
Introduction:
1. When a jeweler wishes to display a precious gem such as a diamond, he often places it on 

a piece of black velvet. The dark background makes the glory of the gemstone appear 
even more beautiful in contrast. In like manner, Paul is attempting to show the glory of 
the gospel by showing it against the backdrop of human sin.

2.

I. You need the righteousness of God by faith because all men are without excuse for their 
sin. (18-20)

A. Men attempt to suppress the truth about God. (18)

B. God reveals himself to all men in Creation. (19-20)

II. You need the righteousness of God by faith because God has judicially delivered men 
over to the moral consequences of their rejection of Him. (21-32)

A. Because men exchanged God's glory for idols, God delivered them over to 
uncleanness. (21-24)

1. Argumentation: The structure of verses 21-32 revolve around a triple 
cycle of sin and judgment. Three times the text declares that men 
exchanged the truth which they knew from God (v. 18) for a substitute (vv. 
23, 25, 26). As a result, three times the text also declares that God turned 
men over to the moral consequences of their actions (vv. 24, 26, 28). This 
“sin cycle” describes (1) the historical process in which men turned away 
from the original knowledge of God that they possessed in full measure 
from the time of Adam. (2) But it also describes the individual experience 
of every man who has ever lived. 

2. “When they knew God” Explanation: The beginning of this “sin cycle” 
starts with man's knowledge of God (vv. 18-20). Through natural 
revelation, God provides sufficient knowledge for every man to know that 
God exists and to understand his deity and power as the Creator, Ruler, and 
Judge of the universe. 

3. “they glorified him not as God” Explanation: Because of man's 
sinfulness, he attempts to suppress this knowledge. This suppression and 
rejection of the truth initiates a downward spiral into moral anarchy. To 
glorify God means to honor him by giving him his due as Creator and 
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Moral Governor and by fulfilling the will and purpose for which he created 
mankind. MAN OWES GOD A DEBT OF OBEDIENCE AS CREATOR,  
OWNER, RULER, AND JUDGE. All men have failed and do fail to 
glorify God by refusing to obey Him, worship Him, and honor Him.

4. “neither were thankful” Explanation: Thankfulness is the joyful 
acknowledgment of gifts received and the expression of appreciation to the 
giver from one who has experienced undeserved favor (cp. Acts 14:15-17). 
Gratitude is related to the word “grace” (cp. Mandarin). This further 
demonstrates men's responsibility due to God's self-revelation as a 
gracious God who gives the blessings of heaven and patiently restrains his 
wrath toward undeserving men. Argumentation: Ingratitude shows the 
ugliness of human sin. When we receive a benefit from others one of the 
worst insults we can make is to receive the gift without acknowledging the 
giver. When men knew God they did not glorify him and refused to 
acknowledge their obligation to God's grace. MAN OWES GOD A DEBT 
OF GRATITUDE FOR BENEFITS RECEIVED. All men have failed 
and do fail to acknowledge God's gifts and His mercy, grace, and long-
suffering in giving them.

5. “vain in their imaginations...” Explanation: Every step away from God is 
a step farther into moral darkness. Men's rejection of God results in 
inescapable consequences in their moral, mental, emotional, and spiritual 
condition.

6. “wise . . . fools” Explanation: Man's reason is the first part of his nature 
that is negatively affected by his rejection of God. God revealed an 
objective, rational, and reasonable knowledge of Himself in every person. 
When that knowledge is rejected, man's reason becomes warped and 
damaged. Men loudly and openly profess their human wisdom apart from 
God and do not realize that they have become fools. A fool is a person who 
rejects God's way to pursue his own way. The book of Proverbs is filled 
with instructions on how to avoid becoming a fool. “The fear of the Lord 
is the beginning of wisdom, but fools despise wisdom and instruction” 
(Prov 1:7).

7. “And changed the glory . . .” Explanation: God's glory is the moral 
splendor of His infinite nature as holy, righteous, gracious, etc.; it is the 
inherent value and worth of his person as Creator, Ruler, and Judge. The 
word “change” means to “exchange” one thing for another. This is the first 
of three “Great Exchanges” made by men. Originally, every man has the 
knowledge of God and His glory, but he rejects it and replaces it with 
substitutes. This is the essence of idolatry: to take something that God has  
created and put it in the place of God in one's life. This is dishonoring to 
God and degrading to man. This is the FIRST GREAT EXCHANGE. 
Historically, man began with the knowledge of the true God at the time of 
Creation and turned to making and worshiping idols made in the form of 
people, birds, animals, and reptiles. This is the First Great Exchange: men 
exchanged the worship of the true God for the worship of images of what  
He has made.
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8. “Wherefore God gave them up” Explanation: The word “gave them up” 
indicates God's judicial action of turning men over to punishment for their 
sin. This is the primary meaning of v. 18 when it says that “God's wrath is 
being revealed...” The present revelation of God's wrath is seen in God's 
act of turning men over to the moral consequences of their actions.

9. “to uncleanness” Explanation: This is the result of God's turning them 
over. Uncleanness means the moral and spiritual uncleanness which 
accompanies the misuse of their bodies. This includes the perversion of 
God's order for marriage by fornication, adultery, polygamy, 
homosexuality, prostitution, pornography, bestiality, etc. From ancient 
times these sins have been closely associated with idolatry and false 
religion in general.

B. Because men exchanged God's truth for the lie, God delivered them over to 
dishonorable lusts. (25-26a)

1. “who changed the truth of God into a lie” Explanation: Literally, who 
exchanged the truth of God for the lie. This is the SECOND GREAT 
EXCHANGE: God's truth is the truth about himself as God (cp. v. 18). 
The lie is the lie of humanistic false worship. Argumentation: Satan is the 
father of lies (John 8:44); this world's system is under his control and 
involves three powerful subsystems: politics, economics, and religion. He 
welds these three elements of human society into a powerful system in 
opposition to God. Ultimately, they will be unified under the one-world 
government of antichrist (cp. 2Thes1-12, esp. vv. 9-12). Because people 
refuse to believe the truth, they will believe Satan's lie. This lie is found in 
false religious systems such as Buddhism, Islam, Catholicism, etc.. It is 
even seen in false Christianity. It is also evidenced in humanism, atheism, 
pantheism, and other false philosophical systems. It is the elevation of 
creation to the position of god in place of the true God.

2. “and worshiped and served the creature” Explanation: Pagan religions 
worship animals (cows= Hindus), insects (scarab= ancient Egypt), Sun, 
moon, and stars (astrology), trees, etc. Humanism sets man up as his own 
god. These are foolish perversions which demonstrate the irrational nature 
of sin.

3. “God gave them over to dishonorable lusts” Explanation: Since people 
turn away from the truth, God hands them over to the results of their own 
choices. They become more and more irrational. When man believes that 
he is nothing more than an evolved animal, then he begins to act like one. 
He surrenders himself to his own base desires.

4. Illustration: The story of Nebuchadnezzar (Dan. 4).

C. Because men exchanged natural sex for unnatural sex, God delivered them over to 
a disapproved mind. (26b-28)

1. “for even their women did change the natural use” Explanation: This is 
The THIRD GREAT EXCHANGE. This is speaking about female 
homosexuality (or lesbianism). Paul describes both female and male 
homosexuality as a change of God's natural order established at Creation. 
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Argumentation: Just as we saw that there is a Natural Theology by which 
God has revealed himself to mankind, so there is a natural order found in 
nature based upon God's act of creation which man is capable of knowing 
by personal observation and understanding.

2. “into that which is against nature” Explanation: This directly states that 
homosexuality is a violation of God's order in nature. God has set the 
boundaries for human behavior, including sexuality. God designed for 
human sexuality to be expressed ONLY within the bounds of marriage. 
Any sexual activity outside the bounds of marriage is sinful. This includes 
adultery, fornication, pornography, etc. But although extra-marital sex is 
sinful, homosexuality is a double violation of God's morality, because it 
perverts the very order of male-female sexuality designed by God at 
Creation. 

3. Argumentation: Thus God calls homosexuality an abomination (Lev 
18:22, 20:13). Homosexuality is not new. It has been around since Sodom 
and Gomorrah. Both male and female homosexuality were commonplace 
in the Roman Empire and throughout the Greek world of Paul's day. It has 
always existed, but in our culture it has usually been a hidden and 
shameful practice. But today we see that homosexuality is “coming out of 
the closet.” Therefore, we as Christians must know how to respond to 
homosexuality and to homosexuals:

a.  Paul is showing that ALL MEN are sinners; Because all men are 
sinners, all men can be saved in the same way, by the grace of God. 
The gospel is God's power unto salvation to everyone that believes. 
Therefore we must treat homosexuals as we would treat other 
sinners: by giving them the gospel so that they can be saved.

b. When the issue is political rights for homosexuals, I believe that we 
should exercise our vote to prevent homosexuality from being 
accepted as an “alternate lifestyle.” It is sin; the government's job is 
to restrain evil (Rom 13). Therefore we should love homosexuals 
when we meet them in the world; but we must also tell them the 
truth about their sin.

4. “receiving in themselves the recompense of their error” Explanation: God 
has designed the law of sowing and reaping. What people sow, they also 
reap. This is true in a limited sense concerning people's sin in this life. 
People who live sexually promiscuous lives, often contract sexually 
transmitted diseases (like AIDS). But ultimately, the day of judgment is yet 
to come. Every person will face the judgment of God for their sin, 
whatever that sin may be.

5. “not retain God in their knowledge” Explanation: The two sentences in 
this verse contain a play on words. Because they did not “approve” of God 
in their thinking, God delivered them over to a mind that was 
“disapproved” by God. A disapproved mind is one that God has tested and 
rejected. These people have been abandoned by God to the ultimate 
consequences of their sinful rejection of him.
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D. Men are sinful in the extreme. (29-32)

1. Argumentation: vv. 29-31 contain a list of characteristics of sinful men 
who are disapproved by God. These characteristics are apparent all around 
us in our society today. We don't have the time to examine each one 
individually, but we can see that these vices, so prevalent today, prove that 
all men are sinful in the extreme. Theologians call this characteristic of 
man Depravity. It means that man is utterly sinful in both his nature and 
his deeds. This does not mean that every man is as sinful as he could 
possibly be, but that his sinfulness affects every area of his nature so that 
he cannot please God.

2. “who knowing the judgment of God” Explanation: The epitome of man's 
sin is seen in his not only himself acting in the ways mentioned above, but 
actually approving those actions. This proves that man has a settled 
disposition of rebellion against God and his revelation in nature.

3. Argumentation: Thus the situation which we observe at the end of this 
chapter is one in which God has abandoned the whole Gentile world to its 
sinful vices because of its rejection of God and his revelation in nature. As 
we look around at our world and our society, we do not have to wonder 
whether men are sinful. It is obvious and impossible to deny. We live in a 
world filled with violence, uncleanness, deception, hate, selfishness, etc. 
Every one of us has personal experience with such things. If we are honest, 
we recognize that this not just a problem with “them” but, ultimately, is 
also my own problem. I am a sinner!

Conclusion:
1. The gospel is given for sinners! God wants every person to recognize his condition as a 

sinner in order that he might be willing to accept God's solution. Man is under a sentence 
of death for his sin. But Christ paid the penalty in his place. The sinner who repents of his 
sin and turns to Christ in faith can be justified—declared righteous.
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