We have heard the gospel described in 1:1-8, and we have heard the theme of the letter shared in 1:16-17. We now come to the section, 1:18-3:20, where Paul absolutely annihilates every person under the wrath of God, under the power of sin, falling short of the glory of God. Whether the most pagan Greek or the most religious Jew or the most passionate Christian, all fall short of the glory of God.

Now for my pastoral colleagues and for all who might have access to the collection of Luther’s Works, I would strongly and pleadingly ask you to re-read Luther’s lectures on Psalm 51 in Volume 12! What powerful insights, and how helpful they are for the discussion of Paul coming up in this section.

His final words for the lectures on Psalm 51 are:

“Therefore the summary of this teaching is this: The afflicted should comfort themselves with the merit of Christ, or the mercy of God. Those who are without afflictions should walk in the fear of God and cast out smugness. For this teaching we need the prayer which concludes this psalm, that the Lord might build His Church. Then should follow sacrifices that are pleasing and acceptable to God. May God and our Redeemer Jesus Christ grant this to us all. Amen.””

Now from 1:18-3:20 Paul is really going to afflict us and cast out our smugness!

The rest of chapter 1 of Romans is Paul telling how we oppose the coming of the kingdom and our working for the things that bring death to this world. Therefore we come under the wrath of God because of God’s desire to bring LIFE to this world!

In Deuteronomy we heard that we should love the Lord our God with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our mind.  Romans 1:18-32 has three sections of God “handing us over” to the desires of our heart that has turned away, to our passions that have turned away, to our mind that has turned away. It is for me like watching what happens to our world and to me when we oppose the coming of the kingdom with all our heart, with all our soul, and with all our mind!

(TEXT FOR TODAY: ROMANS 1:18-25)

PRAYER FOR TODAY:

(For those who have the time and desire to read on()

18 “For the wrath of God is revealed/being revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness/injustice/evil/sinfulness of those who by their wickedness/evil/sinfulness suppress/oppose/bring down the truth.”

(I understand the wrath of God this way: God has a desire and plan for this world. John 3:16 states that plan very well. I believe that God also works in this world for all of God’s children throughout the world. The justice of God according to the prophets is loving to all and hears the cries of the poor and the weak.  God’s loving will and loving plan is being carried out and is happening now in the midst of a world where chaotic sin, evil, and death also abound.  Those who are working for the plan of God, working in the love of God seek and sometimes know the shalom of God, the peace of God. (The Israelites at the Red Sea can talk to you about the loving justice of God who sets the prisoner free and lifts up the lowly! The Egyptians and the Pharoah at the Red Sea can talk to you about the wrath of God who brings down the mighty from their thrones and casts down the proud who no longer care for all.) In the Small Catechism under the petititon “Thy Will be Done” Luther writes, “God frustrates and brings to nothing every evil counsel and purpose which would hinder us from hallowing the Name of God, and prevent His kingdom from coming to us, such as the will of the devil, of the world, and or our own sinful selves!” In our bondage to sin, we remain under sin as well. Therefore, we do not work for the plan of God from the very bottom of our heart. The wrath of God comes upon everything and everyone that opposes the coming of his kingdom.(Remember the song, “Walk like an Egyptian?! Wherever the strong, proud, smug, self-righteous find themselves separating from the poor and weak failing to see them as brothers and sisters, wherever the love and justice of God is seen as rhetoric for enacting injustice to others, and a billion other ways we place ourselves at the center of the universe, the wrath of God bears down upon us.


I grew up in a home of four children. There were years of peace and love. There were also many, many times that I decided that the universe revolved around me. In those times I acted in very unkind ways to my brother and two sisters. At those moments the love of my parents for all four of us felt like the wrath of my parents for me! The only way to care for the well-being of all four children was to stop the destructive, sinful acting out of the one, namely me!  Now instead of my parents acting for me, it seemed like they were acting against me, as if I were opposed to them! I was on the wrong side of what brought peace and love to the household. The selfish injustice I was bringing to the family needed to be corrected by the just oversight of my parents. And their will was going to be done in that household! My selfish desires were crushed by my parents will to  have all four children experience peace and love and hope.


God’s Will WILL be done! If I am opposed to its being done, as God plows the field to plant new seeds for life, I will be furrowed out by the same plow, by the backside of the plow, the back of the hand of God who is making loving justice happen in this world with the palm of the hand because of so many others who are loved by God as well as myself. History is filled with empires and powers overturned, tilled under, with ever new attempts at bringing justice and peace springing up. Yet the powers of evil, sin, and death do a very good job of uprooting and tearing down as well so that the movement of God is not so easy to see. Our own sin keeps us from seeing God’s movement in the world too clearly ourselves.

God’s love is felt by those who are needing to be rescued, and God’s wrath is felt at the same time by those who are causing the injustice.)

“is being revealed” (Just as the power of the gospel is “being revealed” in a present tense, so is the wrath of God “being revealed.” God is dynamically active in our world bringing life and overcoming the opposing sin, evil, and death.)

19 “Therefore, the knowledge of God is manifested/shown plainly to them, for God has plainly shown it to them.”  (Is everything the result of pure, random accidents? If so, I might as well be at the center of the universe, and I might as well make up my own ethics that serve me best for my fleeting random, accidental existence. I had no control over my random, accidental birth, but I might get to “choose” my death—now there’s control!


If the universe is not all by accident, then it is intentional. In that case, someone or something else far greater than me is the center of the universe. Paul is saying that one can see intentionality and purpose of God manifested in the world.)

20 “Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood/have taught/have warned and been seen/perceived clearly through the things he has made. So they are without excuse.” (Now the interesting thing here is that Paul is beginning to blast away at the Gentiles who are “without excuse” even though they have not known the Law of the Jews. BUT! When Paul begins to blast away at the Jews who know VERY well the Law, he begins that argument with “you have no excuse!”.  So who is going to have an excuse? No one!)

21 “for though they knew God, they did not honor/glorify him as God or give thanks/make eucharist to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened.” (If one does not honor or glorify God as God, they do not put God at the center of all things. They do not put God as number one in all things. They do not worship God as God of all things. If God is not at the center, is not number one, is not worshiped as God of all things, then who IS at the center, number one, worshipped? Welllll, you may have idols and creatures who bear a great resemblance in likes and purposes to……….ME!  OR passions that come out of …..ME!   OR thoughts and ideas that come from the mind that have at the center……ME!)

“but they became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened.” (or…they became futile or filled with senseless speculation in their thoughts/opinions/motives/judgments/ and became darkened in their heart.” The word in my Greek text is “cardia” for “heart”.  I think of John 1:5 “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” Remember how darkness cannot comprehend the light in John? Darkness cannot be where light is.


Paul is coming close to the way Luther will talk about our inability to understand the gospel without the presence of the Holy Spirit. Our hearts are just darkened without the light of the gospel through the power of the Holy Spirit.


It is like the movie, the Matrix, where the vast majority of the population just don’t see what is reality. It takes a special seeing. Luther will argue that the power of sin keeps us from truly seeing reality—our absolute need to be rescued from very real powers of sin, evil, and death!)

22 “Claiming to be wise, they became fools.” (Asserting to be wise, they became morons! That is the Greek word, emorontheson. They became foolish.  Worldly wisdom, street wise, highly educated are all ways of becoming wise. Paul is speaking to the missing wisdom of knowing a need to be rescued and a loving God who has come to rescue.)

23”And they exchanged/altered/changed/transformed the glory of the immortal/imperishable God for images resembling/in likeness to a mortal/perishable/subject to decay human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles.” (Please see the GREAT EXCHANGE taking place here! Exchanging the rescuing, loving God for something else. It will have drastic results! The potential for danger of exchanging what we worship from everlasting God to mortal images is ever before us. In Germany there is an ad campaign of the Church. One of the 6 slogans is, “Are soccer players our gods?”  Luther said,  “to have a God properly means to have something in which the heart trusts completely.” Paul is here talking about the “heart” and what the heart worships. Jesus will say, “For whatever you treasure, there your heart will be also.”

24 “Therefore God gave them up/handed them over/betrayed them/delivered them up in the lusts/desires/longings/passions of their hearts into impurity/uncleanness/filth/rottenness, to the degrading/dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25 because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.”
(Less than the truth is less than full life! It is like the man who sells all he has in order to stake a claim on fool’s gold. It sparkles, but it really is ultimately worthless.

Psalm 115 makes a similar plea. “Their idols are silver and gold made with human hands. They have mouths that do not speak, ears that do not hear, noses that do not smell, eyes that do not see, hands that do not feel, feet that do not walk, no sound comes from their throat……and those that make them…..are like them! So are those who put their trust in them!


Oh Israel! Trust in the Lord!”

“Imagine,” Paul says, “exchanging the true, immortal, lasting, loving God for fool’s gold.  And calling that wisdom.”  How hard a trade when the heart doesn’t love God, but loves something else.)

