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Introduction

I title this ‘Word of Encouragement’ Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God as a tribute to Jonathan Edwards’ great influence as a preacher and theologian.  I preached this particular passage from Romans 1 last October, and this was Edwards’ 301st birthday.  So, I “borrowed” the title as it were, and use some of Edwards’ quotations from this convicting sermon by the same title, that God was pleased to use in the 18th century to bring repentance and faith to his people!

Our passage of focus from Romans today is from Romans 1:18-32.  There is much to be considered from this passage, and I will try by God’s grace to point out a few significant points and applications for our study today.

Romans 1:18-32

ESV Romans 1:18-32: For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 21 For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 24 Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25 because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. 26 For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; 27 and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in themselves the due penalty for their error. 28 And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done. 29 They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, 30 slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 31 foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32 Though they know God's decree that those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them.

Wrath of God (Objective Wrath Revealed from above)
Let us begin by consider the wrath of God being objectively revealed from heaven.  Verse 18 says: “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven…”  There is a “present-tense” revealing, or revelation of God’s wrath coming objectively from heaven.  But how is wrath defined and revealed in Scripture, particularly in the Old Covenant, and what exactly is this wrath that is being revealed?

What is Wrath? A good definition of God’s wrath has been articulated by Professor John Murray.  He says: “Wrath is the holy revulsion of God’s being against that which is the contradiction of his character.” (Murray).  

Wrath is not something evil or sinful in God for He is perfect and holy in his character, but it is his holy revulsion against that which is contrary to Who He is in essence.  Wrath is the display of God’s just displeasure on sinful men.  What is hard to stomach sometimes is that the Bible makes it clear that all men deserve God’s wrath.  Some get what they deserve; some get grace or that which they do not deserve in Christ.  

How has God revealed his wrath throughout Redemptive-History, particularly in the Old Covenant? How does this reveal God’s justice and punishment for sin?
God’s Revelation of Wrath in the Old Covenant

In the flood we observe a creation reversal of the waters.  In the creation account, God in his mercy and grace creates the world as a habitation for men.  After the fall of man recorded in Genesis, the same world that God had given to man becomes his place of judgment, and God in effect starts over with Noah and his family.  
In the creation God divided the waters of the sea to produce dry land, in the flood God allows the floodgates of heaven to open in order to destroy man’s habitation as an act of judgment to bring repentance and faith to those who had found favor in God’s eyes—such as Noah.

In Gen. 6:15 we read of the reason why God judged the world in the flood: “Every intention of the thoughts of man’s heart was only evil continually.” Because every intention of the thoughts of man’s heart was only evil continually, God was not worshipped and glorified, and this was the purpose or intent for which God created man.  It would have been completely fair of God to destroy man altogether, but he had made a gracious promise to Adam, the One who had sinned against God from the very beginning, telling Adam that God would provide someone to undo what He had done (Gen. 3:14-16)!
In Genesis 10, we have the Tower of Babel incident where there is a creation reversal of language.  Man was created with a purpose of communicating with God and mankind.  Because of the evil intents of man in an attempt to “dethrone” the Almighty, God reverses, or confuses (“Babel”) the languages.
At Sodom and Gomorrah in Gen. 18-19, Abraham asks: “Suppose there is 50 righteous in the city?...OK…how about 10?”  Abraham begins asking God if he will save Sodom and Gomorrah from destruction if there are 50 righteous people in the city? There are not.  Then he slides numerically down the scale until he is at 10 people: If 10, will you save the city from destruction?  But there are no righteous people, no one who does not deserve to be punished.  God’s wrath is poured out on that city!
In the Exodus from Egypt (Exodus 15), Israel is saved and Egypt is judged.  When the Israelites enter into the Promised Land (Joshua), there is nothing inherently righteous within them (Deut. 7), but God uses them as instruments of his judgment on a pagan people.  With Elijah and the Prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18), we have a divine spiritual war between God and the false prophets of Baal.  This competition is evidence that God is supreme over all so-called “deities”, and God wins by using Elijah his prophet to bring wrath and judgment on the Prophets of Baal.
When the majority of Israel turns away from their God who has always been faithful to them, Israel is judged by Assyria and Babylon in the Exile.  No one, even those who have a close “visible covenantal” relationship with God are immune to God’s wrath if they turn away from him, forsaking him and turning to idols (1 Thess. 1:8-10).
The way God’s wrath is revealed throughout the Old Covenant would be best described as an Intrusion of the Last Day.  What this means is that many times God is patient and allows sinners to go their ways for years without judgment, sometimes he chooses to allow a partial judgment on sinners to “intrude” into the present in order to remind all men to repent (Luke 13:1ff; 2 Peter 3:4ff).
The greatest and most climatic intrusion of God’s wrath in history is upon the cross of the Lord Jesus for those who believe! Christ underwent the wrath of God for those who believe- - so God’s love only makes sense in the context of his wrath and anger against sin!

God of Wrath or God of Love?

Many today do not understand the importance of understanding God’s character as wrathful.  We are like the Ancient Greeks in many ways.  Wrath is considered contrary to tolerant, “sophisticated”, so-called “enlightened” theology about God (this too has become “foolishness to the world”!).

Modern preachers and theologians find it to be less than “gentlemanly” and “sophisticated” to speak of God in such a way.  The only attribute of God that seems to get “press” and “preaching” today is God’s attribute of love!  
Not only are some too “sophisticated” and “modern” (or “Postmodern”) to talk of wrath, many are in essence “Modern-Day Marcionites”!  Marcion was a heretic in the first century AD who believed that the God of the New Testament was good and loving and the God of the Old Testament was wrathful.  So, he basically taught that the good Jesus had made the bad YHWH pleased.  In our actions, we try to avoid the subject of God’s wrath, even though this attribute of God is most often revealed (in both testaments!).  We should allow God to reveal himself in all His fullness in the Old and the New Testaments, preaching the God Who reveals himself fully!
We also need to remember that there is no separation between the sin and sinners: I have heard it said that “God loves the sinner but hates the sin.”  This is unbiblical (as hard as it may be for finite men to understand).  Romans 9: 14-22 clearly teaches that God loves some and “hates” others.  I am not excited about this fact, nor do I understand it fully, but it is what the Word of God teaches!
Who am I to disagree?  Who are you, O Man, to talk back to God? Can the clay say to the Potter why have you made me like this?  To say “God loves the sinner but hates the sin” is to do injustice to God’s character and the Person and Work of Christ.  
God does not send “sin” to eternal hell and torment; he sends sinners. 
God punishes sinners, not merely sin.
Christ’s cross was not merely a display of God’s love (although it was not less than that), but the cross of Christ was a propitiation or an atonement.  Christ was sinless, yet Christ took the sins of His people upon himself.  God did not punish Jesus with eternal torment and wrath on the cross merely for sins, but as a man who represented sinful man.  Jesus the God-Man saves sinners, not sin!  You cannot separate sin from sinners!  Simply put, wickedness is earned by sinners and punished because of man’s sins against God in independence from him!

In a local paper recently I read that the main point of the Christmas season is to make sure that all knows God loves them?!  Yet this is not completely true.  The reason for the season so to speak is the incarnation and the incarnation was God coming down as man to live as Adam failed to live and to die on behalf of those who would believe in Christ alone.  
The incarnation is about Jesus living on behalf of sinners and dying for them, taking the wrath of God, all the powers of God’s holy revulsion against sinners upon himself!!
This avoidance of God’s wrath in today’s culture and pulpits is extremely ironic since God’s wrath makes His love understandable and truly, well, “loving”!  You see, only if we understand what we truly deserve as sinners (even at Christmastime, and perhaps more so!!), do we truly “get” and understand the purpose of Christ’s life and death! The Apostle John explains in John 3:16-18:
God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whosoever believes upon him shall never perish, but have everlasting life.  God did not send his Son into the world to judge the world, but so that the world might be saved through him.  Whoever believes is saved, whoever has not believed is condemned already for he has not believed in name of the only begotten Son of God [paraphrase].
We must preach and speak concerning God’s wrath.  Sinners must know what kind of terrible predicament they are in as long as they ignore God’s Son: they stand condemned!  Why would we tell condemned men that God loves them?  God loves His precious Son and those who love him because He loved them first!  God does not love those who trample the Son of God under their feet in their blatantly rebellious denial (cf. Hebrews 6).

“Fire and Brimstone”
Yet some are unfairly and pejoratively called “fire and brimstone” preachers when they preach concerning hell or wrath.  I must say this style has on occasion been abused, and at times it has been preached without grace, but at least at one time it was preached!  We live in a time when it is not being talked about and we must return to a balance between God’s love and his wrath.  

If we are to understand the love of God, we must understand his wrath!

Many times today, Jonathan Edwards is thought of as being the “father of fire and brimstone” teachers.  But we must remember that Edwards id not invent this style of preaching- - the Apostle Paul did!

Because of Jonathan Edwards faithfulness in the pulpit, God through his Holy Spirit caused much fruit to be harvested (October 2004: Edwards’ 301st Birthday!)!  Read the following excerpt from Edwards very carefully and prayerfully!  This is the preaching of God’s wrath that we must return to, and notice the love that is held out to poor sinners by Edwards with hopes that they might repent and come to Christ:

“The bow of God's wrath is bent, and the arrow made ready on the string, and justice bends the arrow at your heart, and strains the bow, and it is nothing but the mere pleasure of God, and that of an angry God, without any promise or obligation at all, that keeps the arrow one moment from being made drunk with your blood…The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider, or some loathsome insect over the fire, abhors you, and is dreadfully provoked: his wrath towards you burns like fire; he looks upon you as worthy of nothing else, but to be cast into the fire; he is of purer eyes than to bear to have you in his sight; you are ten thousand times more abominable in his eyes, than the most hateful venomous serpent is in ours. 

You have offended him infinitely more than ever a stubborn rebel did his prince; and yet it is nothing but his hand that holds you from falling into the fire every moment. It is to be ascribed to nothing else, that you did not go to hell the last night; that you was suffered to awake again in this world, after you closed your eyes to sleep. And there is no other reason to be given, why you have not dropped into hell since you arose in the morning, but that God's hand has held you up. There is no other reason to be given why you have not gone to hell, since you have sat here in the house of God, provoking his pure eyes by your sinful wicked manner of attending his solemn worship. Yea, there is nothing else that is to be given as a reason why you do not this very moment drop down into hell.

O sinner! Consider the fearful danger you are in: it is a great furnace of wrath, a wide and bottomless pit, full of the fire of wrath, that you are held over in the hand of that God, whose wrath is provoked and incensed as much against you, as against many of the damned in hell. You hang by a slender thread, with the flames of divine wrath flashing about it, and ready every moment to singe it, and burn it asunder; and you have no interest in any Mediator, and nothing to lay hold of to save yourself, nothing to keep off the flames of wrath, nothing of your own, nothing that you ever have done, nothing that you can do, to induce God to spare you one moment. And consider here more particularly.”

What love and grace Edwards reveals to sinners!  To avoid telling someone they were in a burning building because it might offend them would be unintelligible!  To avoid telling someone they were about to walk off a ledge, plummeting 100 feet to their death because it might cause them to feel “insecure” or “insignificant”, would be ludicrous!  To love someone enough to tell them of the wrath of God, is to show the offensive, yet unbelievable love of Christ Jesus!

Here’s something for all preachers and teachers of the Word to think about: If sinners are not sometimes (maybe often?!) offended by your gospel preaching, something might be less than “gospel” about it!  This doesn’t mean  you seek to offend, if you preach faithfully the foolishness and weakness of the cross and resurrection of Jesus for sinners, then you will offend!  If you preach God’s love and wrath, then you will offend!  Some will scoff and laugh, but God is working by His Spirit through His Word to save!

Wickedness of Fallen Man (Subjective Aspect of God’s Wrath)
Having considered the objective wrath of God as revealed from heaven, let us now focus our attention on the subjects of wrath- -sinful man.  After the Apostle Paul says that God’s wrath is revealed from heaven as objective wrath, he goes on to show how it affects sinful man subjectively in Romans 1:19-32!
Elsewhere, Paul calls all sinners: “Objects of God’s wrath” by our very birth (Eph. 2:1-10), until God makes us alive in Christ Jesus!

A Moral Creation-Reversal is primarily what Paul seems to have in mind here in Romans 1:18-32.  You might call this a “de-Genesis” (“de-Genesis” or degenerate, not meaning entirely or fully because man is still man and made in God’s image).  We must be careful not to say that man becomes something less than the image of God, but God’s wrath revealed in sinful man, that is in allowing man to “go his own way” as Fleetwood Mac said, is a kind of “degeneration”, “un-creation” or “undoing” of Man’s original purpose revealed in Genesis 1-2.

Man’s original purpose was to love, serve, worship, and glorify God.  Romans 1:19-32 reveals man’s degeneration or “de-Genesis” into sin.  Further spiraling downward and away from the purpose and glory for which he was created.
Ungodliness and Unrighteousness (v. 18)

All of man’s degeneration or “de-Genesis” away from God and into sin is revealed in idolatry (or “ungodliness”) and immorality (or “unrighteousness”).  Notice how the Apostle Paul describes this in Romans:
For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 21 For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 24 Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25 because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen.
We might break this down into the two parts revealed in the Law, or Ten Commandments: 1st Table of the Law has to do with our relationship to God (idolatry, or ungodliness). The 2nd Table of the Law has to do with our relationships with other men (immorality-unrighteousness).  The wrath of God being revealed subjectively in sinners is foundationally a breaking of the Law, through idolatry and the outward manifestations of idolatry in immorality.   What happened because of this base idolatry and immorality? Read Romans 1:24-28 again:
Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25 because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. 26 For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; 27 and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in themselves the due penalty for their error. 28 And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done.
Notice more of the Apostle Paul’s implication that there is a kind of “de-Genesis” because of sin (again reminding ourselves that man is still made in God’s image, but it is severely tainted).  Men do not have “dominion over creatures” (Romans 1:18-25), but worship them instead of God.  Those who are made in God’s image are not having dominion over the creatures (Gen. 1:26-28), but the creatures are worshipped and served rather than the Creator! (vv. 21-23)  In essence, man subjects himself to the level below the creatures, although he was the apex of God’s creative activity!
Homosexuality as “De-Genesis”
There is more “de-Genesis” or an undoing of the “Natural Creation Mandate” (Gen. 1:26-28) for humans cannot “be fruitful and multiply”, fulfilling God’s creation mandate by having sexual relations with their own sex.  
The Apostle Paul is pointing out the heinousness of this immorality by pointing out that humans have lowered themselves to the point of having same-sex relationships: “male with male” (implying through a Genesis echo: “Adam with Adam”) and (“the female one’s) “Eve with Eve” over “in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them” (Gen. 1:26).
In Genesis 1:26 notice the singular and the plural used together to speak of mankind: “In the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.  In Romans 1, Paul is pointing out that the wrath of God is revealed subjectively in the immoral exchanging of sexual relationships.  Because of this sinful action against God, even though they are without excuse!!! (Rom. 1:20), God gave them up!

“God Gave Them Up” (this is mentioned three times for emphasis in our passage).  God “handed them over (v. 24); vv. 26, 28, or “gave them up”.  This means that God “allowed them to go their own way” and experience the results of this sin and rebellion against God.  
How does God give them up? Rather than having God the LORD as Master over them, they now have Sin as their LORD and Master as slaves of unrighteousness!
Although we may not like this reality that “God gives some men over to their own sins” and this too is a manifestation of his wrath, we must uphold God’s sovereignty and righteous rule even over man’s wickedness.  God gives common grace, withholds his common and special grace at times, and gives it in the degree he chooses to give it.  We cannot forget this!

We must remember that homosexuality is a sin that needs to be revealed as part of the subjective wrath of God being revealed from heaven.  Some have asked me what is the “due penalty of their error” in verse 27.  I believe it has to do with God’s Lordship.  The due penalty for any sinner who is idolatrous, immoral, and particularly practicing homosexuality, is that God “gives them over” and allows them to be enslaved to their sins.
We know from Romans 1:18-20 that sinful man is without excuse with regard to knowing God.  We know that man does know what is right and wrong because they are made in God’s image, no matter how good they get at suppressing this truth in rebellion and wickedness!  We therefore should remember that anyone who practices idolatry, immorality, and even homosexuality, know by virtue of their being made in God’s image that they are in the wrong.  

Sinners also know that they are enslaved, trapped, captured by their own sins.  The due penalty for their sins, particularly with regard to homosexuality is just this- -they are homosexuals- - and they cannot break free from their sinful desires.  Remember this when you get an opportunity to witness Christ’s freedom from sin!  

If the Son sets you free, you shall be free indeed.

No sinful person (and I don’t care how angrily you may react to what I am about to say, I must say it because it is loving to do so, and I only love you enough to tell you because Christ has told me!)- - No sinful person- - is without excuse, particularly homosexuals, because they truly know they are enslaved to their own sins!

This needs to be proclaimed in our day and time because many homosexuals are getting the kind of respect in our culture once reserved for the gentleman.  Our perverse culture (and it is not the first perverse culture, do I need to remind you of Greece and Rome?) is making homosexuality “normal”- - yet the truth found in this passage is that even homosexuals know it is not normal!  It is not normal, it is immoral, and it is evidence that wrath of God is being revealed before the last day that men might run to the Lord Jesus and find hope!

Yet we must remember as Christians, that we are not immune to sinful tendencies.  We too have to be aware of our sinful heart’s desires and rebellion that we still struggle against!  In fact, when the Apostle Paul wrote to Corinth, he wrote to former homosexuals.  He wrote to some who had been a manifestation subjectively of God’s wrath, who had been idolatrous, immoral, and homosexual.  He wrote:

1 Corinthians 6:9-11: 9 Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice homosexuality, 10 nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 11 And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.

Christian Remember: In your declaration of God’s wrath and his particular judgment on homosexuality, never forget God’s grace and the reality in 1 Corinthians 6:11: “Such were some of you.”  We do want to declare God’s truth to all sinners, but we want to remember that it was Christ who washed us, sanctified us, and justified us in His name and by the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 6:11).  Christians are not beyond being tempted by various forms of idolatry and immorality, and this keeps us constantly humbled and dependent upon God’s Spirit!
Yet we must proclaim freedom for sinners who are captives or slaves to their own sinful behaviors!  We must proclaim Christ who said “come to me and I will give you rest, my yoke is easy and my burden is light!  If you are a sinful idolater, an immoral person, or even one who is tempted by, or practices homosexuality, don’t ever forget that there is hope for you in Christ!  There is hope for you to be delivered from you sin and bondage by looking to Christ who took God’s punishment for your sins on himself!  There is still time and you are not unredeemable.  

May Christians learn by God’s grace to reach out unashamedly truthfully, yet graciously to sinners in bondage and slavery.  May we seek wisdom and love that only God can give as we try to make his truths known.  May we not be guilty of unintentionally aggravating sins, particularly with regard to homosexuals, because we will not come into contact with them and send a message that they are without hope!
We never want to approve implicitly, or explicitly of sin.  But we must remain humble and reminded of the sin that still remains in our own hearts!  We deserve the wrath of God for our sins as much as anyone else- -even the homosexuals- - yet God has had mercy on us because of Christ dying for our sins!  This is our hope as well as the hope of all of those who will repent and believe!  

Remember, you may be judged by falsely-pious and legalistic Christians for hanging out with idolaters, immoral people, and homosexuals, but you are in good company!  For your LORD had a “bad?” reputation of being a “friend of sinners”- -even having the godly “gaul” to sup and dine with them!

I want to close with the good news and words found in 2 Peter 3:9-15, then read the final words of encouragement from Jonathan Edwards’ convicting and humbling sermon Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God!
There is hope for all who believe!  Read 2 Peter 3:9-15 9 The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed. 11 Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought you to be in lives of holiness and godliness, 12 waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set on fire and dissolved, and the heavenly bodies will melt as they burn! 13 But according to his promise we are waiting for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells. 14 Therefore, beloved, since you are waiting for these, be diligent to be found by him without spot or blemish, and at peace. 15 And count the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him…

Sinners, those who know that you are subjects of God’s wrath, know that this message is a “doorway” to Christ’s salvation, or a “release” for your oppressive sins and burdens.  Flee from your idolatry and immorality and into the arms of Jesus Christ!

Jonathan Edwards: “And now you have an extraordinary opportunity, a day wherein Christ has thrown the door of mercy wide open, and stands in calling and crying with a loud voice to poor sinners; a day wherein many are flocking to him, and pressing into the kingdom of God. Many are daily coming from the east, west, north and south; many that were very lately in the same miserable condition that you are in, are now in a happy state, with their hearts filled with love to him who has loved them, and washed them from their sins in his own blood, and rejoicing in hope of the glory of God. How awful is it to be left behind at such a day! To see so many others feasting, while you are pining and perishing! To see so many rejoicing and singing for joy of heart, while you have cause to mourn for sorrow of heart, and howl for vexation of spirit! How can you rest one moment in such a condition?”


For Further Reading
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