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Message # 1
The Problem of Sin
Romans 1:18-3:20
For the next four weeks we are going to study Paul’s letter to the Roman church, looking at the major themes of the first eight chapters of the letter. As we learned last week, the apostle Paul was one of the prominent leaders in the early church who established new churches throughout western Asia, Eastern Europe, Greece and Rome.
Paul wrote 13 letters that were included in the New Testament. Because he was a very educated individual some of his writings are, in the words of the Apostle Peter, hard to understand. 
So turn to Romans 1. After introducing himself and sharing some personal thoughts with the readers in 1:1-15, Paul gets down to business in Romans 1:16 and makes a magnificent statement about the gospel and then builds up on that statement through the first eight chapters.
Romans 1:16-17 (NIV) For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”
Like any good communicator, Paul states up front what it is he wants to teach his students. And here Paul declares that he wants to teach them that the Gospel of Christ is the saving power of God, not just for Jewish people, who made up a prominent part of the early church, but also for non-Jewish people, known as Gentiles. The gospel is the new way to be made right with God. And the big idea, the front and center teaching in this letter is that we are made right with God not through religion, good deeds or heritage, but through faith. For hundreds of years, the Jewish people were pursuing God through religious works, sacraments and rites. In Romans, Paul definitively declares that we cannot be made right with God through religion and good works. We are under a new covenant whereby we can now be made right with God simply through faith.
It is critical to really understand Paul’s flow of thinking in Romans. Check out the outline on the screen.
1:1-15  Introduction and opening personal words
1:16-17 Paul’s Big Idea- the main thing he wants to communicate throughout the letter.
The Good News about Jesus Christ is the saving power of God and is for both Jews and non-Jews alike. There is a new way to be made right with God and it is through faith.
3:21-6:4 Paul explains the glorious truth of salvation by faith
Now you’ll notice in the outline that there is a big gap between Paul’s big idea in 1:16-17 and his teaching on Salvation by Faith that begins in 3:21.  Today we are going look at gap. 
Beginning in Romans 1:18 and continuing to Romans 3:23 where Paul declares that we are all sinners and thus we all fall short of God’s glorious standard; Paul speaks about the sinfulness of humanity and the wrath of God we all deserve.  
No doubt you have at times gone to a person and said, “Well you want the good news first or the bad news because I have good news for you but I also have bad news for you.”  I usually ask for the bad news first because once you hear the bad news, the good news seems all the much more good.
After a lengthy church board meeting, the chairman of the board called the pastor into the meeting and said to him, "The bad news is that we turned down your cost-of-living raise. The good news is that you're now eligible for assistance from our Food Pantry."
Well Paul presents an amazing treatise of good news beginning in 3:21-22 when he declares, But now God has shown us a way to be made right with him without keeping the requirements of the law, as was promised in the writings of Moses and the prophets long ago. We are made right with God by placing our faith in Jesus Christ.   Utterly amazing words.  
But before he can build on that good news and teach us what that really means we must hear the bad news first. Our message today is the bad news.  
This section (1:18-3:20) is a real downer. But to really appreciate what the amazing good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is, you have to first understand the really bad news about the condition of humanity. There’s no way to get around it. Only by fully understanding the “bad news” can we appreciate the “good news.” So Paul goes to great lengths to detail for us the depth of the human predicament. 
In Business @ the Speed of Thought, Bill Gates, former CEO of Microsoft, writes:
A good e-mail system ensures that bad news can travel fast, but your people have to be willing to send you the news. You have to be constantly receptive to bad news, and then you have to act on it. Sometimes I think my most important job as CEO is to listen for bad news. If you don't act on it, your people will eventually stop bringing bad news to your attention. And that's the beginning of the end.
The willingness to hear hard truth is vital not only for heads of big corporations but also for anyone who loves the truth. Sometimes the truth sounds like bad news, but it is just what we need.
It would be incredibly unfair to take a used car to a garage to have it checked out before you buy it, and have the mechanic give you a great report on a thoroughly rotten car. At a time like that—you want the mechanic to give it to you straight. 
Today, I want to give it to you straight! There are times when we need to know the truth, even when it's bad news! Why? The awful truth is better than the nicest lie! 
I’ve asked Angelo Contreras to share our scripture reading today, 3:9-20, so please stand as Angelo comes forward. To celebrate the cultural diversity we have here at NCC, for the next four weeks our Scripture Reading will be shared in a foreign language spoken by members of NCC. Today’s reading will be shared in Spanish and the English Translation will be on the screen.  We’ll also here the Word read in Tagalog, Creole and Hindi during this series.
Angelo shared from the end of this section on sin and the wrath of God, but let’s begin our overview of what Paul teaches about sin and wrath by starting with 1:18. Now we don’t have the time read this entire section but I want to take you through a progression of Paul’s thoughts.
A few thoughts that pop out of the text:
God’s Wrath/Anger
We appreciate so much messages and passages about the amazing love, grace and mercy of God but to truly understand God and the human predicament we must understand that God is also known for his wrath.  
Now God’s wrath or anger as a reaction to our sin is not the angry outburst of an emotional person, blowing his top, totally out of control, violent, throwing things around the room, breaking windows and smashing things.  Human anger is always flawed by sin.  
That's not the wrath of God.  The word used here in Greek is the word orge.  It literally means controlled anger, not impulsive outbursts.  God gets angry, no doubt, but he never loses control.  
Why does God get angry?  
God gets angry at sin because it twists creation and destroys life.  He made this perfect world yet He sees it being wrecked by wars, hatred, violence, prejudice, injustice and immorality.  Throughout the Bible we see examples of God’s furious wrath against sin and those who choose to indulge themselves in godless and wicked behavior.
Going back to the creation of the world, God created Adam and Eve to enjoy a loving relationship with. He provided them with everything they would ever need or dream of and provided a perfect world where they could enjoy all of God’s blessings. But they chose to doubt God’s word and his love. Instead they chased after something they believed would bless them more than staying connected with God and living in his will.  They became sinners and their sinfulness has infested this world all the way until today.
So in Genesis 6:5-8 (NLT) we read: The Lord observed the extent of human wickedness on the earth, and he saw that everything they thought or imagined was consistently and totally evil. So the Lord was sorry he had ever made them and put them on the earth. It broke his heart. And the Lord said, “I will wipe this human race I have created from the face of the earth. Yes, and I will destroy every living thing—all the people, the large animals, the small animals that scurry along the ground, and even the birds of the sky. I am sorry I ever made them.” 
Now this may seem at first reading, an explosive and volatile reaction of an emotionally unstable being. But it is foolish and unbiblical to explain God’s Holy Wrath according to human standards.  God’s wrath is not like human anger which is always tainted by sin. God’s wrath is always completely righteous, even when it seems irrational to you. God’s wrath is the only response that a holy God could have toward evil. God could not be holy and not be angry with godlessness and wickedness. Habakkuk 1:13 (NLT)  But you are pure and cannot stand the sight of evil.
So God’s wrath is real and should never be taken for granted or lightly.
All humanity is under the curse of God’s Wrath
As Paul begins this teaching about God’s wrath and man’s sin, he states in the very first sentence (1:18) that God shows/reveals his anger against all the ungodliness and wickedness of humanity. Throughout our existence, humanity has, for the most part, displayed a lack of reverence for, devotion to and worship of the true God. This is what Paul means when he uses the term, godlessness. And as Paul progresses through the rest of chapter one he details for us the results of godless lives. Eventually, as Paul teaches us, a society of people who live without reverence for, devotion to and worship of the true God will slide down a slippery slope toward wicked and deviant behavior. Just a cursory review of 1:18-32 reveals the journey from simply pushing God out of our lives to deviant, wicked and evil behavior. It doesn’t happen all at once. It happens slowly, over decades of years.
Step One: (1:18-21) The society begins to push God out of their culture and into the background. While they may accept his existence they refuse to worship him as God or give him thanks.
Step Two: (1:21-23) They next begin to format their own ideas of what God is like, coming up with foolish and confused concepts of God. They boast about their enlightenment and intelligence but in reality they have become utter fools.
Step Three: (1:24-25) The society eventually starts worshipping man made things. It could be idols, it could be money, it could be anything. Instead of worshiping the glorious, ever-living God, they place everything else ahead of God in terms of priority and importance.
Step Four: (1:26–27) This results in the general behaviors within that society becoming increasingly shameful, vile and degrading, mostly showing up in immoral and unnatural sexual perversion. 
And without exception, every society, every culture and every group of people throughout history has traveled this path from pushing the true God out of their society to perverted and deviant behaviors of all kinds, including sexual perversion, ethnic cleansing, drug cartels who viciously murder anyone in their way, people who will ruin others financially so they can continue to enjoy their own power and wealth. And let’s face it; America is well into step four. Only step five remains.
Step Five: God’s Wrath. (1:28-32) God is said to give them over to their evil behaviors. What does that mean? Well it doesn't mean these people can't be saved.  It doesn't mean that there's no hope for them.  It doesn't mean that God quits loving them.  
The wrath of God that Paul is teaching about here in chapter one means He allows people to reap the results of their own choices.  He lets you have what you think you want. God allows people who insist on doing their own thing to reap the results of their choices. When we choose to sin and get ourselves in a mess, God doesn't bail us out.  We reap what we have sown. God doesn't have to send fire and brimstone on us because the affects of living without God brings its own problems and destruction.  In the present world, God punishes sin with sin’s consequences.  That is His wrath.
It's like a guy standing on top of the Empire State Building, saying "I'm free. I'm free to jump off this building if I want to."  He jumps off. About 20 stories down somebody looks out the window and asks, "How's it going?"  "So far, so good!"  
And I believe signs of God’s wrath are all over our country. God’s heart is broken over the state of our country and he has abandoned us to the consequences of our behavior and we are just beginning to really reap what we have sown in the past fifty years. 
Religion and a Good Life Can’t Save Us
In Chapter two, Paul supposes that the folks reading this letter would react by saying, “What terrible people you have been talking about.” But then Paul says to them, “You are just as bad.”
Most of the readers of this letter were converts to Christianity who came out of Judaism. Paul grew up Jewish and still considered himself a Jew. He knows how they would react to what he said in chapter one about all the godlessness and wickedness. They would think that Paul must be speaking about someone other than them. They are religious and observe all the correct religious duties and rites. And their behaviors certainly weren’t as deviant and perverted as the people Paul is speaking about in chapter one. So their conclusion is- terrible people, glad that’s not us. And Paul says in chapter two- you are in the same sad predicament. Just because they’re religious (Jewish) and their behavior isn’t as deviant and perverted, Paul clearly explains to them that they are just as guilty because we are all sinners and no amount of religion can ever make you right with a holy God.
And that is why we read in 3:10ff, which Angelo shared with us, Romans 3:10-12, 21, 23 (NLT) As the Scriptures say, “No one is righteous— not even one. No one is truly wise; no one is seeking God. All have turned away; all have become useless. No one does good, not a single one. For no one can ever be made right with God by doing what the law commands because we aren’t obeying it. For all have sinned and fall short of God’s glorious standard” 
Pretty strong indictment on humanity, wouldn’t you agree? But it is the human predicament. And because these words define both the heathen and the religious, we all deserve to experience God’s holy anger, his just wrath. We all deserve to spend an eternity separated from God in a place called hell.
So this is the bad news – you’re broken, I’m broken, everyone’s broken, we are ALL SINNERS!  And then here’s the bad news on top of the bad news. We can’t do anything to fix it. Even if you try to be a better person and get more religious, you’ll fail. You always will! 
“So are we all doomed to hell?” well…uh….yes. …. . .unless God somehow intervenes. 
Well, look at 3:21, but now God has shown us a different way of being made right in his sight.
A different way? A better way? Come back next week.  For today, I hope that you feel the weight of your sin and unrighteousness and your utter hopelessness.
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