
Letter to the Romans 
Study 2: The Irreligious Need The Gospel 

Paul has just made his definitive summary statement for the entire letter to the 
Romans by declaring that the gospel is the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who believes. This is because it contains the revelation of the 
righteousness from God that God freely gives to those who believe. 

Paul now begins to unpack this gospel message by spending the next sixty 
verses discussing the wrath of God. He breaks down God’s wrath towards 
those who are irreligious and indifferent (1:18-32), those who are religious and 
self-righteous (2:1-29), and then finally towards the entire human race 
collectively (3:1-20). It's against this dark backdrop of God's wrath that Paul 
then presents God's precious light of good news — the gospel of the 
righteousness from God (3:21). 

The only way we will ever see God’s grace as amazing is to recognize the 
seriousness of our sin and the horror of God’s wrath towards sin and sinners. 
We must be made aware of our condition in the sight of God and fully accept 
the diagnosis. Grace is gloriously magnified when viewed properly against the 
backdrop of our guilt before God. 

Grace becomes amazing when we rightly understand sin.
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Jesus said it Himself: 

“Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. 
I came not to call the righteous, but sinners.” (Mark 2:17)

Now, the apostle makes it clear from the beginning that God’s wrath isn’t 
primarily directed at people because they occasionally do things wrong. God’s 
wrath is revealed towards man because man has made a decision to live for 
himself rather than for God and others.

The condition of the irreligious (or ‘non-church’) world as described here by the 
apostle Paul can be summed up in three phrases found in v. 18-23. We are told:

❖ The world suppresses the truth (v. 18)
❖ The world does not honor or thank God for who He is (v. 21)
❖ And the world exchanges the things of God for the things of this world (v. 23)

If the world desires to have a god at all it usually prefers to have a god that can 
be defined based on what’s comfortable and conforming to the culture of the 
day. You may hear a particular person say to you, "Well, I don't think God is 
exactly like that". Upon asking for the basis of such a belief, they may respond 
to you by saying, "Well, its just what I believe". Such a comment reveals that this 
person’s entire beliefs about God are based on their own personal thoughts and 
opinions. Essentially, they have become their own personal god and foolishly 
created their own false belief that fits their own agenda and selfish pleasure. 
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The apostle Paul says that God has made Himself plain to the world so people 
have no excuse for suppressing the truth about him (v. 19-20). However, the 
world still suppresses the truth buried deep within their created conscience and 
refuses to honor God for who he is. Instead, they exchange a relationship with 
him for something they desire more. So in essence, idolatry is the fundamental 
sin of the world’s corrupt sinful nature. 

For many of us, the word idolatry or idol seems like a very primitive and 
irrelevant word that doesn’t really pertain to us today. We often associate such 
words with some sort of tribal pagan practice or ritual worship. However, the 
truth of the matter is this: Idolatry is setting your heart and mind on something 
other than God to bring you ultimate happiness and satisfaction. Therefore, 
idolatry is a very relevant sin among us today. 

After immediately laying out the fundamental sin of the irreligious world 
around us, the apostle Paul then begins to draw some deductions from this sin 
in order to describe the consequences of this kind of idolatry. As we see from the 
remaining passages that follow, the idolatry of man leads to the rise of 
dishonorable desires (v. 24), dishonorable passions (v. 26) and a distorted mind 
(v. 28). And as Paul makes clear, God does reveal His wrath against such 
ungodliness and unrighteousness.

So how does God reveal his wrath against such behavior?

Paul goes on to declare three different times that, “God gave them up… God 
gave them up… God gave them up” (v. 24, 26, 28). So according to Paul, God 
reveals His wrath in a counter-intuitive way by giving people over to what they 
have ultimately decided they want anyway. 
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Often times when we think of God’s wrath, we immediately think of lightning 
bolts and fiery flames (Flood, Sodom, etc.), but possibly the worst thing that can 
happen to sinners is for God to take His hand off of our lives and allow us to go 
on sinning without any restraint. 

When God gives people over to the lusts of their hearts, it means He allows 
people to freely pursue that which they over-desire. For example, many people 
possess an over-desire when it comes to their jobs or careers. They view it as the 
thing that makes them somebody important and the thing that gives them their 
sense of self-worth and value in this world. This again reveals the way that we 
will worship whatever it is that we feel gives us our reason for living.

When our career becomes the lust of our heart, we become driven by success 
and performance. Success in our career will then begin to rule over us, and we 
begin to do anything (no matter how destructive) to have it, get more of it and 
to make sure that we keep it.

We will tragically end up spending our lives striving for and failing to find that 
which we could simply receive and enjoy through a reconciled relationship with 
God.

One of the consequences for God giving the world over to its idolatry is the 
moral disintegration of human society. Look at the list of over-desires, 
dishonorable passions, and characteristics of a distorted mind that Paul 
mentions in v. 24-32. Idolatry will always breed all sorts of immorality.
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Fallen humanity has fallen into all sorts of idolatry and immorality and has 
rebelliously declared its independence from its Creator. We have exchanged the 
glory of God for imitations (v. 23), we have exchanged the truth about God for 
lies (v. 25), and we have exchanged what’s natural for things that are completely 
unnatural (v. 26). And forgetting God cripples the flourishing of civilization.

The only hope for humanity is to recognize the seriousness of our sin, the horror 
of God’s wrath towards sin, and our desperate need for God’s grace and mercy. 
And as the great English theologian, John Stott, puts it:  

“Nothing keeps people away from Christ more than their inability to see 
their need of him or their unwillingness to admit it.”1

God is a jealous God and will not tolerate such outright rejection and sin 
forever. The worst possible thing that can happen to us and the society in which 
we live is for God to give us what we want by giving us up to our own idolatry. 

However, the good news for all of us is that despite man's outright rejection and 
dishonorable sin, God has extended His hand of grace by also giving His Son 
up to pay the penalty for our idolatry. God doesn't just give up sinners; He gave 
up His Son. Christ experienced rejection from God to reconcile man's rejection 
of God. This is what leads Timothy Keller to write:

“The gospel is this: We are more sinful and flawed in ourselves than we 
ever dared believe, yet at the very same time we are more loved and 
accepted in Jesus Christ than we ever dared hope.”2

 John Stott, The Message to the Romans1

 Timothy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage2

LETTER TO THE ROMANS - STUDY 2: THE IRRELIGIOUS NEED THE GOSPEL !5


