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INTRODUCTION 

Today marks the one-year anniversary of the Obergefell vs. Hodges decision by the U.S. 
Supreme Court.  In that historic, life-altering decision, the Supreme Court legalized so-called 
same-sex marriage across the United States.  In less than a year, we’ve gone from the gay rights 
movement to the transgender rights movement.  In the near future, we can anticipate that legal 
protections will be extended and mandatory acceptance will be required of the whole panoply of 
the LGBT.  In fact, it was just announced that days from now, the ban on transgender troops in 
our the United States military will be lifted. 

This moral revolution—or immoral revolution—has been celebrated. Those who have led the 
way are called heroes.  This immoral revolution has been going on for a long time in America.  
Adultery is commonplace.  Cheap and easy divorces are commonplace.  The number of babies 
killed by their mothers now reaches nearly 60 million in the U.S. alone. 

Running parallel with this immoral revolution is the degeneration of our society.  Our society is 
unraveling. You see examples of this everywhere—from politics to churches to educational 
institutions to economic systems.  What is happening in our culture?  

• How did we get to this point in America? 
• What’s the cause of our society’s descent?  
• And moreover, what’s the solution? 

Intro of Romans 1 

For answers, we turn to Romans 1.  From this chapter, I want to show you that the degeneration 
of our society is deeper and broader than sexual immorality.  I want you to understand what’s 
going on in our culture.  I want you to have a biblical framework for understanding what’s 
happening before your eyes—the descent of a nation.  The biblical perspective we need is found 
in the second half of Romans 1—in verses 18-32. 

To set the context, you may remember from the last time I taught on Romans that the theme of 
Romans is verse 16: 

Ro 1:16: “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone 
who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 

Why is it the power of God for salvation for believers? 

Ro 1:17: For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The 
righteous shall live by faith.”“ 
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In other words, the gospel is the power of God to save believers because by the gospel we get 
what we need—namely, the righteousness of God to stand before Holy God.  Then, beginning in 
1:18, Paul explains why we need God’s righteousness so badly. And it’s plainly stated:  

v. 18: “For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness 
of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.” 

So the reason we need the righteousness of God is that it’s the only thing that will protect us 
from the wrath of God.  If we have perfect righteousness—which only God can give because 
only God is perfectly righteous—then he will not pour out his wrath on us.  But if we are 
unrighteous, then God’s white hot anger towards us is justified and we will surely receive his 
wrath.  So the universal need for the gospel is due to universal depravity.  We are all born into 
ungodliness and unrighteousness.  Therefore, we all need the righteousness of God, which we 
receive by receiving the gospel. 

But what happens when people “suppress the truth” of God?  To suppress the truth is to resist, 
oppose, rebel against who God is and what he has commanded.  The rest of chapter 1 describes 
what happens to those who know the truth of God and turn from it.  This passage in vv. 18-32 
describes the descent into depravity that all people, cultures, societies, and nations go, unless 
they acknowledge God and worship him.  What the descent looks like in any particular culture 
varies.  But the steps down into the cellar of wickedness are the same.  There are four steps. Four 
steps down into the cellar of depravity. The first step is . .  

I. STEP ONE: IDOLATRY 

vv. 1:19-23: “For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to 
them. 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. 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. Claiming to 
be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling 
mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things.” 

Paul says that all people, all over the world, in all times (from the beginning of the world until 
now) know God.  They don’t know him savingly. But they know about him. 

v. 19: “what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them.” 

v. 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” 

v. 20: “So they are without excuse” 

This is what we call natural revelation.  God’s creation—(20) “the things that have been made” 
by God—reveal to everyone in all times in all places his eternal power and divine nature.  
Everyone should know that God exists and that he is powerful.  Natural revelation is limited in 
what it tells of God, but it tells at least that.  And because that is the plain preaching of the clouds 
and the mountains and the sunsets and the animal and the stars—they are therefore “without 
excuse.”  That is, all people are responsible for their response to God. 
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But v. 18 indicates that men in their unrighteousness suppress the truth.  We all are born into the 
world unrighteous/sinful and by nature we suppress the truth about God.  In our sin nature we are 
bent on rejecting God and suppressing the truth.  And this is seen in v. 21: “For although they 
knew God. . . “ Notice that? “They knew God. . . “  All people everywhere in all times know 
there is a powerful God. It’s plain. It’s apparent. It’s written in the sky.  But (v. 21 continues) 
“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.” 

That’s the suppression of the truth.  Our depravity is so deep that even the most obvious evidence 
of God’s existence is rejected and God is not worshipped—not honored or given thanks.  Man 
does this by nature—people are born into this and do it without even having to think about it.  
Man does not want the thought of God with him.  He wants to push out the knowledge of God.  
By nature, no one wants the true God!  Ro 3:11: " no one seeks for God."  Perhaps they’ll search 
for an invented God. But not the true God. The knowledge of him must be pushed out. 

v. 22-23: Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God 
for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things 

The ugliness of our sin nature is seen in that we will worship anything to keep us from 
worshipping the true God.  The tragedy of all this is in the word “exchanged.”  With the 
opportunity to bask in the glory of the Great God, man instead chooses in his folly to worship the 
image of things created.  “They knew God” but turn instead to fashion their own god. 

Just as Israel did. 

Ps 106:20: "They exchanged the glory of God for the image of an ox that eats grass." 

How foolish was Israel? How hard of heart were they to give up basking in the beautiful, 
resplendent, effulgence of God’s glory and instead bow down to the metal image of a cow that 
chews its cud?  This is the foolishness of idolatry.  Man’s proclivity for human ‘god-making’ 
continues in our day—whether money, sex, fame, prestige, or the mired of false religions.  So the 
first step in the descent into depravity is idolatry—suppressing the truth about God to worship 
the creature rather than the Creator.  From idolatry, man’s descent into depravity proceeds to. . .  

II. STEP TWO: SEXUAL IMMORALITY 

vv. 24-27: “Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring 
of their bodies among themselves, 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. For this 
reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged natural relations 
for those that are contrary to nature; 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.” 

“Therefore” (24) tells us what God’s response is to those who exchange him for idols.  God’s 
response? v. 24: “God gave them up.”  That phrase is repeated in: 

v. 26: God gave them up to dishonorable passions 
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v. 28: God gave them up to a debased mind 

“gave up” = Gk. Paradidomi  It is an intense, devastating word.  Has its roots in the OT.  -God 
handed over Israel’s enemies to be defeated. 

Dt 7:23: "But the Lord your God will give them over to you and throw them into great confusion, 
until they are destroyed." 

-God handing over Israel to her enemies to be chastened: 

Jdg 2:14: "So the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he gave them over to 
plunderers, who plundered them. And he sold them into the hand of their surrounding enemies, so 
that they could no longer withstand their enemies." 

In NT: 

-Giving up your body to be burned (1 Cor 13:3) 

-Handing people over to judicial custody (Matt 26:15) 

God handing sinful mankind over has two parts: One part is passive: he withdraws his restraining 
hand so that they experience the full consequences of their ever-increasing sin.  The second part 
is active: God enacts punishment for sins like a judge who hands over a prisoner to the 
punishment his crime deserves.  Those whom God hands over are like a boat in a river current of 
sin. When God hands them over, he not only lets go of the boat, he gives it a push so that it 
rushes downstream. 

God’s wrath of abandonment is, therefore, a frightening reality.  Much of the mercy of God’s 
restraint has been removed and the destructive forces of sin run their course.  And what’s the 
effect of God giving them over? 

v. 24: “in the lusts of their hearts [they are given over] to impurity, to the dishonoring of their 
bodies among themselves.” 

Impurity in the NT is a word that describes sexual immorality.  So when God withdraws from a 
people they follow the lusts of their heart into gross sexual immorality.  And the ultimate 
expression of that is homosexuality. 

Ro 1:26-27: "For their women exchanged natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; 
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." 

Paul isn’t saying that everyone who is an idolater becomes a homosexual.  He’s laying down a 
pattern. Specifically, he’s talking about Gentiles here—the non-Jews.  People, nations, societies 
who reject God and turn to idols descend into sexual immorality—with the most vile expression 
of that being homosexuality.  Idolatry leads to sexual immorality, including homosexuality.  Or, 
to say it another way, the root of sexual immorality, including homosexuality, is idolatry. 
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A nation that celebrates homosexuality is a nation of idolaters and one that God has handed over 
to the consequences of their sins.  Just over a year ago, I preached a sermon on Romans 1 
entitled “The Idolatry of Homosexuality,” so if you want to hear more on that, you can find that 
sermon audio on our website.  From idolatry to sexual immorality to a third step into the cellar of 
depravity. . .  

III. STEP THREE: A DEBASED MIND 

v. 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.” 

Sin affects the mind.  Theologians calls this the noetic effect of the fall.  “Noetic” derives from 
the Greek word for mind.  It is an adjective that means “pertaining to the mind.”  I’ve found this 
bit of theology to be very helpful in understanding a sin-soaked world.  Because of the Fall, the 
human mind doesn’t function the way God intended in creation.  Sin and our fallen natures 
effects our minds in many ways. 

Al Mohler, the president of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, in an address at the 
2010 Desiring God National Conference listed 14 effects of sin on mankind’s thinking.  And 
even then he admits “the noetic effects of the fall are inexhaustible.” 

Some of the more benign effects of the fall include: 

• Distractedness 
• Forgetfulness 
• Intellectual fatigue 
• Miscommunication 
• Partial knowledge 

None of these will be experienced in heaven. But other effects are not so benign and are very 
harmful: 

• Ignorance 
• Prejudice 
• Intellectual pride 

However, The most destructive effect is the debasement of the mind: A mind that thinks 
longingly about sin, imagines sin, entertains sin, delights in sin, invents sin.  The debased mind 
warps logic. Warps what is right and wrong. Warps decision making. Desires perversity and the 
profane. Prefers lies.  The thinking of the debased mind is such that the actions of men and their 
justifications no longer make sense to anyone rightly thinking.  Try as you might to explain their 
behavior, you won’t be able to. Why? Because logic doesn’t work here. It can only be explained 
by the noetic effect of sin—sin has warped thinking so that their thoughts and behaviors aren’t 
rational.  This is physiologically true as well.  For example, those who habitually watch 
pornography physically change their brains.  And the effect is much more profound spiritually.  
The debased mind—the mind that relishes sin, craves more of it, has no regard for holiness, no 
fear of God—this is the mind puts action to “what ought not to be done.” 
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The debased mind is further evidence of God’s judgment.  “[S]ince they did not see fit to 
acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done.”  
Finally, a debased mind leads to debased living. The fourth step is. . .   

IV. STEP FOUR: ALL FORMS OF EVIL 

vv. 29-32: “They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They 
are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, 
insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, 
ruthless. 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.” 

From the debased mind comes all forms of evil.  Man at this stage practices all sorts of vileness.  
The evil is nearly unrestrained. It pours out.  There are many examples of this in Scripture: 

The time before the Flood 

Ge 6:5: “The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention 
of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” 

Sodom and Gomorrah 

Ge 18:20: “Then the Lord said. . . “[T]he outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is great and their 
sin is very grave,” 

The days of the Judges 

Jdg 21:25: “In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own 
eyes.” 

And we could think of other examples. 

And notice what v. 32 says, “though they know God’s decree. . . “  Their conscience is aware of 
their disobedience. They are keenly aware of God’s disapproval of their behavior, but they go on 
anyway.  “. . . that those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give 
approval to those who practice them.”  They enjoy their wickedness so much that they applaud 
others in the same kinds of wickedness.  What becomes praiseworthy is unrighteousness and 
presumably righteousness is condemned.  What is right in the public sphere is wrong in God’s 
eyes. What is right in God’s eyes is wrong in the public sphere. 

This is man at his lowest. Man at his worst. 

CONCLUSION 

Review: So the steps down in the cellar of wickedness are these: 

1. From idolatry 
2. To sexual immorality 
3. To a debased mind 
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4. To all forms of evil 

I posed the question at the beginning of this sermon, why is our nation and nation unraveling and 
rushing headlong into moral depravity? What is the cause?  And now we’ve seen the answer: this 
is what happens to a culture that rejects God. 

It’s not hard to see America in these verses as another nation in a long line of nations and 
societies that have chosen the path of idolatry and been given over by God.  We find our nation 
on the descent downward.  God has handed our nation over to our sin.  He has loosened his grip 
on restraining sin.  And the results are increasing immorality, celebration of wickedness, 
irreverence and disdain for God and his people, the crumbling of the God-given institutions of 
family and government, the perversion of the gospel and the weakening of Christian witness, and 
these are just the beginnings. 

We are experiencing God’s judgment now. Judgment has come. 

• The crumbling of our institutions. 
• The legalized murder of babies. 
• The attacks on Christianity. 
• The legalization of so-called same sex marriage and transgender rights. 
• And all the rest. 

These are evidence of his judgment.  God has handed America over.  In terms of God’s 
judgment, I believe we could say these are just the beginning of the birth pains, the great wrath is 
yet to come.  The cataclysmic carnage that is coming toward this nation is like a volley of 
unstoppable nuclear bombs launched from an enemy.  Except even worse than our national 
enemies, this wrath is from God himself.  What’s the solution? What’s the hope? What will stop 
this nation’s descent into depravity? 

• Education won’t stop the descent. 
• A fifth justice on the Supreme Court won’t stop the descent. 
• The right political candidate won’t stop the descent. 
• A literal interpretation of the U.S. Constitution won’t stop the descent. 

If you believe any of these will stop God’s wrath of abandonment, you’ll not only be mistaken, 
but you’ll also miss the very message God has for you to tell your neighbors. 

What will stop the descent in the cellar of depravity?  Only repentance and trust in Jesus.  Only 
the gospel. 

In Ps 81:11-16: God says, ““ My people did not listen to my voice; Israel would not submit to me. 
So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts, to follow their own counsels. Oh, that my people 
would listen to me, that Israel would walk in my ways! I would soon subdue their enemies and 
turn my hand against their foes. Those who hate the Lord would cringe toward him, and their fate 
would last forever. But he would feed you with the finest of the wheat, and with honey from the 
rock I would satisfy you.”“ 

And the same principle is true for any nation. Blessing comes from obedience.   
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A nation, a people who honor God will be blessed.  So it’s times like these that help the church 
get back on message.  They sort out among all who claim Christ, the ones who trust in Christ 
versus the ones who trust in political processes.  The ones who carry the message of the gospel 
and the ones who carry the message of the most expedient political message of the day.  The 
ones who demonstrate with lives obedient to God that they love God and the ones who bear no 
fruit because they are not truly in Christ.   

I have great hope. Not for the nation. But for the true church.  My confidence is in God to carry 
his church through pain and persecution.  And I have hope in the gospel.  The gospel infallibly 
saves all who God calls.  So we can go out into this sin-darkened world and be able to say with 
confidence what Paul said in Ro 1:16: 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” 
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