
GOD WITH US 
Part 10: EARLY LETTERS 

Message 11 – Romans 
The Problem with our World 

Romans 1 
Introduction  

Without doubt, Romans is the most important of Paul’s letters, and 
arguably the most important of all the New Testament letters.  This 
is Paul’s fullest explanation of the key doctrines of Christianity.  
given through inspiration from the Holy Spirit.  Paul had hoped to 
visit Rome, after making a final trip to Jerusalem (see 15:22-33 
where he explains his travel plans).  This letter, sent in advance of 
his visit, was designed to fully explain the gospel message that he 
had been preaching since the time of his conversion (see 1:11-15).  
Opponents of Paul were constantly spreading false ideas about his 
teachings, and often contradicting him, creating confusion in the 
churches.  We have seen both in Galatians and Corinthians how 
Paul spent much time clarifying his teachings and correcting errors.  
By sending this comprehensive letter in advance, Paul built a solid 
foundation of teaching so that when he came to Rome they would 
already know the essentials of what he taught everywhere.   

Thus, Romans was written to explain fully and defend forcefully the 
truth of the gospel. “God is saying to the whole world – Jew and 
Gentile – that though every human being has failed to attain a 
righteousness acceptable to a holy God, this righteousness may be 
received from Him, through faith, in the person of His righteous 
Son” (Romans: Irving L. Jensen).  It is little wonder, then, that 
Romans has had such a significant impact on Church history.  In 
386 A.D., Aurelius Augustine received Jesus Christ as his Savior 
after reading a passage from the Book of Romans. He went on to 
become one of the church’s most outstanding leaders and 
theologians.  A thousand years later, the father of the Protestant 
reformation, Martin Luther wrote, “Night and day I pondered 
Romans until I grasped the truth. I felt myself to be reborn. This 
passage of Paul became to me a gateway to heaven.”  Several 
centuries later, John Wesley wrote this about his study in the Book 
of Romans: “I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in 
Christ, Christ alone for my salvation; and an assurance  
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was given me that He had taken away my sins….”  The great 
theologian of the Reformation, John Calvin said, “When one gains 
a knowledge of this Epistle, he has an entrance opened to him to all 
the most hidden treasures of Scripture.”  William Tyndale, who 
was the first to translate the Bible into English, wrote of Romans: 
“It is the principle and most excellent part of the New Testament... 
No man can read it too oft, or study it too well; for the more it is 
studied, the easier it is; the more it is chewed, the pleasanter it is. . . 
the more it is searched, the precious things are found….” 

Today, Romans is still doing its work in the hearts and minds of 
those who read it and study it diligently.  We encourage you to 
devote yourself to the reading and study of this great letter as we 
study it for the next 6 weeks.   

Outline of Romans 

Salutation & Thanksgiving: 1:1-13 
The Problem of Sin: 1:14 – 3:20 
The Solution of Justification: 3:21 – 5:21 
The Sanctifying Work of the Spirit: 6:1 – 8:39 
The Place of Israel & the Gentiles: 9:1 – 11:36 
Practical Issues of Christian Living: 12:1 – 15:13 
Concluding Remarks and Greetings: 15:14 – 16:27 

Salutation & Thanksgiving: 1:1-13 

Paul began directly with an explanation of the gospel (good news) 
he was called by God to preach to the world: 

- It is a gospel that was promised by the O.T. Scriptures (1:2). 
- It is a gospel about Jesus Christ, the human Son of David (1:3). 
- It is a gospel about Jesus Christ, the divine Son of God (1:4). 
- It is a gospel declaring Jesus is Lord, by His resurrection (1:4). 
- It is a gospel Paul was called to bring to the Gentile world (1:5). 

Paul addresses the believers who were living in Rome, the capitol 
city of the Roman Empire.  He gave thanks to God for their faith, 
while also explaining his longstanding desire to visit them.  At the 
heart of his prayers was his request that God would finally allow 
him the privilege to make it to Rome as a messenger of Christ – a 
trip he had often planned, but not yet made during his decades of 
ministry. 
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The Problem of Sin: 1:14 – 3:20 

There are no clear lines of demarcation between the sections of 
Romans; thus, any proposed outline is arbitrary.  Paul transitions 
over into his first main subject – the problem of sin in our world 
(from the beginning of the human race) and in our individual lives.  
We cannot properly understand God’s solution for our problem 
unless we first understand the problem.  Like a doctor who gives us 
a clear diagnosis before talking about remedies, Paul analyzes the 
human condition under the microscope and finally declares that we 
“all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (3:23). 

- Paul’s 3 “I AM” declarations: 1:4-17: Paul transitioned into his 
subject by stating clearly his obligation to preach the gospel to all 
people.  Notice the 3 “I am” statements that defined Paul’s 
ministry. 

“I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians (non-
Greeks), both to the wise and to the foolish. So, for my part, I am 
eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. For I am 
not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation 
to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the 
Greek.  For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to 
faith; as it is written, “But the righteous man shall live by faith” 
(1:14-17). 

Obligated: Paul was formerly a self-righteous Jew who led 
Christians to trial and death.  Yet, his heart and life was completely 
transformed by Jesus.  He was entrusted with the message of 
salvation and appointed as an ambassador by Christ. Paul felt a 
strong sense of obligation (duty) to faithfully deliver this message 
he was commissioned to bring to the world.  The literal Greek word 
for “obligation” is “debtor.”  Paul felt like he owed a debt to the 
world, since he carried in his heart the truth of God for the world’s 
predicament. 

Eager: His sense of duty was balanced with his sense of delight 
(eagerness), since he knew in his heart he had the true answer to the 
greatest needs of humanity.  In spite of the constant hardships 
associated with his witness, Paul was an eager messenger. 

Unashamed: Though the message of a crucified and risen Jewish 
Messiah sounded like foolishness to many, Paul was not ashamed to 
spread the good news, for he knew that this message contained  
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the power of God to bring salvation to everyone who believed.  He 
summarized the gospel with a quote from the O.T. prophet 
Habakkuk: The righteous shall live by faith.  In other words, people 
can be made right with God by placing their faith in Jesus Christ, 
the crucified and risen Savior. 

- The problem with humanity: 1:18-32 

Paul moves progressively as he describes the problem of sin.  (Sin, 
as the Bible defines it, is rebellion against God; any violation of 
God’s moral character or His moral law.  Sin has been a human 
condition passed down since the first humans chose to rebel against 
God.  As children, we do not need to be taught to be selfish or 
disobedient, rather, we must be taught to be selfless and obedient.  
The sin nature is hard-wired into human nature.) 

First, Paul deals with sin as it applies to the whole human race 
(1:18-32).  Second, he shows how sin impacts even the very 
religious person (2:1-29).  Third, he speaks to how sin has touched 
every one of us, himself included (3:1-20).  Paul will show us that 
we are unable to save ourselves from the sin problem; thus, God’s 
intervention through the Person and Work of Jesus Christ. 

Romans 1:18 begins with a contrast. Paul had just said that the 
gospel centers on the fact that the righteousness of God is revealed 
to the world through Jesus Christ (1:17).  When a person believes in 
Jesus, they receive the righteousness of God and are saved from the 
penalty of sin.  That’s the good news.  But we must understand that 
the good news is only good news because the bad news is bad news!  
Now (v.18) Paul says that the wrath of God is being revealed to the 
world.  Why?  The following passage is critical to our understanding 
of the human condition, our experience in this world, and God’s 
solution for our problems.  We will comment section by section. 
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How do these 3 “I am” statements hit you?  Do you have a healthy 
sense of duty (obligation) to make Jesus known in your sphere of 
influence?  Do you feel the weight of the fact that you hold within 
your heart, the solution that God offers for the deepest needs of the 
people around you?  Are you eagerly looking for opportunities to 
make Jesus know both in word and in deed?  Have you identified 
your “top 3” and are you praying for them?  Are you unashamed of 
the message of Jesus?   
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“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the 
truth in unrighteousness, because that which is known about God 
is evident within them; for God made it evident to them.  For since 
the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power 
and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood 
through what has been made, so that they are without excuse” 
(1:18-20). 

“The wrath of God is revealed . . .”  (literally, “is being revealed” – 
present tense).  Paul tells us that all is not well.  Our world is under 
an ongoing judgment from God.  God is allowing His wrath (His 
sentence against sin) to be revealed (experienced, seen, felt) upon 
earth.  WHY?  This is Paul’s key point.  The wrath of God is being 
felt in our lives and in our world because we have suppressed the 
obvious truth about the existence of God.  We have forsaken God 
and, as a result, we live in a God-forsaken world. 

This truth about God is evident within us (v.19) and all around us 
(v.20).  Both conscience and creation testify to the reality and 
existence of an all-powerful, all-wise, all-good Creator-God.  These 
basic ideas about God are so clearly evident that we are without 
excuse when we deny the existence of God and His rightful place in 
our lives (v.20).  This, says Paul, is our fundamental problem.  All 
other problems are secondary to this core problem: We have 
forsaken the one, true Creator-God. 

If humanity has suppressed the obvious truth about the Creator-God, 
what have we replaced God with?   

“For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God 
or give thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and 
their foolish heart was darkened.  Professing to be wise, they 
became fools, and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God 
for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-
footed animals and crawling creatures” (1:21-23). 

We replaced God with futile speculations: about where we came 
from, about why we are here, about where we are headed, about the 
very meaning of our existence.  The tendency of humanity has been 
to turn to the creation, rather than the Creator, for answers. Some 
worship images of humans.  Some worship images of animals.  
Some worship the sun, or the moon, or the stars.  Some  
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worship nature itself.  In one way or another, we have taken the 
honor that is due only to God, the Maker and Sustainer of all things, 
and we have bestowed this honor on other created things. 

Now Paul begins to describe the consequences of our rejection of 
the Creator-God.  How is the wrath of God being revealed (v.18) in 
the human realm?  Simply put: God has handed humanity over to 
our own desires and our sinful desires have taken us down self-
destructive paths.  Notice in what follows the repeated phrase: “God 
gave them over” (v.24, 26,28).  It is like a parent saying to a 
rebellious child: “Have it your way.”   

Normally, God exerts a restraining influence on humanity. This is 
part of the benevolent grace of God shown toward all human beings.  
The only reason our world is not worse is because He “restrains” the 
impact of sin upon us.  (See 2Thessalonians 2:6,7.) This is much 
like a parent trying to shield a child from harm, even when the child 
is willfully walking into harm’s way.  God does that for humanity, 
just because He loves us. 

But at some point, God lets go of the rope of restraint and lets a 
culture, a people, an individual experience the full impact of their 
stubborn, God-abandoning choices.  That’s what’s happening here. 
“God gives them over . . .”  God lets go of His restraining rope, and 
humanity tumbles headlong into its own sins.   

The result is that our hearts, minds and bodies are increasingly 
“given over” to various forms of defilement (corruption) as we 
vainly attempt to navigate life without God and without His 
instructions, guidance, empowerment and help. 

“Therefore, God gave them over in the lusts of their hearts to 
impurity, so that their bodies would be dishonored among 
them.  For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and 
worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is 
blessed forever. Amen. 
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“Worship” is to “give worth” and “honor” to someone or something.  
We were created by God to worship.  So the question is not IF we 
will worship; rather, it is WHO or WHAT we will worship.  Of our 8 
traits of a disciple at OPC, the first one is WORSHIP.  How is your 
love for God being displayed?  How is your life demonstrating that 
Jesus is #1 for you? 
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will worship; rather, it is WHO or WHAT we will worship.  Of our 8 
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love for God being displayed?  How is your life demonstrating that 
Jesus is #1 for you? 



Our hearts have become impure (v.24), leading to impure physical 
and bodily desires and indulgences.  Paul again repeats the core 
problem: We have exchanged the truth of God for a lie.  We have 
worshipped and served the creature rather than the Creator.  The 
fundamental problem in our world is the rejection of God.  Every 
other problem is a secondary result of this core problem. 

The entire human experience – body, soul, mind and spirit – has 
been impacted by this repudiation of the truth about God.  In what 
follows, Paul asserts that sexual appetites that run contrary to God’s 
revealed will are the result of our rejection of God.  Our repudiation 
of God comes first – our sexual deviations come second.  

“For this reason, God gave them over to degrading passions; for 
their women exchanged the natural function for that which 
is unnatural, and in the same way also the men abandoned the 
natural function of the woman and burned in their desire toward 
one another, men with men committing indecent acts and 
receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error” 
(1:26-27). 

We see the first hints of the impact of sin on human sexuality in the 
Genesis narrative.  While Adam and Eve were naked and 
unashamed before their fall into sin (and committed in sexual union 
to one another – Genesis 2:25), afterwards they were ashamed of 
their nakedness and covered themselves (Genesis 3:7). After 
Genesis 3, deviations from the husband-wife one-flesh union 
multiplied – polygamy, incest, rape, homosexuality, adultery, 
prostitution, etc. and humanity has continued to deviate.  In Paul’s 
day, all these deviations from God’s plan, and even more, were 
evident in the sexual practices of the Roman world.   
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“For this reason, God gave them over to degrading passions; for 
their women exchanged the natural function for that which 
is unnatural, and in the same way also the men abandoned the 
natural function of the woman and burned in their desire toward 
one another, men with men committing indecent acts and 
receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error” 
(1:26-27). 

We see the first hints of the impact of sin on human sexuality in the 
Genesis narrative.  While Adam and Eve were naked and 
unashamed before their fall into sin (and committed in sexual union 
to one another – Genesis 2:25), afterwards they were ashamed of 
their nakedness and covered themselves (Genesis 3:7). After 
Genesis 3, deviations from the husband-wife one-flesh union 
multiplied – polygamy, incest, rape, homosexuality, adultery, 
prostitution, etc. and humanity has continued to deviate.  In Paul’s 
day, all these deviations from God’s plan, and even more, were 
evident in the sexual practices of the Roman world.   
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Candidates for the U.S. presidency engage in heated debates as to 
how they will solve the problems in our world.  When I see these 
debates I think about Romans 1 and what Paul says about the 
human condition and the PROBLEM beneath the problems. The real 
cancer is deep inside of human beings.  A God-forsaking people will 
always be a God-forsaken people.  We need a RETURN TO GOD . . . 
not another clever program.  We need to change the world one life 
at a time.  And that explains why Paul was so eager to spread the 
message of Jesus in his world.  He knew he had the real answer to 
the real problem.   
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Why did Paul focus on same-sex unions?  Because his main point is 
that humanity has rejected God as the Creator-Designer of all things, 
including ourselves, our relationships, our sexuality.  Same-sex 
unions require the repudiation of the earliest statements God made 
about His design for male-female relations: “God made them male 
and female, in the image of God He created them male and female 
. . .  For this reason, a man shall leave his father and his mother, 
and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh. And the 
man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed” 
(Genesis 1:27 and 2:21-25).  

Having rejected the Designer, we have lived in ways that are 
‘contra-design.’ (Paul used the word “unnatural.”) 

Yet, Paul is quick to point out that deviating from God’s design for 
sexuality is only one of many ways that our repudiation of God has 
impacted our lives.  He provides an elongated ‘vice-list’ (a list of 
behaviors that describe the brokenness of the human condition): 

“And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God 
gave them over to a depraved mind, to do those things which are not 
proper,  being filled with all unrighteousness, wickedness, greed, evil; 
full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malice; they 
are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, arrogant, boastful, 
inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, without understanding, 
untrustworthy, unloving, unmerciful; and although they know the 
ordinance of God, that those who practice such things are worthy 
of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty approval to 
those who practice them” (1:28-32). 

Notice how the above passage started: “They (humanity as a whole) 
did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, so God gave them 
over . . .” (1:28).  The phrase “did not acknowledge” reads in 
Greek: They did not think it fitting to have God be part of their 
knowledge.  They banned God from their thinking processes.  They 
evicted God from their minds.  They removed Him from their 
learning.  They pushed Him out of their awareness. 

And then they became “filled with all unrighteousness” (1:29). The 
vice list gives 21 specific forms that unrighteousness takes. 

The final line of ch.1 brings us full circle.  “. . . and although they 
know the ordinance of God, that those who practice such things are 
worthy of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty  
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approval to those who practice them” (1:28-32).  Buried deep in our 
minds, our hearts, our consciences is the awareness of God and His 
righteous standards.  Yet, we go on with our unrighteous behavior, 
suppressing the inner voice of conscience, and applauding all who 
join us.   

Summary: 

The famous British author and theologian C. S. Lewis once wrote: 
There are only two kinds of people in the end: Those who say to 
God, “Thy will be done,” and those to whom God says, “Thy will be 
done.”  That is precisely Paul’s opening argument in Romans.  We 
said to God: We don’t want You!  God says to humanity: Have it 
your way.  Thus, humanity falls victim to the necessary 
consequences of the decision to abandon God. A God-forsaking race 
becomes a God-forsaken race. 

*However, Paul’s main message in the book of Romans is that there 
is HOPE for himself and all humanity because God (a loving God) 
has done something radical to remedy our problem. Through the 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ, the sinless One, we can be redeemed from 
sin and death.  We can find forgiveness and new life through faith in 
Christ.  This is why Paul was EAGER, OBLIGATED and 
UNASHAMED to bring the timeless gospel (good news) to his 
broken world, and ultimately to ours.  

Discussion Questions 

1. How does Paul’s description of the human condition hit you? 

2. What parallels do you see between what Paul described and our 
world today?  Are we better, worse, the same? 

3. Discuss this thought: The good news only becomes good news 
when we realize that the bad news is bad news. 

4. Go back to Paul’s 3 “I am” statements (1:14-16).  How do those 
statements impact you? 
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