisible qualities’ (lit. ‘his invisible things’) echoes the 
witness of Scripture to God’s invisibility (Exod. 33:19–20; John. 1:18; 6:46; Heb. 11:27), and 
corresponds with his own statements elsewhere (Col. 1:15–16; 1 Tim. 1:17). God’s invisible 
qualities evident through creation are described here as ‘his eternal power and divine 
nature’. God’s ‘eternal power’ is seen in the work of creation, and perhaps this eternal 
power is the aspect of his ‘divine nature’ to which Paul refers. Baker identifies three 
attributes of God implied by this verse: personal, eternal, and dynamic. He adds: ‘The 
fact that God is eternal and powerful was common to Judaism and Greek philosophy. 
But the idea of a personal God, while natural to Judaism, would have been foreign to 
Greek philosophy, which believed in a nonpersonal origin of the universe’. 

The word Paul uses to denote God’s ‘divine nature’ is found only here in the NT and 
only once in the LXX—in Wisdom 18:9: ‘For in secret the holy children of good people 
offered sacrifices, and with one accord agreed to the divine law (lit. ‘the law of the 
deity’)’. It denotes the quality or characteristic(s) pertaining to deity, divinity, divine 
nature, divineness. 

‘God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature’, the apostle explains, 
‘have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made’. The verb 
translated ‘clearly seen’ is found only here in the NT, and eight times in the LXX, of 
which seven places denote seeing with the eyes (Exod. 10:5; Num. 24:2; Deut. 26:15; Jdt. 
6:19; Job. 10:4; 39:26; Bar. 2:16), and only one denotes ‘considering’ with the mind (3 
Macc. 3:11). Being guided by the predominant usage, we should probably recognize 
that Paul intended his audience to conclude that God’s invisible qualities are to be 
understood, in the first instance, by seeing with their eyes what he has created, and 
then by considering its significance. 

Cook notes that there are parallels to Paul’s language in 1:20 in the works of the 
Hellenistic philosophers Ps.-Aristotle, Stobaeus, Themistius, and the Hellenistic Jewish 
historian Josephus. In addition, he cites extensively from the Thesaurus Linguae 
Graecae (TLG) to show how key words used by Paul in 1:20 (‘understood’, ‘seen’, ‘the 
invisible things’, ‘eternal power and deity’) all appear in philosophical contexts, and 
also individually in Hellenistic Jewish authors. He concludes that Paul was willing ‘to 
use tools of the dominant culture, including thoughts about God and philosophical 
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terminology, in order to communicate to the Roman church’, that his ‘argument 
shows his departure from the dominant Hellenistic culture of his time. His 
countercultural condemnation of image worship was a rejection of a norm that united 
the dominant culture’. 

ADDITIONAL NOTE: NATURAL THEOLOGY 

Paul’s statements in 1:19–20 raise the question of natural theology. Did the apostle 
believe that knowledge of God was available to humankind through creation, and, if 
so, in what way? 

Käsemann, while acknowledging an appeal to natural theology in Acts. 14:15–17; 
17:22–29, questions its existence in Paul’s letters: ‘Characteristic of Paul is what he does 
not adopt and the great restraint shown in what he does adopt. In contrast to Acts, for 
example, creation is not an independent doctrine in the authentic Pauline epistles’.… 
Cranfield rejects any notion of natural theology, if by that is meant that people can 
come unaided to a knowledge of God through creation: ‘The result of God’s self-
manifestation in His creation is not a natural knowledge of God on men’s part 
independent of God’s self-revelation in His Word, a valid though limited knowledge, 
but simply the excuselessness of men in their ignorance. A real self-disclosure of God 
has indeed taken place and is always occurring, and men ought to have recognized, 
but in fact have not recognized, Him.… Barrett is surely correct over against a great 
many interpretations of this passage when he declares: “it is not Paul’s intention” in 
these verses “to establish a natural theology; nor does he create one unintentionally” ’. 

Other scholars espouse more positive approaches to the matter, albeit with various 
qualifications. Young lists three different approaches: (i) a knowledge of God available 
to human beings by the application of reason to the evidence available in creation; (ii) 
a direct revelation from God to every person through creation; (iii) a vague awareness 
of God shared by all by virtue of their very existence in the world he created. Having 
scanned ‘Paul’s symbolic world’ (Greco-Roman and Jewish literature) to locate 
influences that might have affected the apostle’s understanding of these things, 
Young concludes that the texts surveyed reflect the fact that human beings 
confronted with God’s creation have an ‘unthematic awareness’ of the Creator. He 
defines this ‘unthematic awareness’ as: 

A passive and spontaneous mental activity based on observation. It is not a 
deliberate rational process. When one is thrown into a den of lions, there is an 
immediate awareness that this is a dangerous situation from which one must 
escape. In a similar way when one is ‘thrown’ into the created world, one becomes 
aware of his or her creaturely finitude, and, as Wolfhart Pannenberg says, becomes 
aware of “a vague sense of infinitude”. The human mind perceives that whatever 
lies beyond must be the Creator, who alone should be worshipped. 

Other scholars adopt a similar attitude, though they do not articulate it as clearly as 
Young does. Wright says: ‘Paul clearly does believe that when humans look at creation 
they are aware, at some level, of the power and divinity of the creator’ (italics added). 
Schreiner says: ‘God has stitched into the fabric of the human mind his existence and 
power, so that they are instinctively recognized when one views the created world’ 
(italics added). 
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Then there are scholars who argue that Paul believed that some knowledge of God 
is discernible through creation when people engage in rational contemplation. 
Fitzmyer says: ‘Although God cannot be seen with human senses, he is perceived in 
his works by the human mind.… In the contemplation of the created world and in 
reflection on it, a human being perceives the great “Unseen” behind it all—the 
omnipotence and divine character of its Maker’ (italics added)’. Dunn’s approach is 
similar: ‘It is scarcely possible that Paul did not intend his audience to think in terms 
of some kind of rational perception of the fuller reality in and behind the created 
cosmos’ (italics added). 

There are others who argue against this view. So, for example, Schreiner: ‘Neither 
is Paul suggesting that knowledge of God’s existence and power is the result of careful 
deduction and reasoning, so that the text can be used to encourage sophisticated 
rational argumentation as an apologetic for God’s existence.… Instead, this knowledge 
of God is a reality for all people, not simply for those who possess unusually logical 
minds. They come to a knowledge of God through the created world because “God 
made it manifest to them” ’. 

The majority of scholars, even those who discern a ‘natural theology’ of some sort 
in 1:19–20, emphasize that it was not Paul’s purpose to provide one, nor that he thought 
such knowledge would be saving, but rather they insist that he employed it to 
highlight human culpability—that human beings ‘are without excuse’.45 

1:21 People’s godlessness is an affront to God, for although they knew God, they 
neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him. This statement may imply 
temporality—the knowing preceding the failure to glorify God or give thanks to him 
(i.e., rendering the text: ‘when they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor 
gave thanks’). If so, Johnson’s comment would be appropriate: ‘The apostle is writing 
of historical events and interpreting the story of man after the fall. The result is that 
the words provide the reader with an interesting insight into the biblical 
interpretation of the spiritual history of man’.47 However, if a verbal aspect approach is 
adopted to the tenses in the whole section (1:18–21), it becomes a passage made up of 
timeless statements—‘the present-tense verbs setting the stage and providing the 
conclusion and the aorist verbs specifying the details’. 

Paul’s reference to the fact that people ‘knew God’ raises the question of his 
understanding of the nature of that knowledge. As suggested in ‘Additional Note: 
Natural Theology’ above, this knowledge was discernible through creation, probably 
intuitively, and perhaps also as a result of contemplation of the created order. Such 
knowledge was clearly limited—it was not saving, and, as far as Paul was concerned, 
rendered humanity ‘without excuse’. 

Paul emphasizes two aspects of human sinfulness that render people ‘without 
excuse’: the failure to glorify God and to give him thanks. Neither of these fundamental 
responses is forthcoming from those who suppress the truth by their wickedness.50 
Instead, Paul says, their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were 
darkened. When the apostle asserts that their thinking became futile’, he appears to 
be alluding to Psalm 94:11 (LXX 93:11): ‘The LORD knows all human plans; he knows that 
they are futile’, a text he cites in 1 Corinthians 3:20 (‘The Lord knows that the thoughts 
of the wise are futile’). What this entails is spelled out in 1:22–23. 

1:22–23 Paul describes the outcome of their futile thinking: although they claimed 
to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 
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images made to look like a mortal human being and birds and animals and reptiles . 
Some scholars see in Paul’s reference to people claiming to be wise but becoming 
fools an allusion to Genesis 3:1–7, where the primeval pair accepted the serpent’s false 
promise and disobeyed God, expecting to gain wisdom, but in fact descended into 
folly. However, Fitzmyer may be closer to the mark when he says: ‘Paul echoes Ps 
106:20, “they exchanged their glory for the image of a grass-eating bullock”, which 
alludes to the worship of the golden calf at Sinai (Exod 32:1–34). This rather clear 
allusion to the golden calf makes highly unlikely an implicit allusion to the Adam 
narratives’. 

In any case there is a tragic irony here: ‘the glory of the immortal God’ is exchanged 
for mere ‘images made to look like a human being’. The prophet Isaiah parodies the 
folly of those who do these things: ‘The carpenter measures with a line and makes an 
outline with a marker; he roughs it out with chisels and marks it with compasses. He 
shapes it in human form, human form in all its glory, that it may dwell in a shrine’ (Isa 
44:13). Ambrosiaster is more scathing: 

So blinded were their hearts that they altered the majesty of the invisible God, 
which they knew from the things which he had made, not into men but, what is 
worse and is an inexcusable offense, into the image of men, so that the form of a 
corruptible man was called a God by them, i.e., a depiction of a man. Moreover, they 
did not dare honor living people with this name but elevated the images of dead 
men to the glory of God! What great idiocy, what great stupidity, in that they knew 
they were calling them to their damnation, among whom an image was more 
powerful than the truth, and the dead were mightier than the living! Turning away 
from the living God they preferred dead men, among whose number they found 
themselves. 

More ridiculous than exchanging ‘the glory of the immortal God for images made to 
look like a mortal human being’ is to exchange his glory for the images of ‘birds and 
animals and reptiles’. Human beings do reflect the glory of God being created in his 
image (Gen. 1:26–27), even though that image is tarnished by sin, but the same cannot 
be said for birds, animals, and reptiles. In referring to the images of ‘birds and animals 
and reptiles’, Paul may be alluding to Psalm 106:20 (LXX 105:20), where Israel’s folly in 
the matter of the golden calf (cf. Exod 32:1–6) is described: ‘They exchanged their 
glorious God for an image of a bull, which eats grass’. Paul could also be alluding to 
Deuteronomy 4:15–18: 

You saw no form of any kind the day the LORD spoke to you at Horeb out of the fire. 
Therefore watch yourselves very carefully, so that you do not become corrupt and 
make for yourselves an idol, an image of any shape, whether formed like a man or 
a woman, or like any animal on earth or any bird that flies in the air, or like any 
creature that moves along the ground or any fish in the waters below. 

Ambrosiaster castigates those who worship images of men and animals: 

They so diminished the majesty and glory of God that they gave the title of ‘god’ to 
the images of things which were small and tiny. For the Babylonians were the first 
to deify a notion of Bel, who was portrayed as a dead man, who supposedly had 
once been one of their kings. They also worshiped the dragon serpent, which 
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Daniel the man of God killed and of which they had an image. The Egyptians also 
worshiped a quadruped which they called Apis and which was in the form of a bull. 
Jeroboam copied this evil by setting up calves in Samaria, to which the Jews were 
expected to offer sacrifices.… By doing this, those who knew the invisible God did 
not honor him. 

b. The Divine Reaction to Human Rejection, 1:24–32 

1:24–25 Because people chose to turn away from worshipping God, he gave them 
over to become slaves to their sin. In 1:24–32 Paul says three times that God gave 
people over to captivity: captivity to their sinful desires, shameful lusts, and depraved 
minds (1:24, 26, 28). In the first of his three references to people being handed over to 
captivity because they chose to turn away from God, Paul says: Therefore God gave 
them over in the sinful desires of their hearts. Handing people over in the bondage of 
their sinful desires is God’s response to their refusal to honor him or give him thanks 
and exchanging the glory of the immortal God for images. The word the apostle uses 
when saying God ‘gave over’ to captivity those who turned away from him is used 
extensively in the LXX when God is said to hand people over to their enemies or to 
deliver people’s enemies into their hands (cf., e.g., Gen. 14:20; Exod. 23:31; Lev. 26:25; 
Num. 21:34; Deut. 1:27; 21:10; Josh. 7:7; Judg. 13:1; 1 Sam. 14:10; 1 Kgs. 8:46; 2 Chr. 13:16; Isa. 
19:4; 36:15; Jer. 21:10; Ezek. 11:9). In the NT the word is likewise used of people being given 
into the hands of other powers (cf., e.g., Matt. 5:25; 10:17; 17:22; 24:9; Mark. 14:41; Luke. 
20:20; Acts. 3:13; 1 Cor. 5:5; 2 Cor. 4:11; 1 Tim. 1:20). Here in 1:24–32 Paul implies that more 
is involved than the natural outworking of people’s choices when they turn away from 
God. God himself consigns them to captivity in their sins. As repeatedly indicated in 
both the OT and the NT, God effects his judgments in conjunction with human 
choices, but never simply dependent upon those choices. Contrary to what some of 
the early church fathers wrote, this handing over is not equivalent to passive 
abandonment, but involves an active consignment on God’s part.61 The nature of this 
captivity to which God consigns people Paul first describes as bondage to sexual 
impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. What this involves is 
spelled out in 1:26–27—see commentary on those verses below. 

The apostle explains again (cf. 1:23) that those whom God handed over to this 
captivity were the people who exchanged the truth about God for a lie, and 
worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. 
Amen. There may be an allusion here to Genesis 3, where Adam and Eve believed the 
lie of the serpent instead of the truth of God and in effect worshipped the creature 
(the serpent) instead of the Creator (God). If this is the case, while Paul may not have 
been intentionally describing the sin of Adam and Eve, he saw in Genesis 1–3 
something that aptly depicted the state of the Gentile world of his own day. 
Chrysostom comments: ‘Look how strong his condemnation is, for he does not say 
merely that they served the creature but that they did so more than the creator, 
thereby giving fresh force to the charge against them and removing any plea for 
mitigation’. It is noteworthy that in 1 Thessalonians 1:9 Paul describes people’s 
response to the gospel in opposite terms: ‘you turned to God from idols to serve the 
living and true God’. 

Paul describes the Creator as the one ‘who is forever praised’ (lit. ‘blessed forever’) 
an expression he uses elsewhere (9:5; 2 Cor. 11:31). In 2 Corinthians 1:3; Ephesians 1:3 he 
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extols God with the words, ‘Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’. 
Both these expressions reflect typical Jewish/biblical ways of referring to God. 

1:26 In 1:24–25 Paul said that those who exchanged the truth of God for a lie were 
handed over by God to their sinful desires … to the degrading of their bodies. In 1:26 
Paul reiterates this when he says, Because of this, God gave them over to shameful 
lusts, explaining that even their women exchanged natural relations for unnatural 
ones. When people exchanged the truth of God for a lie, God in turn ‘gave them over’ 
to a further exchange, that of ‘natural relations’ for ‘unnatural ones’. The word 
translated ‘relations’ here (chrēsis), although found only in 1:26–27 in the NT, was used 
frequently in extrabiblical literature to denote sexual intercourse. We are assisted in 
understanding what Paul meant by ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ in this context by 
observing the occurrences of the ‘nature/natural’ (physis/physikos) word group 
elsewhere in the Pauline corpus. It can connote what people are by birth or character: 

We who are Jews by birth (physei, lit. ‘by nature’) and not sinful Gentiles. (Gal. 2:15) 

All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our flesh and 
following its desires and thoughts. Like the rest, we were by nature (physei) 
deserving of wrath. (Eph 2:3) 

In other places it connotes the natural order of things: 

For if God did not spare the natural (kata physin) branches, he will not spare you 
either.… After all, if you were cut out of an olive tree that is wild by nature (kata 
physin), and contrary to nature (para physin) were grafted into a cultivated olive 
tree, how much more readily will these, the natural (kata physin) branches, be 
grafted into their own olive tree! (Rom 11:21, 24) 

Does not the very nature of things (hē physis autē, lit. ‘nature itself’) teach you that 
if a man has long hair, it is a disgrace to him. (1 Cor. 11:14) 

Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those who by nature 
(physei) are not gods. (Gal. 4:8) 

In 1:26 Paul uses physis/physikos to denote natural and unnatural relations, that is, 
those consistent with human nature (kata physin) or contrary to human nature (para 
physin), a usage consistent with what is found in both Greek and Jewish literature. For 
example, Plato condemns pederasty and marriage between men as ‘contrary to 
nature’;67 T. Naph. 3:4–5 charges people: ‘Do not become like Sodom, which departed 
from the order of nature’; Philo combines the Greek notion of things contrary to nature 
with the Jewish idea of things contrary to law, and regards sexual aberrations as 
violations of ‘the law of nature’ (Abr. 135–136); Josephus speaks of women’s 
menstruation and the union of a man and wife as ‘according to nature’ (Ag. Ap. 2.199), 
while he describes sodomy as ‘unnatural’ (Ag. Ap. 2.275); Seneca condemned 
homosexual exploitation (Ep. 47.7–8), and Plutarch regarded homosexual practice as 
‘contrary to nature’ (The Dialogue on Love 751c-e; 752b-c). The early church fathers 
interpreted Paul’s statement in 1:26 that their ‘women [lit. ‘females’]69 exchanged 
natural relations for unnatural ones’ as female homosexual practice. For example, 
Ambrosiaster says: ‘Paul tells us that these things came about, that a woman should 
lust after another woman, because God was angry at the human race because of its 
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idolatry’, and Chrysostom maintains: ‘But when God abandons a person to his own 
devices, then everything is turned upside down. Thus not only was their doctrine 
satanic, but their life was too.… How disgraceful it is when even the women sought 
after these things, when they ought to have a greater sense of shame than men have’. 

Paul’s statement in 1:26 has generally been assumed to be a reference to female 
homosexuality, an assumption based on the following verse (1:27), which says that the 
men ‘in the same way’ abandoned natural relations with women, being inflamed with 
lust for one another. However, Miller argues that while there are a few references to 
female homosexuality in ancient literature, there are frequent references to unnatural 
heterosexual intercourse involving women who accepted oral or anal penetration 
instead of normal sexual intercourse. This they did sometimes to avoid disturbing a 
pregnancy and at other times as a means of contraception. When women accept anal 
or oral penetration, they are adopting practices similar to those of male homosexuals, 
hence Paul can begin 1:27, ‘in the same way the men’.… Fitzmyer rejects the view, 
saying: ‘Only modern eisegesis could read these words of Paul and understand them 
as referring to female contraception’. Jewett concurs: ‘In the light of these parallels, it 
is clear that Paul has in mind female homoeroticism in this verse, rather than women’s 
engaging in oral or anal intercourse with males, or heterosexual women committing 
homoerotic acts. There is a strikingly egalitarian note in Paul’s treating same-sex 
intercourse among females as an issue in its own right and holding women to the 
same level of accountability as men. It is nevertheless clear that Paul’s choice and 
description of the lesbian example reflect confidence that his audience, shaped by a 
similar philosophical and religious heritage, “will share his negative judgment” ’. 

1:27 Adding to his statement about women exchanging natural relations for 
unnatural relations, Paul says: In the same way the men also abandoned natural 
relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. The expression ‘in 
the same way’ indicates that male homosexual practice is intended here just as 
female homosexual practice was intended in 1:26. Jewett comments: 

Paul turns next to the example of male homoeroticism, the weaker case in his 
cultural setting because of its positive evaluation by some Greco-Roman writers 
and its popularisation among the Roman ruling class, including Emperor Nero. 
This weakness is treated rhetorically by presenting male perversion as similar to 
the more disreputable female perversion.… The link between the two sentences 
clarifies that both male and female homoeroticism are seen as evidence of the 
same pathē atimias (‘passions of dishonor’).… The rest of v. 27 continues the 
rhetorical effort to buttress the case about the despicable quality of homosexuality. 
To be ‘inflamed with their lust for one another’ … is rare and derogatory language 
in the NT, but heat and flame are typically associated with sexual passion in Greco-
Roman sources. 

‘Natural relations with women’ were abandoned as men became ‘inflamed with lust 
for one another’. This is made even more explicit when Paul adds: Men committed 
shameful acts with other men. ‘Shameful acts’ refers to behavior that elicits disgrace. 
Paul does not spell out the nature of these ‘shameful acts’, but noncoital intercourse 
is surely implied. However, he does spell out the consequences of the ‘shameful acts’: 
the men received in themselves the due penalty for their error. They were handed 
over (by God) to the tyranny of their own lusts as a due ‘penalty’ for their ‘perversion’. 
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The word translated ‘error’ carries the idea of ‘a thoroughly serious going astray 
from the truth in thought and/or in conduct’. Throughout Scripture homosexual 
practice is universally condemned as ‘a serious going astray’ (see ‘Additional Note: The 
Nature of Homosexual Practice Condemned by Paul’, 109–15). The apostle emphasizes 
that the penalty for people practicing this perversion was received ‘in themselves’: 
God handed them over to the tyranny of their sinful practices and the outworking of 
those in the baleful effects upon individuals and in their relationships with one 
another. 

Jewett, who recognizes that Paul condemns all forms of homosexual activity, 
suggests that the apostle included this in his letter to the Romans in order to 
encourage slaves who were being sexually exploited by their masters: 

While the Jewish background of Paul’s heterosexual preference has been 
frequently cited as decisive by previous researchers, little attention has been given 
to the correlation between homosexuality and slavery. The right of masters to 
demand sexual services from slaves and freedmen is an important factor in 
grasping the impact of Paul’s rhetoric, because slavery was so prominent a feature 
of the social background of most of Paul’s audience in Rome.… I suggest that Paul’s 
rhetoric may provide entrée into the similarly unhappy experience of Christian 
slaves and former slaves who had experienced and resented sexual exploitation, 
both for themselves and for their children, in a culture marked by aggressive 
bisexuality.… For those members of the Roman congregation still subject to sexual 
exploitation by slave owners or former slave owners who are now functioning as 
patrons, the moral condemnation of same-sex and extra-marital relations of all 
kinds would confirm the damnation of their exploiters and thus raise the status of 
the exploited above that of helpless victims with no prospect of retribution. 

1:28 Paul speaks now for a third time (cf. 1:24, 26) of God handing people over to 
experience the tyranny of their own sinful behavior: Furthermore, just as they did not 
think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, so God gave them over to a 
depraved mind, so that they do what ought not to be done. Once again Paul says that 
God ‘gave them over’ to the bondage of sin, this time to a depraved mind, because 
they rejected the knowledge of God made available to them through creation (cf. 1:21–
24, 24–27). Paul makes a play on words here. He says that since people did not think it 
worthwhile to acknowledge God, he gave them over into the tyranny of a mind that 
was not worthwhile/depraved, a mind that Cranfield describes as ‘so debilitated and 
corrupted as to be a quite untrustworthy guide in moral decisions’.85 As a result of their 
refusal to retain the knowledge of God, God gave them up and they proceeded to do 
‘what ought not to be done’ (lit. ‘things that are not proper or fitting’). What these 
things are Paul describes in 1:29–31. 

1:29–31 Paul describes here what he means by things that ‘ought not to be done’. 
First he expresses it in general terms: They have become filled with every kind of 
wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. Then he describes these things in more detail: 
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 have no understanding, no fidelity, no love, no mercy. Most 
of these descriptors are self-explanatory. Some call for extra comment. Commenting 
on ‘gossips’ and ‘slanderers’, Cranfield says: ‘Both words denote people who go about 
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to destroy other people’s reputations by misrepresentation’. He distinguishes the 
gossip from the slanderer: ‘the former denoted specifically one who whispers his 
slanders in his listener’s ear, whereas the latter means a slanderer quite generally, 
irrespective of whether he whispers his calumnies or proclaims them from the house-
tops’, adding that the one who whispers slander ‘is, of course, the more vicious and 
dangerous kind, inasmuch as he is one against whom there is virtually no human 
defense’. 

The word translated ‘God haters’ was used in earlier times only in the passive voice 
to mean ‘god-detested’ or ‘god-forsaken’. However, in this context it is better 
translated as ‘God-hater (the cognate noun, meaning ‘hatred/enmity toward God’, is 
found in 1 Clem. 35:5). 

The word translated ‘insolent’ (lit. ‘insolent persons’) is found elsewhere in the NT 
only in 1 Timothy 1:13, where Paul says: ‘I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and 
a violent man’ (italics added). The apostle uses the cognate verb in 1 Thessalonians 2:2: 
‘We had previously suffered and been treated outrageously in Philippi’ (italics added). 
Cranfield says: ‘It is best understood here as signifying the man who, in his confidence 
in his own superior power, wealth, social status, physical strength, intellectual or other 
ability, treats his fellow men with insolent contemptuousness and thereby affronts the 
majesty of God’. 

Jewett notes that those who disobeyed their parents were ‘perceived by ancient 
Jews and Romans as profoundly dangerous. Deut 21:18–21 prescribed the death 
penalty for children who are disobedient to their mothers and fathers. While there are 
no indications that this law was enforced among Jews of the first century, there was 
frequent stress “on the honour and respect due to parents”. Roman law was even 
more severe, as Seneca the Elder reminded his audience of the ancient practice: 
“Remember, fathers expected absolute obedience from their children and could 
punish recalcitrant children even with death”.… Such authority was still an important 
factor in Roman family and political life in the first century’. The word translated 
‘faithless’ means reneging on one’s word, or possibly breaking a formal agreement, 
thus ‘covenant breaking’. 

Commenting on the last four elements in Paul’s list of vices, ‘they have no 
understanding, no fidelity, no love, no mercy’, Jewett says: ‘The rhetorical highpoint of 
the 21 vices and evil persons comes with four rhyming words that begin with the alpha 
negative, translated here as “without”. The impression is that under the pervasiveness 
of the “unfit mind”, the whole world is lacking in four of the attributes viewed as 
essential for humanity by Greco-Romans and Jewish thinkers.… The pithy translation 
of the NJB captures the matter with appropriate rhetorical force: “without brains, 
honor, love or pity” ’. 

1:32 In this final verse of the section 1:18–32, Paul takes his description of the sin of 
humanity one step further, heightening people’s culpability: 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. Paul 
uses the expression ‘righteous decree/requirement’ again in 2:26 in relation to the 
Gentile world when he asks: ‘If those who are not circumcised keep the law’s 
requirements, will they not be regarded as though they were circumcised?’ (italics 
added) and in 8:4, where he says that the purpose of Christ’s death was ‘that the 
righteous requirement of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according 
to the flesh but according to the Spirit’ (italics added). It is significant that in these two 
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other cases it is the requirements of the law that Paul speaks of—something which 
was known only by Jews, whereas here in 1:32 he speaks of ‘God’s righteous decree’—
something known to Gentiles as well. What he means by the latter is explained further 
in 2:14–15: ‘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. They show that the requirements of the law [lit. ‘the work of the law’] are written 
on their hearts’ (see the commentary on this text below). 

The apostle says that not only do people know God’s ‘righteous decree’; they also 
know that those who ignore or reject it ‘deserve death’. The term ‘deserving of death’ 
elsewhere in the NT refers to capital punishment (Luke. 23:15; Acts. 23:29; 25:11, 25; 26:31). 
While some of the offenses listed by Paul here did attract the death penalty under 
Roman and Jewish law (e.g., murder, disobedience to parents), clearly not all of them 
did. Dunn suggests that Paul was alluding to the Genesis 2–3 narrative of Adam’s 
rebellion and the penalty attached (‘you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will certainly die’), where death denotes 
Adam’s ‘standing under the primeval sentence of death’ (Gen. 2:16). In the context of 
Romans 1–2, where Paul says ‘the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against 
all the godlessness and wickedness of people’ (1:18) and ‘because of your stubbornness 
and your unrepentant heart, you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of 
God’s wrath’ (2:5), ‘deserving death’ could well refer to the final condemnation of the 
wicked. 

Paul heightens people’s culpability when he adds: ‘they not only continue to do 
these very things but also approve of those who practice them’. This would appear to 
be the ultimate act of rejecting what they know of God. They not only do what they 
know is wrong, but they encourage others to do so by their approval. In so doing they 
usurp God’s prerogative of defining good and evil, denying that what he says is evil is 
in fact evil. Ambrosiaster comments: 

Those who knew by the law of nature that God requires righteousness realized that 
these things were displeasing to God, but they did not want to think about it, 
because those who do such things are worthy of death, and not only those who do 
them but those who allow them to be done, for consent is participation. Their 
wickedness is double, for those who do such things but prevent others are not so 
bad, because they realize that these things are evil and do not justify them. But the 
worst people are those who do these things and approve of others doing them as 
well, not fearing God but desiring the increase of evil. They do not seek to justify 
them either, but in their case it is because they want to persuade people that there 
is nothing wrong in doing them. 

Paul’s depiction of the sin of the Gentiles is reminiscent of Jewish polemic (cf., e.g., 
Wisdom 13–14), and those with any Jewish background would recognize this depiction 
of the Gentile world and assent to the view that it was guilty of the sins of idolatry and 
immorality and therefore liable to judgment. But in the next chapter Paul will address 
a hypothetical dialogue partner who takes the high moral ground, in particular the 
Jewish person, and insist that he too will be liable to judgment if, despite his Jewish 
privileges, he is guilty of similar practices. All this the apostle demonstrates for the 
benefit of his largely Gentile Christian audience, providing them with an exposition of 
the gospel and mounting his defense against its Jewish detractors. 
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ADDITIONAL NOTE: THE NATURE OF THE HOMOSEXUAL PRACTICE CONDEMNED 
BY PAUL 

Paul’s references to homosexual practice have given rise to widely differing opinions 
concerning exactly what it was he condemned. Did he condemn all forms of 
homosexual practice or only certain expressions of it? Crucial to this discussion is what 
he meant by ‘nature’ (physis) in this context, and in particular what he understood to 
be ‘contrary to nature’ (para physin). 

In Greek literature physis denotes ‘natural condition, quality or state’. Thus Aristotle 
can say that ‘Man is, by virtue of his natural make-up, “a political creature” ’. In the LXX 
physis is found in Wisdom (e.g., 13:1: ‘For all people who were ignorant of God were 
foolish by nature [physei]’; 19:20: ‘Fire even in water retained its normal power, and 
water forgot its fire-quenching nature [physeōs]’) and 3 and 4 Maccabees (e.g., 4 Macc 
5:8–9: ‘When nature [dia … physeōs] has granted it to us, why should you abhor eating 
the very excellent meat of this animal? It is senseless not to enjoy delicious things that 
are not shameful, and wrong to spurn the gifts of nature [ta tēs physeōs charitas]’) 
where it denotes what people and things are by nature. For Philo physis denotes ‘the 
work of God’, the created world, including the nature of human beings themselves. 
For Josephus physis denotes the condition of animals and humans, the natural 
qualities of living things and places, the regular order of nature and the whole created 
world. 

Physis is found nine times in the Pauline letters. In 2:14, 17 it is used to describe 
Gentiles who by nature (ek physeōs) do not have the law and who by nature (ek 
physeōs) are uncircumcised. In Romans 11:21, 24 it is used to denote the natural 
branches (tōn kata physin kladōn) of a cultivated olive tree as distinct from branches 
that contrary to nature (para physin) are grafted into a cultivated live tree. In Galatians 
2:15 the apostle speaks of ‘we who are Jews by birth’ (physei), and in Galatians 4:8 he 
speaks of ‘those who by nature (physei) are not gods’. In Ephesians he describes both 
himself and his audience as those who were, prior to their conversion, ‘by nature 
(physei) deserving of wrath’. 

What Paul means by ‘contrary to nature’ (para physin) is the subject of different 
interpretations. Some argue for a restricted meaning of ‘contrary to nature’, 
interpreting it as ‘what is contrary to my personal nature’. Those who adopt such a 
meaning are then able to deny that all homosexual relations are ‘contrary to nature’, 
claiming that it only applies to heterosexuals who act like homosexuals and are thus 
guilty of perversion. They deny that it applies to those believed to be born as 
homosexuals (inverts). Loughlin argues that what Paul says does not apply to 
homosexuality in the modern sense but to what was regarded as shameful in his own 
day, that is, to males adopting a passive position (being penetrated like a female) or a 
female adopting the active rather than the passive position in the sexual act. However, 
there is nothing in either the OT or the Pauline letters to suggest that Paul approved 
homosexual relations of any type, or that he distinguished perverts from inverts. 

Others argue that what Paul considered ‘contrary to nature’ was pederasty, that is, 
adult male sexual exploitation of boys. However, such a view fails to account for the 
fact that Paul condemns sexual relations between male and male (in parallel to sexual 
relations between female and female), not between men and boys. De Young 
comments: ‘The terms “toward one another”, “men with men”, “in themselves” and 
“their error” all argue for adult reciprocal mutuality and mutual culpability, which 
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would not characterize pederasty. As the error is mutual, so is the recompense. The 
idea of “exchanged … abandoned the natural function” suggests that adult sexual 
relations are intended’.105 Smith, after reviewing the evidence for the nature of ancient 
pederasty, nonpederastic homosexual practices, and female homosexuality, 
concludes (contra the views of John Boswell [Christianity, Social Tolerance, and 
Homosexuality] and Robin Scroggs [The New Testament and Homosexuality]: ‘Paul 
probably did know at least several different types of homosexual practices among 
both men and women. He used general language in Rom. 1 because he intended his 
proscription to apply in a general way to all homosexual behavior, as he understood 
it’. 

Balch suggests that Paul was critical of unbridled eros which, being insatiable, is 
‘contrary to nature’, and that he was possibly criticizing homosexual activity that was 
insatiable and therefore shameful, and not same-sex relations per se. However, he 
does allow that the apostle may have assumed that all homosexual activity was itself 
shameful and ‘contrary to nature’. 

Phipps relativizes Paul’s condemnation of homosexual activity in 1:26–27 by 
treating it as descriptive of the sexism of his culture, arguing that we should turn to 
12:10, 16 to discover what the apostle saw as prescriptive for sexual ethics—that people 
should love one another and live in harmony. Others are prepared to recognize that 
Paul condemned all homosexual activity as he knew of it in his day, but argue that he 
did not know about homosexual orientation as it is understood by some today,109 and 
for this reason his modern readers need not accept his views. Davies acknowledges 
that Romans 1:26–27 ‘unambiguously condemns homosexual practice, including both 
passive and active participants and female as well as male practitioners’, but regards 
Paul’s condemnation of homosexual practice as ‘an anomalous emotional blind spot 
in an otherwise radical transformation of tradition’.111 

The majority of modern interpreters of Paul, however, agree that the plain 
language of 1:26–27 involves condemnation of all homosexual practice. Fitzmyer, 
citing Hays, argues that those who deny that Paul saw homosexual practice as morally 
reprehensible ignore ‘ “the plain sense of the text, which places its explicit reference” 
to homosexual activity “in direct parallelism with the ‘base mind and improper 
conduct’ which the vice list of 1:29–31 elaborates” ’. Fitzmyer himself draws attention 
to T. Naph. 3:2–4, whose reference to deviant homosexual conduct as contrary to the 
order of creation, he says, underlies Paul’s thinking: 

The sun, moon, and stars do not change their order; so you must not change the 
law of God by the disorder of your deeds. Gentiles, in going astray and forsaking 
the Lord, have changed their order and gone after stones and wooden objects, led 
away by spirits of error. But not so (will) you (be), my children. You have recognized 
in the heaven’s vault, in the earth, in the sea, and in all created things the Lord who 
made them all, so that you should not become like Sodom, which changed the 
order of its nature. 

Malick rejects the view that Paul did not regard homosexuality as a sin in itself, but 
as a punishment for sin, that is, idolatry, noting that ‘each person need not be an 
idolater for this passage to have relevance to him. Also, all idolaters need not 
experience this particular form of judgment; many other consequences are listed in 
verses 28–30’. Malick concludes his study of 1:26–27 as follows: 
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A contextual and exegetical examination of Romans 1:26–27 reveals that attempts 
by some contemporary writers to do away with Paul’s prohibitions against 
present-day same-sex relations are false. Paul did not impose Jewish customs and 
rules on his audience; instead he addressed same-sex relations from the 
transcultural perspective of God’s created order. Nor was homosexuality simply a 
sin practiced by idolaters in Paul’s day; it was a distorting consequence of the fall 
of the human race in the Garden of Eden. Neither did Paul describe homosexual 
acts by heterosexuals. Instead he wrote that homosexual activity was an exchange 
of the created order (heterosexuality) for a talionic perversion (homosexuality), 
which is never presented in Scripture as an acceptable norm for sexuality. Also, 
Hellenistic pederasty does not fully account for the terms and logic of Romans 1:26–
27, which refers to adult-adult mutuality. Therefore it is clear that in Romans 1:26–
27 Paul condemned homosexuality as a perversion of God’s design for human 
sexual relations. 

By way of conclusion we may cite De Young’s succinct summary of the evidence 
for homosexual practice in the ancient world and Jewish and Christian attitudes 
towards it: 

Homosexuality seems to have existed more widely among the ancient Greeks than 
among any other people. The predominant form was pederasty.… Examples of 
lesbianism as well as male adult-adult homosexuality are found. The Greeks 
recognized the difference between what is natural and unnatural (cf. Plato, Laws 
636a–c; 836a–c; 838; 841d–e). Greek religion gave significant support to 
homosexuality.… Philo and Josephus condemned homosexuality in general, not 
only pederasty, in the strongest terms.… Seneca condemns homosexual 
exploitation (Moral Epistles 47.7–8) that forces an adult slave to dress, be beardless, 
and behave as a woman.… Other evidence of the prevalence and form of 
homosexuality during Paul’s day comes from Roman legislation. As early as 226 B.C. 
the Lex Scantinia penalized homosexual practices. Cicero refers to subsequent 
application of it in 50 B.C., and other references are made to it by Suetonius (applied 
under Domition), Juvenal and others (including Tertullian). The Lex Julia de 
adulteris coercendis (about 17 B.C.), initially concerned with sexual offenses against 
a virgin or widow (stuprum), came to be applied to sexual acts committed with 
boys (third century) and then to homosexual acts between adults (fourth century). 
Justinian’s Codex (sixth century) applied Lex Julia to homosexuality further and set 
the legal tradition in western civilization. Another evidence of homosexuality 
comes from the poets, satirists and historians of the day. Juvenal and Martial wrote 
of formal marriage unions of homosexuals. Historians and others viewed the 
second century B.C. as the turning point in Roman history. With military conquests 
achieved, Rome underwent ‘a moral crisis from which she never recovered’. It 
came about from the direct influx into Rome of ‘Asiatic luxury and Greek manners’ 
that included homosexuality and other debauchery.… Throughout Scripture, adult 
homosexuality is assumed. This is apparent in the record of Sodom (Genesis 19: 
‘men’ of the city desired ‘men’), Gibeah (Judges 19), and other condemnations of 
sodomy (Deut 23:17–18; Lev 18:22; 20:13). This is the case with the intertestamental 
literature also. Only in T. Levi 17:11 is pederasty specifically cited. Throughout 
Scripture the condemnation is universal and absolute. It is never contemplated 
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that one specific form of homosexuality is condemned while others are tolerated 
or accepted, whether this be homosexual rape (claimed for Genesis 19; Judges 19), 
male prostitution (claimed for Deuteronomy 23; 2 Kgs 23:7; 1 Kgs 14:24; 15:12; 22:46; 
Leviticus 18; 20; 1 Cor. 6:9–11; 1 Tim. 1:8–10), pederasty (claimed for the NT, esp. Rom 
1:26–27), or perversion—that is, abandoning one’s ‘natural’ orientation for another 
(claimed for Romans 1). In Paul the passive (malakoi) and active (arsenokoitai) 
partners are outside the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9). 

De Young concludes his detailed discussion of the subject as follows: 

If these observations are correct, then the view of those who see physis as meaning 
‘what is natural to me’ and thus try to justify inversion or orientation is wrong. Never 
does the term have such meaning in Greek literature or Biblical contexts.… In 
regard to the nature of homosexuality, for Scroggs to claim that Paul ‘must have 
had, could only have had, pederasty in mind’ is untenable. First, this assumes ‘that 
Greco-Roman culture decisively influenced New Testament statements about 
homosexuality’ and that ‘Paul is dependent for his judgement that it is against 
nature ultimately on Greek, not Jewish sources … not on some doctrine of creation’. 
This overlooks the context and Paul’s dependency on OT concepts, as shown 
above. Second, Paul’s words themselves contradict this view and support a much 
more general idea of homosexuality, which would include adult-adult mutuality. 
Several terms bear this out. Paul writes literally ‘males with males’ committing 
indecent acts; he does not say ‘men with boys’ (as Plato is capable of saying: Laws 
836a-c). This phrase appears to be unique to Paul. He compares (‘likewise’) 
lesbianism with male perversion. As lesbianism was usually between adults in 
mutuality, so the force of the comparative argues for male adult-adult mutuality. 
The phrase ‘natural use’ or ‘function’ argues for activity or ‘relations’ (NIV) of adults, 
not adult-child behavior, and not an orientation alone nor a Platonic relationship. 
‘Degrading passions’ (v 26) and ‘burned in their desire’ argue that this is not 
Platonic nor morally neutral, whether referring to propensity or orientation or 
activity. The terms ‘toward one another’, ‘men with men’, ‘in themselves’ and ‘their 
error’ all argue for adult reciprocal mutuality and mutual culpability, which would 
not characterize pederasty. As the error is mutual, so is the recompense. The idea 
of ‘exchanged … abandoned the natural function’ suggests that adult sexual 
relations are intended. If the ‘model’ of homosexuality makes a difference 
regarding acceptability or culpability, why is Scripture silent on the matter? Why 
is there no explicit debate over the matter in Philo or Josephus or among the 
Greeks?… The only model of sexual expression contemplated in Scripture is that 
which is patterned after the creation model of Genesis 1–2. This is the pattern that 
our Lord (Matthew 5:19) and his disciples taught or commanded. 

Dunn provides another helpful summary of the evidence for homosexual practice 
in the ancient world, and the attitudes of those in the Greco-Roman and Jewish world 
to it: 

In the Greco-Roman world homosexuality was quite common and even highly 
regarded, as is evident from Plato’s Symposium and Plutarch’s Lycurgus. It was a 
feature of social life, indulged in not least by the gods (e.g., Zeus’ attraction to 
Ganymede) and emperors (e.g., Nero’s seduction of free-born boys was soon to 
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become notorious). The homosexual reputations of the women of Lesbos was well 
established long before Lucian made it the theme of his fifth Dialogue of the 
Courtesans (second century A.D.). But Jewish reaction to it as a perversion, a pagan 
abomination, is consistent throughout the OT (Lev 18:22; 20:13; 1 Kgs 14:24; 15:12; 
22:46; 2 Kgs 23:7), with the sin of Sodom often recalled as a terrible warning (e.g., 
Gen. 18:1–28; Deut 23:18; Isa 1:9–10; 3:9; Jer 23:14; Lam 4:6; Ezek 16:43–58). In the period 
of early Judaism, abhorrence of homosexuality is not just part of the reaction 
against Greek mores, since we find it also in those most influenced by Greek 
thought (Wis Sol 14:26; Ep. Arist. 152; Philo, Abr. 135–37; Spec. Leg. 3.37–42; Sib. Or. 
3:184–86, 764; Ps. Phoc. 3, 190–92, 213–14; Josephus, Ap. 2.273–75); note also the 
sustained polemic against homosexual promiscuity and homosexuality in T. 12 
Patr. (particularly T. Lev. 14.6; 17:11; T. Naph. 4.1) and in Sib. Or. (e.g., 3:185–87, 594–
600, 763).… In other words, antipathy to homosexuality remains a consistent and 
distinctive feature of Jewish understanding of what man’s createdness involves 
and requires. That homosexuality is of a piece with idolatry is taken for granted (as 
several of the same passages show), both understood as demeaning of the people 
who indulge in them. The link between man’s fall (Gen. 3) and sexual perversity (as 
here) is also typically Jewish, since Gen. 6:1–4 also played a considerable part in 
Jewish attempts to account for the origin of sin (Jub. 4.22; 5:1–10; 7.21; 1 Enoch 6–11; 
86; T. Reub. 5; T. Naph. 3; CD 2:18–21; etc.). Elsewhere in the NT see 1 Cor. 6:9; 1 Tim. 
1:10; 2 Pet 2; Jude 7.1 

 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
1 Colin G. Kruse, Paul’s Letter to the Romans, ed. D. A. Carson, The Pillar New Testament 
Commentary (Cambridge, U.K.; Nottingham, England; Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company; Apollos, 2012), 82–115. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/pntc66ro2?ref=Bible.Ro1.18-32&off=67276
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Group Study Guide 

 
*This lesson is for the Group Leader to use to teach the lesson and facilitate 
the discussion. It is not intended that you will use every question in this guide 
during your group time. You will likely only be able to cover 4-5 questions, 
depending on how discussion goes. This guide is longer than what you will 
need but provides the freedom and flexibility to pull questions out for 
discussion that will best serve your group time.  
 
Tip: You may want to pull one question from each section for discussion or 
spend more time on a particular section than another on. It’s totally up to 
your discretion. 
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Introduction 

Icebreaker Question:  
 
Do you think of some sins as worse than others?  
 
OR 
 
What are some idols we have today in our culture? How do we “bow” to them 
and serve them? 
 

Personal Study Guide 

READ ROMANS 1:18-32 

 
 

Highlight – What stands out? 

 
This section is divided into two parts: 

1. Unrighteousness defined (verses 18-23). 
2. Unrighteousness applied (verse 24-32). 

 
 
Let’s look at verses 18-23. 
 

1. What are repeated words and phrases in these verses? 
 

2. What do we learn about God in this section? 
 

3. What do we learn about humanity’s condition in these verses? 
 

 
Let’s look at verses 24-32 
 

1. What are repeated words and phrases in these verses? 
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2. What do we learn about God in this section? 
 

3. What do we learn about humanity’s condition in these verses? 

Explain – What does this mean? 

 
Unrighteousness Defined (verses 18-23) 
 

1. Think back to verses 15-17. Paul is defining faith and the righteousness 
of God. What is that definition? 

 
2. How is unrighteousness defined in verses 18-23? What is the key 

characteristic of unrighteousness? 
 

3. How many times is “for” mentioned in these verses? How does this 
preposition help advance Paul’s argument about the heart of 
unrighteousness? 

 
4. Based on these definitions, what are the two paths in this life? How 

does that help level the playing field between Jews and Gentiles? 
 

5. Look up the following verses and answer this question: How do these 
passages help explain what Paul is getting at in Romans 1:18-23 

 
 
Verses Connection to Romans 1:18-23 
Acts 17:22-29 
 

 

Job 12:7-9 
 

 

Psalm 19:1-6 
 

 

Jeremiah 5:21-22 
 

 

 
 
Unrighteousness Applied (verses 24-32) 
 

1. There is a progression in Paul’s argument. A key tool in Bible 
interpretation is to always ask what the “therefore is there for.” So look 
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at verses 24. What is the first word? Why is it there and what is it 
explaining?  
 

2. Three times Paul says “God gave them up.” Why does God “give them 
up”? And what are the sins mentioned that lead to this result? Make a 
list and try to put them in categories. 
 

3. There is a progression in Paul’s argument. Look at verses 25, 28, and 32. 
What leads to this progression based on these verses? What is the 
heart of their sinful behavior?  

 

Apply – How does this change me? 

 
Unrighteousness Defined (verses 18-23) 
 

1. In what ways does unrighteousness lead us to “suppress the truth?”  
 

2. How does creation speak to who God is? What do we learn about him 
in the things that have been made? 
 

3. Think about your life before God saved you, how did you worship 
“created things rather than the creator.” What created things does our 
culture worship today?  

 
Unrighteousness Applied (verses 24-32) 
 
 

1. Based on how Paul progresses his argument, is there a sin listed here 
that is worse than any other sin? Why is God’s wrath poured out on sin 
based on these verses?  
 

2. Is there a sin listed that you struggle with or have been freed from? 
How does that change how you view the other sins listed that you do 
not struggle with or have not practiced previously? 

 
3. How have Christians misunderstood Paul’s teaching on the sins 

mentioned in these verses? 
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4. Of these sins mentioned, which ones are we the most comfortable with 

today? Which ones are we least comfortable with? How does Paul 
speak to those sins? 

 

Respond – What’s my next step? 

1. Based on verses 18-23, how would you answer someone who said “I 
can’t be held accountable for my sin. I didn’t know.”? 
 

2. Is there a person you can encourage with the gospel this week who 
struggles with these sins?  
 

3. How would you answer someone if they said “Christians think 
homosexuality is the worst sin someone can commit”? OR based on 
these verses, how would you respond to someone if they said 
“homosexuality, gossip, or disobedience to parents is not a sin?” 

Additional Resources: 

 
Podcast:  Knowing Faith on Romans 1:18-32 
 
Video: Is it Okay to Be Gay: A Candid Conversation on Christians and Same-Sex 
Attraction 
 
Article: Are We Living Out Romans 1? by Rosaria Butterfield 

 
 

From F.F. Bruce’s commentary 

A. The pagan world (1:18–32) 

Before Paul elaborates further the manner in which God’s way of righteousness is set 
forth in the gospel, he shows why it is so urgently necessary that the way to get right 
with God should be known. As things are, human beings are ‘in the wrong’ with God, 
and his wrath is revealed against them. There is a moral law in life that men and 

https://www.trainingthechurch.com/episodes/episode-x-title-goes-here-3z32t-9m7zm-gbs2j-d545n-fp79z-m5f3f-xc87w-hbkhx-2fnba-p9s6r-hh66j-k7hsz-tdwj7-tyssz-3gk6p-x7afj-pnkgc-d4gpm-8hgj2-se5cx-bg3ga-krtbr
https://samallberry.com/blog/2018/11/21/is-it-okay-to-be-gay-a-candid-conversation-on-christians-and-same-sex-attraction
https://samallberry.com/blog/2018/11/21/is-it-okay-to-be-gay-a-candid-conversation-on-christians-and-same-sex-attraction
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/are-we-living-out-romans-1
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women are left to the consequences of their own freely chosen course of action, and 
unless this tendency is reversed by divine grace, their situation will go from bad to 
worse. Three times over the words of doom recur: ‘God gave them up’ (verses 24, 26, 
28). 

Paul’s aim is to show that the whole of humanity is morally bankrupt, unable to 
claim a favourable verdict at the judgment bar of God, desperately in need of his 
mercy and pardon. 

He begins with an area of human life whose moral bankruptcy was a matter of 
general agreement among moralists of the day—the great mass of contemporary 
paganism. The picture which he draws of it is ugly enough in all conscience, but no 
uglier than the picture of it which we have from contemporary pagan literature. What 
is the cause, he asks, of this appalling condition which has developed in the world? 
Whence come these shameful perversions, this internecine enmity within the human 
family? It all arises, he says, from wrong ideas about God. And these wrong ideas about 
God did not arise innocently; the knowledge of the true God was accessible, but men 
and women closed their minds to it. Instead of appreciating the glory of the Creator 
by contemplating the universe which he created, they gave to created things that 
glory which belongs to God alone. Idolatry is the source of immorality. So the author 
of the book of Wisdom had already said: 

For the idea of making idols was the beginning of fornication, and the invention of 
them was the corruption of life’ (Wisdom 14:12). 

With Paul’s language about the visible creation as a source of knowledge 
concerning the nature of its invisible Creator (verses 19–20) we may compare the 
speech at Lystra in Acts 14:15–17 and especially that at Athens in Acts 17:22–31. There is 
a difference of emphasis between the speech at Athens and Paul’s argument here, 
but no contradiction: there Paul was trying to gain a hearing from pagans, whereas 
here he is addressing established Christians. In the Athenian speech God’s creation of 
the world and his providential arrangement of the seasons of the year and the 
habitable zones of the earth for men and women’s well-being are intended to lead 
them to ‘feel after him and find him’ (Acts 17:27). If, nevertheless, they acknowledge 
that he is an ‘unknown God’ to them, their self-confessed ignorance is not condoned 
as venial, although God in his mercy overlooked ‘the times of ignorance’ before the 
coming of Christ. 

The culpable character of men and women’s ignorance of God is emphasized still 
more here: it is a deliberate ignorance. They had the knowledge of God available to 
them but ‘did not see fit to acknowledge God’ (verse 28). The truth was accessible to 
them, but they suppressed it unrighteously and embraced the ‘lie’ in preference to it. 
Therefore ‘God gave them up’ to the consequences of their choice. And precisely here 
he has manifested his ‘wrath’—that principle of retribution which must operate in a 
moral universe. 

To a man so convinced as Paul that the world was created and controlled by a 
personal God of righteousness and mercy, this retribution could not be an impersonal 
principle; it was God’s own wrath. If it is felt that the word ‘wrath’ is scarcely suitable 
to be used in relation to God, it is probably because wrath as we know it in human life 
so constantly involves sinful, self-regarding passion. Not so with God: his ‘wrath’ is the 
response of his holiness to wickedness and rebellion. Paul would certainly have agreed 
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with Isaiah in describing the execution of God’s wrath as his ‘strange deed’ (Isa. 28:21), 
to which he girds himself slowly and reluctantly; indeed, he sets forth the revelation of 
God’s wrath here as the background to his ‘proper work’ of mercy, which is so 
congenial to his character that he speeds with joyful haste to lavish it on undeserving 
penitents. 

But even if the picture of divine retribution, operating as a stern principle in human 
life, does provide a background to the everlasting mercy, it is a real and terrible 
background, and one that must be seriously reckoned with. 

18. The wrath of God is revealed. Not in the gospel (in which the saving 
‘righteousness of God’ is revealed) but in the facts of human experience: ‘the history 
of the world is the judgment of the world’ (J. C. F. Schiller). The revelation of ‘the wrath 
to come’ at the end-time (1 Thess. 1:10) is anticipated by the revelation of the same 
principle in the on-going life of the world. ‘The idea that God is angry is no more 
anthropopathic than the thought that God is love. The reason why the idea of the 
divine anger is always exposed to misunderstanding is because among men anger is 
ethically wrong. And yet, even among men do we not speak of a “righteous anger”?’ 
The exposure of pagan idolatry and immorality in these verses follows lines laid down 
in such works of Jewish apologetic as the book of Wisdom quoted above (see 
especially Wisdom 12–14), and the Epistle of Aristeas; it reappears in the Christian 
apologists of the second century AD (e.g. the author of the Epistle to Diognetus, 
Aristides, Tatian, Athenagoras, and the Preaching of Peter mentioned by Clement of 
Alexandria, Stromateis 6.5, 39.1–43.3). 

Who by their wickedness suppress the truth. ‘In their wickedness they are stifling 
the truth’ (NEB). ‘The truth’ is more precisely defined in verse 25 as ‘the truth about 
God’. 

20. His invisible nature. Lit. ‘his invisible things’, particularized as his eternal power 
and deity. The adjective aïdios (otherwise found in the New Testament only in Jude 6) 
might be rendered ‘everlasting’, to distinguish it from the commoner aiōnios, ‘eternal’ 
(cf. Rom. 2:7, etc.). This is the only New Testament instance of theiotēs, ‘divinity’, ‘divine 
nature’ (NIV). If God’s divinity is shown in creation, his full deity or divine essence 
(theotēs) is embodied in Christ (Col. 2:9). 

Have been clearly perceived. Lit. ‘being understood are perceived’ (nooumena 
kathoratai), where the former verb refers strictly to the intelligence and the latter to 
physical sight. ‘Both the verbs … describe how, on contemplating God’s works, man 
can grasp enough of His nature to prevent him from the error of identifying any of the 
created things with the Creator, enabling him to keep his conception of the Deity free 
from idolatry.’ 

22. They became fools. As in the wisdom literature of the Old Testament, folly (cf. 
‘their senseless minds’ in verse 21) implies moral obtuseness rather than mere 
deficiency in intelligence. 

23. And exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images. Cf. Psalm 106:20, 
‘They exchanged the glory of God for the image of an ox that eats grass’ (a reference 
to the worship of the golden calf). Here the language is generalized. The threefold 
classification of nonhuman living creatures, birds or animals (lit. ‘quadrupeds’) or 
reptiles (cf. Gen. 1:20–25), and the terms ‘glory’, ‘image’ and ‘resembling’ (cf. Gen. 1:26) 
suggest that ‘Paul’s account of man’s wickedness had been deliberately stated in 
terms of the Biblical narrative of Adam’s fall’. 
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24, 26, 28. God gave them up. Cf. Acts 7:42 where, because of the idolatrous 
tendencies of the Israelites, ‘God … gave them over to worship the host of heaven’. An 
impressive modern statement of this principle of divine retribution is provided by C. 
S. Lewis in The Problem of Pain (1940), pp. 115f.: the lost, he says, ‘enjoy forever the 
horrible freedom they have demanded, and are therefore self-enslaved’. 

25. A lie. Lit. ‘the lie’—the basic lie which contradicts God’s truth; cf. 2 Thessalonians 
2:10–12. 

27. The due penalty for their error. NEB, better, ‘the fitting wage of such perversion’. 
In modern English ‘error’ is too weak a word to render planē in a context like this; cf. 
Jude 11, where ‘Balaam’s error’ (planē) is the idolatry and fornication of Baal-peor into 
which the Israelites were seduced by his counsel (Num. 25:1–9; 31:16). 

28. A base mind. NEB ‘their own depraved (adokimos, “counterfeit”) reason’. 
Improper conduct. The phrase translated ‘improper’ (ta mē kathēkonta) is a 

technical term of Stoic philosophy, kathēkonta denoting actions that were ‘fitting’. A 
similar expression is used in Ephesians 5:4, of things ‘which are not fitting’ (ha ouk 
anēken.). 

29. Filled with all manner of wickedness. The list of vices in verses 29–31 belongs to 
a category well attested in Greek literature of this period. Cf. 1 Corinthians 6:9–10; 
Galatians 5:19–21; Colossians 3:5. 

30. Insolent. Greek hybristēs, one who behaves with humiliating and 
unconscionable arrogance to those who are not powerful enough to retaliate.2 

 
 

 
2 F. F. Bruce, Romans: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 6, Tyndale New Testament 
Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985), 88–92. 
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