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When given the choice, which do you prefer to hear first: the good news or the bad
news? Does receiving the good news first soften the blow before the bad news comes?
Or does hearing the bad news first make the good news all that sweeter?

Sometimes, in order for us to fully appreciate the good news, we first need to
understand the bad news. The book of Romans is primarily all about good news. Last
Sunday we saw from Romans 1:16 that Paul’s confidence was in the gospel because “it
is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone.” He went on in the next verse to
say that “in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed” (Rom. 1:17, NIV).

The good news of the gospel is that God has acted powerfully through his Son, Jesus to
bring about salvation for everyone who believes. In the gospel, God has revealed how
he is setting all things right for all who trust in Christ by faith. Paul will spend most of
Romans exclaiming and explaining why the gospel is in fact good news.

But why, according to Romans 1:17 did God choose to reveal a gospel that sets things
right, one that can only be received by faith? That question sets us up for the bad news.
Why has God revealed a gospel that sets things right? Because, as we’ll see from our
passage today, a holy God is revealing his righteous hatred of our idolatry. God’s
wrath is being revealed.

As we work through Romans 1:18-25 I don’t want you to miss the flow of Paul’s
argument. I encourage you to have a Bible open or look on with someone. Let’s start
back at verse 15 and bridge last Sunday’s passage with what we’re exploring today.

Back in Romans 1:15, Paul said,

“I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are in Rome. For I am not
ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to
everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. For in the gospel the
righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to
last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith”” (Rom. 1:15-17, NIV).

Verse 18 really should begin with the word for as it does in verses 16, 17, 20, and 21.1

Making the connection between verses 17 and 18 helps us see why has God revealed a
gospel that sets things right. It’s because a holy God is revealing his righteous hatred
of our idolatry—his wrath. Continuing from verse 18:

For “The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the
godlessness and wickedness of people, who suppress the truth by their

1 The word translated into English as for is there in the original Greek, but it’s left untranslated
in Romans 1:18 in the NIV.
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wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God
has made it plain to them. 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. For
although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to
him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened.
Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of
the immortal God for images made to look like a mortal human being and birds
and animals and reptiles” (Rom. 1:18-23, NIV).

Before the good news of the gospel will ever make sense, we need to grasp the bad
news: God hates our idolatry. God hates our godless and wicked attitudes and actions
that are born out of our tendency to set aside his truth.

I understand why that statement might make some people uncomfortable. How can a
loving God hate anything? Is idolatry really a modern-day problem? Isn’t idolatry
something that primitive peoples and ancient cultures engaged in? Isn’t this passage
really addressing what evil people do? Aren’t most people essentially good at heart?

I want us to work through this text together so we can answer these questions and so
we can better understand why the bad news is something good for us to hear first.

Let’s start with the nastiest word in this passage—wrath. When we get a glimpse into
the throne room of God in passages like Isaiah 6 and Revelation 4, we read about
angels in heaven declaring that God is holy, holy, holy. He is infinitely holy. Because he
is holy God must respond to sin in a manner that is consistent with his holiness. A God
who does not judge sin and punish sinners is neither holy nor just.

Psalm 78 tells the story of how God lovingly rescued his people from Egypt but how
God’s people stubbornly persisted in their rebellion against him. Picking up the Psalm
in verse 10 we read,

“[God’s people] did not keep God’s covenant, but refused to walk according to
his law. They forgot his works and the wonders that he had shown them. In the
sight of their fathers he performed wonders in the land of Egypt, in the fields of
Zoan. He divided the sea and let them pass through it, and made the waters
stand like a heap. In the daytime he led them with a cloud, and all the night with
a fiery light. He split rocks in the wilderness and gave them drink abundantly as
from the deep. He made streams come out of the rock and caused waters to flow
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down like rivers. Yet they sinned still more against him, rebelling against the
Most High in the desert. They tested God in their heart by demanding the food
they craved. They spoke against God, saying, “Can God spread a table in the
wilderness? He struck the rock so that water gushed out and streams
overflowed. Can he also give bread or provide meat for his people?” Therefore,
when the LORD heard, he was full of wrath; a fire was kindled against Jacob; his
anger rose against Israel, because they did not believe in God and did not trust
his saving power” (Psa. 78:10-22, ESV).

God revealed his wrath not because his people broke a few rules. God was angry
because they rebelled against him, they tested him, they didn’t believe in him, and
they didn’t put their trust in him.

When we read in Romans 1:18 that “The wrath of God is being revealed against all the
godlessness and wickedness of people,” we need to understand that wrath is the right
way for a holy God to respond to our sin.

In his book, The Di�cult Doctrine of the Love of God, author and theologian D. A. Carson
explains why the wrath of God and the love of God are not incompatible attributes.
Carson says,

“Wrath, unlike love is not one of the intrinsic perfections of God. Rather, it is a
function of God’s holiness against sin. Where there is no sin, there is no
wrath—but there will always be love in God. Where God in his holiness
confronts his image-bearers in their rebellion, there must be wrath, or God is
not the jealous God he claims to be, and his holiness is impugned. The price of
diluting God’s wrath is diminishing God’s holiness.”2

Let’s keep following Paul’s argument in verses 19-20. Why is it that all people deserve
God’s judgment? Paul says it’s because we all know better. We’re told that since the
creation of the world, all people know the plain truth about their Creator. Verse 19
says that “what may be known about God is plain to [people,] because God has made it
plain to them.”

Obviously, God has not revealed to us everything that can be known about him. That
would be impossible for finite human beings to fully know an infinite God. Paul must
have some specific attributes of God in mind.

2 Carson, D. A., The Di�cult Doctrine of the Love of God (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2000), 67.
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Look with me at verse 20:

“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.”

From day one, God has been revealing to men and women some knowledge of who he
is and what he’s like. We read in verse 20 that God makes visible some of “his invisible
attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature” (ESV). The Creator has
revealed himself through his creation in order that all people might have su�cient
knowledge that he alone is God. Theologians refer to this as God’s general revelation.

We see this same idea in Psalm 19:

“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” (Psa. 19:1-4, NIV).

We don’t hear God’s audible voice when we watch a sunrise. God hasn’t literally
written a message in the stars. But, nonetheless, this Psalm says that in all the things
that God has made, we see his glory and we perceive that our Creator’s fingerprints
are all over creation.

Or consider what God says about himself through the prophet Isaiah,

“To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal?” says the Holy One. Lift
up your eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? He who brings out
the starry host one by one and calls forth each of them by name. Because of his
great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing” (Isa. 40:25-26,
NIV).

One of the first college courses I took as a philosophy major was Intro to Philosophy. I
went to a state university, so I was surprised when early on in class we discussed
arguments for the existence of God. That’s where I first learned about something
called the fine-tuning design argument.
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The more that scientists study our universe, the more they are reaching the
conclusion that our universe is extraordinarily put together. Some might say it even
looks like it’s been designed. Robin Collins, writing for the Discovery Institute says

“Almost everything about the basic structure of the universe — for example,
the fundamental laws and parameters of physics and the initial distribution of
matter and energy — is balanced on a razor’s edge for life to occur. …Scientists
call this extraordinary balancing of the parameters of physics and the initial
conditions of the universe the “fine-tuning of the cosmos.” It has been
extensively discussed by philosophers, theologians, and scientists, especially
since the early 1970s, with hundreds of articles and dozens of books written on
the topic. Today, it is widely regarded as o�ering by far the most persuasive
current argument for the existence of God.”3

Consider the fact that scientists have discovered that there is a perfect “ratio of
masses for protons and electrons [so that if] it were slightly di�erent, [the] building
blocks for life such as DNA could not be formed.”4

Astronomers have also concluded that the earth sits perfectly within what is known as
the “near inner edge of [the] circumstellar habitable zone.” This means that

“If the Earth were just 5% closer to the Sun, it would be subject to the same fate
as Venus, a runaway greenhouse e�ect, with temperatures rising to nearly 900
degrees Fahrenheit. Conversely, if the Earth were about 20% farther from the
Sun, it would experience runaway glaciations of the kind that has left Mars
sterile.”5

Pretty amazing stu�, isn’t it? It’s obvious we owe our existence and that of the entire
universe to a Creator God. Colossians 1:15-17 teaches us that

“The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For in
him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created

5 Ibid.

4 Richards, Jay W. (January 14, 2015). List of Fine-Tuning Parameters. Discovery Institute.
Retrieved February 16, 2023, from https://www.discovery.org/a/fine-tuning-parameters/

3 Collins, Robin. (September 1, 1998). The Fine-Tuning Design Argument: A Scientific Argument for
the Existence of God. Discovery Institute. Retrieved February 16, 2023, from
https://www.discovery.org/a/91/
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through him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold
together.”

The entire universe, from DNA molecules to stars and planets, is held together by the
Son of God. Truly,

“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” (v. 20).

Paul’s first main point in Romans 1:18-20 is that God’s “eternal power and divine
nature” are so evident in creation that, as he says at the end of verse 20, all “people
are without excuse.” All people know the plain truth about their Creator.

You see, our problem isn’t one of ignorance, it’s one of arrogance. That’s why people
deserve God’s wrath. In verses 21-23, Paul goes on to say that

“For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave
thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were
darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged
the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like a mortal human
being and birds and animals and reptiles” (v. 21-23).

Paul’s second main point in this passage is that all people suppress the plain truth
about God. Paul made that claim in verse 18, but now in verses 21-23, we’re shown
what it looks like when people suppress the plain truth about God. When we suppress
what we know to be true about God, what comes out is the sin of idolatry.

When I think of idols, I have a hard time not picturing that famous scene from the
movie Raiders of the Lost Ark. I remember watching that movie in the theater with my
dad when I was a kid, seeing Indiana Jones on the big screen removing a shiny golden
idol from an ancient jungle temple with great care lest he set o� a trap.

But while idols of wood, stone, or precious metal were far more common in biblical
times, Paul’s universal charge of idolatry is just as true today.

I’ve not come across a better definition of idolatry than that of author and pastor
Timothy Keller. In his book Counterfeit Gods, Keller asks

“What is an idol? It is anything more important to you than God, anything that
absorbs your heart and imagination more than God, anything you seek to give
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you what only God can give. …A counterfeit god is anything so central and
essential to your life that, should you lose it, your life would feel hardly worth
living. An idol has such a controlling position in your heart that you can spend
most of your passion and energy, your emotional and financial resources, on it
without a second thought. …There are many ways to describe that kind of
relationship to something, but perhaps the best one is worship.”6

Let’s ask ourselves that question this morning and see if we can’t identify the idols
that may be demanding our worship.

What am I so afraid to lose that if it were gone I think my life might fall apart? What do
I daydream about acquiring more of in my life just to be safe? What is so important to
me that the threat of losing it leads me to become defensive and angry? To what power
or cause have I entrusted so much of my hope that I’m filled with fear over the
thought of its failure? Whose attention and a�ection am I so in need of keeping that I
am willing to compromise my values or my integrity?

We don’t have to bow before man-made statues to be counted guilty of idol worship.
The heart of true worship, we’re told in verse 21 consists of glorifying God as God and
giving thanks to him. Therefore, the heart of idolatry, we’re told in verse 23 consists
of taking what rightfully belongs to our Creator—our worship—and foolishly giving it
to the idols that are formed within our darkened hearts.

Idolatry is not only foolish and futile, but frankly, it’s exhausting.

Is anyone here today tired? I’m not asking if you’re getting enough sleep—though
sleeplessness might be a symptom. I’m asking how many of us are worn out from
trying to keep all of those little gods happy. What if I told you that there is good news
for those wanting to be set free from the unsatisfactory grip of idolatry? What if I told
you that there’s a way to be restored to a right relationship with your Creator and the
only thing you need to do is to rest in him?

Earlier we read from Psalm 78 about how God’s people turned away from him in
rebellion. As a result, they earned God’s wrath. Folks, we’re in the same boat. We may
not like to think that we’re deserving of God’s wrath, but wrath is the just penalty that
is due us for our idolatry.

6 Keller, Timothy, Counterfeit Gods: The Empty Promises of Money, Sex, and Power, and the Only
Hope That Matters (New York: Dutton, 2009) xvii-xviii.
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But here’s the good news. The God who hates our idolatry is the same God who loves
us dearly. And because God loves us, he himself has made a way to forgive our
rebelliousness and restore us to righteousness.

I can hardly wait until we come to Romans chapter 3 in our sermon series. That
chapter, and in particular verses 21-26 may be my favorite passage in all of
Romans—it’s one of my favorites in all of Scripture. Most of this sermon is all about
the bad news. But I don’t want us to lose sight of the good news. Since we won’t get to
Romans 3:21-26 for a while, let me close with a bit of a sneak peek.

In Romans 1:18 we read,

“The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness
and wickedness of people, who suppress the truth by their wickedness.”

But when Paul finishes laying out all the bad news for his readers in Romans chapters
1-3, when we get to Romans 3:21 we will read,

“But now apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made known,
to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness is given through
faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no di�erence between Jew and
Gentile, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and all are
justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. ”
(Rom. 3:21-26, NIV).

Do you understand what that means? It means that God has done what we could never
do. God satisfied his own wrath and took the just penalty for our sin and our idolatry
by presenting Christ as a sacrifice of atonement in our place.

God calls us to rest in the finished work of Jesus Christ—his death on the cross, and
his resurrection from the dead. In love, God calls us out of the futility and foolishness
of idolatry and invites us to come in faith to him. Christ can set us free from the
exhausting work of making our little gods happy, and he o�ers us the rest we need
that flows out of worshiping him.

The bad news may be that a holy God hates our idolatry. But the good news is our
loving Creator has made a way of salvation through Christ his Son, the one who is
truly worthy of our worship.
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