Liturgy:

Reading : Romans 1, 16 – 32 

Text       : Romans 1, 18, 21, 28

Ps.    33 : 1,3

Ps.  119 : 6

Ps.    12 : 4 (after baptism)
Ps.    67 : 2

Ps.   19 : 1,2,3

Hy.  11 : 2,3
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
This morning in the sermon, I would like to address the following question, “Can people who know nothing about God be held responsible for the fact that they will not be saved.” Our Reformed confessions answer this question in the affirmative. In the Canons of Dort, Ch. I, 5, it reads, “The cause or guilt for this unbelief, as well as for all other sins, is by no means in God, but rather in man.” Art. 14 BC, which deals with the fall into sin and the consequences of this fall, states the following, “Since man became wicked and perverse, corrupt in all his ways, he has lost all his excellent gifts which he had once received from God. He has nothing left but some small traces, which are sufficient to make man inexcusable.” These last words are a quotation of Romans 1, 20. This same verse is quoted also in Art. 2 BC. Art. 2 speaks about the means, by which God makes Himself know to man. The first part of this article reads as follows, “…”
Thus, by giving an answer in the affirmative to the question I posed in the beginning, the confessions clearly refer to Scripture, in particular to the words chosen as text fort this morning’s sermon. In this passage, the apostle Paul speaks about the wrath of God revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness and this willfully. In other words, it is not that the truth is sought but cannot be found, but rather that, confronted with the truth – which is clearly seen, vs. 20 – fallen humanity seeks to hinder and obstruct its influence, and is therefore without excuse. Of course, one could also refer to God’s decree of election and reprobation. However, even from that perspective – as the Canons of Dort make it abundantly clear – man can only blame himself for the situation he is in. Holy God is fair and just in all His actions. Our fathers have stressed this also when they describe God’s decree of reprobation. Let us just read this article for a moment, CoD I, 15, “…” 
This morning we will speak in more detail about the fact that God acts righteously, also when executing His wrath on the unbelievers. Thus, this morning we will listen to
THE REVELATION OF GOD’S RIGHTEOUSNESS

IN THE EXECUTION OF HIS WRATH

UPON THE WICKEDNESS OF THE UNBELIEVERS

We will pay attention to the following aspects

1) what causes this wrath of God

2) that God is just in executing this wrath

3) how God reveals this wrath

I
The verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon, Br. & Sr., must be read in close connection with the preceding verses of this chapter, on which focused last week Sunday morning in connection with Reformation Day. In the verses 16 & 17, Paul speaks about the gospel as the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes. The gospel – it is the power of God to salvation, since the gospel points us to Jesus Christ as the only One, in and through whom we can escape the wrath of God. Indeed, whoever does not accept Christ as Saviour will not escape this wrath of God, which – as Paul mentions it in vs. 18 – is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness.
From these words we learn, Br. & Sr., as to the execution of God’s wrath, we should think not only of what will happen on judgment day when Christ returns on the clouds of heaven. Instead, God is active today already in executing His wrath upon the ungodly, who simply live their wicked life as they see fit, and this without any shame.

When the apostle Paul speaks about this, no doubt he was thinking of the world of heathenism in his day, of a society in which people willfully submitted themselves to all kind of sins dishonoring God. From the names, Paul mentions in his letter to the Romans, we may conclude that he wrote this letter, when he was still in Corinth, shortly before his return to Jerusalem towards the end of his second missionary journey. Well, in those days there was a proverbial saying ‘living like a Corinthian’, which referred to the immoral life of the people living in this seaport, a life of self-indulgence. As far as that is concerned, beloved, there is nothing new under the sun. There was a lot of immorality also in Paul’s day. 

Paul also knew the cause of this. He knew how it had come this far. The cause of all wickedness we meet in life, also today – the cause is, says the apostle Paul, verse 21 – 23 of Romans 1, “…” In other words, the cause of all wickedness is: men turn their back upon the truth, preferring darkness to light. Proudly thinking they know it all, wise in their own minds. Yet meanwhile the light has gone out, which leaves them in utter darkness with all the consequences involved: no norms, no laws, man living only for himself without any restraint, a society of self-indulgence and immorality.
That’s the picture Paul gives of society in his day. Yet, beloved, today it’s not any different. True, what we read in vs. 23, people making images and serving them instead of God, in literal terms you don’t find this today. Man has become wiser, one could say. However, has he indeed? At bottom, making an image of God is measuring God according to human standards. Well, beloved, as far as that is concerned nothing has changed.

Let me try to make this clear with an example. As regards today, many people cannot understand that if God is almighty, why does He not intervene in a world, in which so much misery happens. Take the situation in Iraq for example, where people are killed daily, or the Middle East, and so many other places in this world. Where is God, why doesn’t He take action, instead of as it seems now simply silently standing by? The reasoning behind a question like this, Br. & Sr., is, “If God exist, he must think along my lines.” Thus, even today, man is still measuring God according to his own human standards. Well, this is exactly what Paul writes in Romans 1, 25, “…”
Once this happens, beloved, the next step is easily set. Because man measures everything only with human standards, he also determines himself what is right or wrong. Why should I not be allowed to do this, or to do that? 

Why should I not be allowed – the verb ‘allow’ refers to a norm as well as to someone who watches this norm. However, modern man doesn’t worry about any norms, instead he has become a law to himself, living life to the full in self-indulgence and all kind of immoral conduct. How come? What did cause such a lifestyle? The answer to this question we read in vs. 21a, “…”

From these words, we learn, the worst thing in today’s society is not the immoral life people live, or the offensiveness of sin. Worse is that God does not receive the glory that is due to Him. After all, beloved, even in the world you can meet people who live decent lives, who have regard for virtue and outward order, condemning the same things we might condemn. Nevertheless, also to them applies what the apostle writes in vs. 21, they do not fold their hands to thank God. They do not give glory to God as the Creator and Sustainer of all things. The apostle Paul, thus, wants to make a clear distinction between cause and effect. The effect is what we see and meet in today’s society, but the cause goes deeper. After all, beloved, man does not become guilty before God only after he has committed certain offensive sins. To say it in terms applying to the time of the apostle Paul – man does not become guilty before God only after he has brought sacrifices in an idol temple, instead he is guilty already when he does not give God the honor due to Him.

When we look around in today’s society we see a lot of immoral conduct, many people who only live for themselves and nothing else. This may upset us. Yet these are only the effects of something much worse, namely that people no longer give thanks to God. Who is it, who still folds his hands before a meal to acknowledge God as the only fountain of all good? How few do still stand in awe and praise God, when they see His majesty in creation. People have changed the truth about God in a lie – think of the theory of evolution, for example. The truth is turned into lie. The creature is worshipped rather than the Creator. Man stands in the centre and simply become a law to himself. Yet it all started when man failed to honor God.

We can be thankful that by a passage as this morning Scripture points us to the real evil. We too can get upset about all kind of immoral conduct, corruption, and you name it. However, you have people out in the world who worry and get upset about the same thing. Yet the text chosen for this morning’s sermon shows us that there is much more at stake. First and foremost we should be upset about the fact that God, the Creator, our heavenly Father, does not receive the glory due to Him. This also means as children of God we cannot be really happy, when this society would change only outwardly. That’s only the varnish so to speak, the root cause runs much deeper.
Just by way of example, as Christians we can oppose same-sex marriages, the free availability of an abortive pill, and you name it. And of course, we are thankful, when parliament opposes the same things. But now the question, if all these things are stopped by law, would this really bring about a total change in Australia. There is much more that we should strive for: a greater effort to confront people with the gospel in order that they may praise God and in this way the LORD receives the honor due to Him.

II
As church we have a word for the world, for those who do not know God. Beloved, how many aren’t there also here in Australia, in Perth, who have hardly any knowledge of God and His Word. There are more homes in which God’s Name is not praised than homes where this still happens. From our text, we learn all, who do not thank God, who do not give Him the honor due to Him – all these people are guilty before God; not only those who live a life of offense sins, but also those whom we would regard as decent citizens. Guilty – because they do not honor God! After all, to honor God is a duty for all men. This is what we also should point out, when confronting people with the gospel.

Now one may say how these people can be held accountable, if they do not know anything about God. To be able to thank God, one must know Him. So, if a person never has been confronted with the gospel, how can that person be guilty before God? Can one be held accountable for things he has no knowledge of? Yet, in our text we read, they are without excuse. They live under the wrath of God, since they suppress the truth in unrighteousness.
How can Scripture say this? The answer is that God made Himself know also to them, vs. 20, “…” In other words, it’s creation that tells the reason there is a Creator, so that men are absolutely without excuse. Through creation, there is an active manifestation of God to all men. It is the first means mentioned in Art. 2 BC, “…”  The very essence of a Creator and something of His character is absolutely everywhere. For human reason to reject this goes against the grain of everything. Man cannot do one step in life without being confronted with God. In the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord Jesus speaking about that we must love also our enemies says, Mt. 5, 45, “…” I also like to refer to Acts 14, which tells us about Paul and Barnabas preaching the gospel in Lystra, calling the people to turn from the useless things to the living God, who – Acts 14, 15b – 17, “…” In other words, God is known through His works. Reason must tell also those who do not know God, someone sends rain, someone paints the sunsets, makes the flowers grow, the birds sing, and you name it. Thus, people are indeed without excuse.
Yet – so one may say – nature does not lead man to saving knowledge of God. We also need the Bible, as Calvin said it, one cannot read the book of nature without the glasses of the Bible. This is indeed true, beloved. Yet at the same time, this does not excuse the unbelievers. In Romans 1, 21 it reads, “They knew God.” What God made known in creation could be perceived clearly, vs. 20. However, what does an unbeliever do? He suppresses this truth in unrighteousness, vs. 18. Instead of working with the things God had made known, he pushes them to the far corner of his existence. 
Guilty ignorance, in a similar way as for example in WO II some people knew quite well what happened in Germany, the extinction of the Jews in the gas chambers, but they did not want to hear about it, pushed it away from their mind. This happens more in life, we know but push it away. Well, beloved, likewise an unbeliever pretends to be ignorant, but it is a guilty ignorance. This becomes clear also from the last book of the Bible, where we read that on the final day of judgment these unbelievers will not say in a naïve way we did not know, but instead they will say to the mountain, ‘Fall on us’ and to the hills, ‘Cover us’.
 They knew all the way, but there was a stubborn unwillingness to give God the honor, which is due to Him. They suppress the truth by their wickedness and so fall under the wrath of God, which at present already is revealed against them. How – that’s what we will look at in the third and final point of the sermon.
III
Today’s society, Br. & Sr. can be characterized as a society of moral chaos and confusion. Everyone seems to have a right to live life as he himself sees fit, be it living together without being lawfully married, or having a same sex relationship. People speak openly about all these things without any shame as if there is nothing wrong with all these things.
As church members at times we may sigh, how can it ever become worse? We feel strangers in a climate, which accepts sin publicly. Where is God that He simply seems to tolerate all this, seems to do nothing about it? Can people do all these perverse things without impunity?
In response to comments like these, Br. & Sr., the first thing I would like to say is that we have to be careful in saying that in earlier times things were not as bad as today. In fact, since the fall in Paradise, in the eye of sinful man the abnormality of sin seems rather be normal. Moreover, look at the picture the apostle Paul gives of society in his day, it could have been written for today. Rebelling against the norm, people lived life to the full in selfishness without true love for the neighbor. In this context, the apostle Paul addresses in particular the sin of homosexuality and lesbian love, the sins in which people give way to the passion of the flesh in sinful lust.
What was the cause of all this? Paul says, God gave them over…. We read this 3 times in this passage, vs. 24, “…,” vs. 26, “…,” and vs. 28, “…” God gave them over, or as we can also translate it, God abandoned them. See, Br. & Sr., when looking around also in today’s society, we sometimes may sigh, “Where is God, is He withdrawing himself? Why does He not act?” Yet, beloved, God does act. In all the things we see in today’s society God is actively present. All those perverse sins are an expression of God’s wrath revealed to those who willfully suppress the truth by their wickedness. A world that does not thank God but just lives for itself is given up to itself, given up to itself by God. In other words, there comes a point in God’s dealing with men and nations, groups of people, when He abandons them. The consequence of that abandonment is: they will eat the fruit of their own choices. 
It is this concept of being abandoned by God that best explains the moral chaos and confusion that we are experience also at present in our own country. Sometimes we may think we have to wait for God’s wrath being executed. Yet, beloved, God’s wrath is executed at present already. God’s wrath in its initial form is simply to allow men to live with the result of their own choices, to take the restraint off. Wrath means that sinning people are allowed the freedom to sin more blatantly, yet to their own doom. Vs. 27b refers to this, where it reads, “receiving in themselves the penalty of their error which was due.” In this context, we may give thought to sickness of Aids, which is often the result of a pervert living. Man receives just what he chose, but it will make him perish.
One may wonder why the apostle Paul elaborates in particular on the sin of homosexuality. Is this because this sin is worse than others are? However, isn’t so that God wrath turns against every sin, why then this sin being singled out so to speak? The answer is that in particular the sin of exchange of natural relations for unnatural ones serves as a clear example of how God has given man up to himself, even in his most intimate relations. Even in his sexual relations, man no longer seeks the other in love, but in selfishness lives out his own sinful passions. This same selfishness reveals itself also in the other sins mentioned by the apostle Paul in the concluding verses of this passage. For example, he who becomes disobedient to his parents looses the warmth and the love of a parental home and is left to himself. Likewise, a covetous person often looses friends and becomes lonely. If you are haughty or boastful, other people become insignificant in your eyes and once again you are left to yourself. 

See, beloved, that’s what happens when man no longer in thankfulness direct his mind to the Creator and Sustainer of life, but lives for himself. When God in his wrath makes a person walk this way to its very end, it becomes terrible, as we see in today’s society. Then as God’s children we shudder, when hear about all kind of perverseness. Yet in the light of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, we also learn that in all this God is at work, revealing His wrath on people who suppress the truth in unrighteousness. Summarizing, this morning text will teach us not to look first of all at what man is doing, but at what God is doing. All those people who presently are boasting of themselves and think they can do what they want are actually tormented by the punishing hand of God.
See, at times we may sigh where is God, why doesn’t He take any action against all the wickedness of men. Yet, beloved, God is taking action, executing His wrath today already. God is very present, when it seems that man can do what he wants. He is revealing His wrath in the immoral and corrupt conduct of modern man. He has given an unbelieving world up to its own ruin. Thus not man reigns supreme, but God is fully in control. He reveals His power in today’s society, whether people want to know it or not. God reveals His righteousness in the execution of His wrath upon the wickedness of the unbelievers.

Realizing, Br. & Sr., that indeed God’s wrath is at work in today’s society and that many people perish under it, shouldn’t this cause us to really reach out with the gospel, which is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes. Somewhere I read rescue boats sail out especially when it is bad weather. Well, from a spiritual point of view the weather is bad, indeed. The wrath of God is revealing itself in today’s society. Shouldn’t we then put out the rescue boats, beloved, to bring the gospel to those who are perishing, to those who at present are given up to themselves? For, also for them there is salvation, when they come to Christ and accept Him as Saviour. Therefore, let us often speak of Christ, not only on Sunday but also throughout the week, utilizing our contacts in order that many may come to the light and find salvation, so that together with us they may give thanks to God.

It’s easy to complain about the bad things in society, whilst at the same time we keep seated in our easy chair and don’t look beyond our own close circle. Yet, when we are indeed worried about those people perishing outside our cozy circle, it will cause us to reach out to them with the gospel. Saying this, I don’t mean that all of sudden we should start door knocking making people aware of the seriousness of the situation. Yet it will cause us to make the most of the opportunities when meeting with those who are perishing, be it sitting next to someone on the train, or talking to a workmate, a fellow student at UNI, not being ashamed of the gospel, in a similar way as the apostle Paul was not ashamed of it. 
Above all, by our way of life we should show the people around us that we have something else to live for than the empty pleasures of this world. Yes, let us pray to God that He may make us instrumental to rescue others, in order that our heavenly Father receives the glory due to Him.
The gospel – a power of God to salvation for everyone who believes! Beloved, do we still believe this. The gospel – it has indeed saving power also for those who at present are perishing under God’s wrath. Let it never be our fault that a person who crossed our path did not hear about it. Instead, let us reach out in love and concern for so many, who at present walk in darkness. Let us shine as bright stars in the midst of today’s dark society. Amen.
� Rev. 6, 16
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