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I. INTRODUCTION 

As (most of) you know, our normal way of preaching is to take a book of the Bible and work our 
way verse-by-verse through it until we get to the end; and then do another book the same way.   
The kind of preaching we do here is expository preaching—which means to explain the passage. 
My goal every week is to explain the passage such that the main point of the sermon comes from 
the main point in the passage.  That’s ordinarily best done verse-by-verse—letting God speak 
what he wants. 

But from time to time, issues comes up in our culture that are so significant that we need to 
address them in preaching so that we approach the issues from a biblical worldview.  And we 
still do expository preaching on those issues—we just might not take a passage verse-by-verse. 

So we’ve taken a brief break from our study of Ephesians in order to address the issue of 
homosexuality.  (We’ll be back to Ephesians next week.) 

I have three aims for last week’s message and this week’s message: 

1. To be “on the record” regarding homosexuality. 

We can’t be silent.  The Bible speaks to the issue and we don’t have the option of 
ignoring what the Bible teaches.  To celebrate what God condemns is itself sin.  To 
accept what God says will bring about everlasting torment, unless the sin is repented of, 
is evil. 

2. To equip you with a biblical framework to understand what’s happening in our 
culture. 

Last week’s sermon from 1 Peter 4 was on living for Christ in a hostile world.  Our 
culture is increasingly hostile to Christian belief and practice and Peter wrote to a group 
of churches who were in the same situation.  So how do you live for Christ in a hostile 
world?  God’s answer from the Bible was what that message (now online) was all about. 

3. To give you a biblical understanding of homosexuality. 

That’s what today’s sermon is about. 

[Connect to Text] 
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So this isn’t a long series. I’m not trying to cover everything the Bible teaches about the issue. 
There’s a lot.  But I do want to give you a basic biblical understanding of homosexual practice.  
Which is why I’ve chosen Romans 1 as our sermon passage today.  Romans 1 contains what’s 
been called “the most detailed and significant treatment” of homosexuality in the Bible.  Since 
I’ve got one message to do this in, I thought let’s go to the passage that packs the most into it.  
And even here, we will really only do an overview.  Read Romans 1:16-32; because of time 
we’ll focus on vv. 23-28. 

Rom 1:16-32 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. 17 For in it the righteousness of God 
is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”  
18 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 creeping things. 
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 righteous decree that 
those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those 
who practice them. 
 

What I want to do is very simply and briefly walk you through the argument Paul is making in 
these verses and then draw out some conclusions. 

II. EXPOSITION 

[Context] 

Now the theme of the whole letter to the Romans is v. 16.   

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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Paul is eager for the gospel to be known.  Paul’s hope is in the gospel—the good news about 
Jesus dying on the cross as a substitute payment for the penalty of sins for all who believe in 
him.  He has no shame in the gospel because it is the power to save everyone who believes. Jews 
or non-Jews (Greeks or Gentiles).  There’s only one way to salvation—that’s through faith in 
Christ.  That we need salvation implies that we need to be saved from something.  That 
something is the wrath of God—the judgment of God.  Because God is holy and because we 
have offended him through our disobedience, our rebellion, our sin—we deserve punishment.  
And from this verse through 3:20, Paul argues that everyone needs salvation because we have all 
sinned, we are all condemned, and the righteousness we need to stand before a holy God, we 
don’t have.  He wants to show that everyone—Jew and non-Jew—is worthy of God’s judgment. 

And one of the ways Paul demonstrates our need for salvation and the righteousness of God’s 
wrath is by showing us how spiritual depravity leads to moral depravity.  Paul said in 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.”  “Ungodliness” means lack of reverence for 
God.  “Unrighteousness” means lack of holy living.  Ungodliness refers to idolatry. 
Unrighteousness refers to immorality.  Idolatry always leads to immorality.  One author 
summarized this teaching of the Bible with this catchy phrase: “What you revere, you resemble 
either for ruin or restoration.”  Or, to put it another way, we become what we worship. 

What Paul shows us is that:  The ultimate expression of spiritual depravity is idolatry.  The 
ultimate expression of moral depravity is homosexuality.  Paul here shows us that the root of 
homosexuality is idolatry. 

[The Root of Homosexuality is Idolatry] 

He does this by showing us a three-step progression—a progression from idolatry to sexual 
immorality (namely, homosexuality).  Let me give you the three-step progression and then I’ll 
show you in the passage. 

Step 1: Man exchanges God for idols. 

Step 2: In response, God gives them over to what they prefer. 

Step 3: Idolatry leads to immorality, the ultimate expression of which is homosexuality. 

To see this, let’s look at the passage where we see this three step progression repeated three 
times.  Let’s pick it up in verse 22. . .  

FIRST PROGRESSION: VERSES 22-24 

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 creeping things. 24 Therefore God gave 
them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among 
themselves 
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Step 1: “they. . . exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man 
and birds and animals and creeping things.”  Rather than worshipping God, they worshipped 
things he has made.  Apart from God’s grace, sinful man worships idols.  For example, some 
worship animals.  You recall that Israel created a golden calf.  Rome worshipped Rome through 
the image of an eagle.  The goddess of Artemis in Ephesus was a female beast.  The Canaanites 
worshipped bulls.  More common in our society is the worship of ourselves—“mortal man.”  We 
make an idol out of our bodies or celebrities or unclad women on computer screens. 

Step 2: [24] “Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity.”  “gave up” = 
Gk. Paradidomi.  One sense of the word is a kind of releasing or a withdraw of protection.  
Because man persists in idolatry, God withdraws his restraining hand and allows sin to take its 
destructive course.  But the main sense of the word here is that when God gives up man to his 
lusts, it is an act of judgment.  It’s a word used of being arrested or sentenced to prison.  This is 
the sentencing of God. It is his judgment. His punishment.  God doesn’t merely pull back his 
hand and let the river of sin take man down the river.  He gives man what he prefers—the false 
god—and all its consequences as an act of judgment. 

Step 3: [24] “God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their 
bodies among themselves.”  Lusts of the heart spill out into the way man shamefully treats their 
bodies and through sexual immorality their bodies are dishonored.  God hands man over to 
impurity.  So this sexual perversion—the dishonoring of our bodies—the disordering of our 
sexuality—is the judgment of God for exchanging him for false gods. 

Let’s see this same progression in verses 25-27. . .  

SECOND PROGRESSION: VERSES 25-27 

Step 1 – Idolatry: [25] “they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served 
the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen” 

The lie is that there is no God of consequence. 

v. 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.” 

Man has bought into the lie that things God has made are more valuable and more worthy of 
worship than God himself.  So apart from grace, man does not honor God. Does not worship 
him. Does not thank him. 

Step 2 – Judgment: [26] “For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions.”” 

That’s a parallel thought to v. 24 “God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity.”  
Gave them up to dishonorable passions || Gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity. 
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Step 3 – Immorality: [26-27] “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.” 

So now it’s clear that when Paul wrote in v. 24 about “the dishonoring of their bodies among 
themselves” he specifically meant homosexuality.  Homosexuality is described as “contrary to 
nature,” a giving up of “natural relations” and a shameless act.  They receive in themselves the 
due penalty for their error.  That is, the shameful acts recoil and it pays them back for what they 
have done—they experience the consequences of violating nature’s order and spiritual rebellion. 

We see this progression a final time in verse 28. . .  

THIRD PROGRESSION: VERSE 28 

Step 1 – Idolatry: “[T]hey did not see fit to acknowledge God” 

So instead of counting the knowledge of God as valuable, they chose not to acknowledge him—
chose not to have him in their knowledge—chose to live without him. 

Step 2 – Judgment: “God gave them up to a debased mind” 

Debased (aDOkeemos)= failing the test, worthless, unqualified.  When a metal worker rejected 
metal because of impurities—this is the term that was used.  Used of a counterfeit coin that fails 
the standard weight.  They have been tried and rejected by God.  Again, notice the parallels with 
[24] Gave them up to dishonorable passions || [26] Gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to 
impurity || [28]God gave them up to a debased mind. 

Step 3 – Immorality: “God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done.” 

“what ought not to be done” refers to that which is improper.  This is a kind of moral insanity.  
Notice that a depraved mind results in improper behavior.  Again, the improper action is 
homosexuality.  So again, we have a progression from idolatry to sexual immorality (namely, 
homosexuality). 

The three steps are: 

Step 1: Man exchanges God for idols. 

Step 2: In response, God gives them over to what they prefer. 

Step 3: Idolatry leads to immorality, the ultimate expression of which is homosexuality. 

Let’s read one more time that passage so you catch the flow. . .  
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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 creeping things. 
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 righteous decree that 
those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those 
who practice them. 

III. CONCLUSIONS 

Let’s draw some conclusions from these verses. 

1. Idolatry is everyone’s deepest problem. 

Whether homosexual or heterosexual—everyone’s deepest problem is idolatry.  The testimony of 
every person’s life apart from grace is that we exchanged God for a false god. 

[23] The exchange of God’s glory for images 

[25] The exchange of God’s truth for a lie 

[28] The refusal to acknowledge God. 

Our main problem is idolatry. This is an “us” problem, not a “them” problem.  The failure to 
worship God is the main problem of every person who has ever lived—except Jesus.   

Rom 3:23: “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” 

We’ve all done that. Lord willing, you’ve repented of it.  But the nature of idolatry is that it leads 
to immorality.  Illustration: like the sun keeping the planets in orbit. The great mass of the sun 
keep all the planets ordered and spinning around it.  If you got rid of the sun—the planets would 
shoot off.  When the glory of God is at the center of a person’s life—it keeps a thousand other 
things in proper order.  When God is not at the center of a person’s life—it throws a thousand 
other passions out of order—including and especially a person’s sexuality.  So the hope for every 
homosexual and every heterosexual is the glory of God at the center of their life. 
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2. The practice of homosexuality is sin. 

That’s very clear from this passage. It is a: 

• Lust of the heart 
• Impurity 
• A dishonoring of the body 
• Dishonorable passion 
• Unnatural 
• Shameless acts 
• The result of a debased mind 
• And what ought not to be done. 

1 Cor 6:9-10: “Or 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, nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers will inherit 
the kingdom of God.” 

3. Homosexuality is God’s judgment. 

I sometimes hear Christians say things like, “If America and our culture doesn’t repent from 
homosexuality, God will judge us” and then appeal to Romans 1 as the basis of that.  Well, it’s 
true God does judge unrepentant sin and does that even now.  It’s just not the point of Romans 1.  
Romans 1 is more devastating than that.  Romans 1 teaches that homosexuality is God’s 
judgment. It’s the consequence of God giving man over.  

We aren’t waiting for God to judge our culture. He is now judging us and the evidence for that is 
that our culture has embraced disordered sexuality as moral and purity as immoral.  Judgment is 
here.  Your beloved America and superior Western culture is being judged by God right now.  
Sexual disorder—most vividly seen in homosexuality—is the judgment of God on mankind. 

4. Homosexuality is one of many sins, but it has special significance. 

Paul lists 21 other sins beginning in verse 29 {read}  So we are all caught up in that list.  These 
sins are the product of a debased mind and disordered passions.  Idolatry results in a depth of all 
kinds of sins.  But homosexuality is singled out.  Why does Paul focus on homosexuality?  It’s as 
if, in Paul’s argument here, homosexuality illustrates the greatest depth of moral depravity.  Or, 
to say as I did earlier. . .  just as idolatry is the ultimate expression of spiritual depravity, 
homosexuality is the ultimate expression of moral depravity.  Why is homosexuality the ultimate 
expression of moral depravity?  Here’s the explanation. 

Ephesians 5 tells us that God made marriage between a man and a woman to be a picture of 
God’s relationship with his people. 
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{read 5:25-30} – Paul’s instructions to husbands and wives and their relationship to each other.  
The way Christ loved the church is the way husbands should love their wives.  Then he quotes 
the OT in verse 31 {read}.  That comes from Genesis 2:24—where God decrees marriage 
between Adam and Eve—one man and one woman. 

Then he says, about marriage, {read verse 32}  So marriage between one man and one woman—
and the pure sexual relationship in the covenant of marriage— is a dramatization of how Christ 
loves the church. 

Now what happens when the relationship between man and God becomes disordered?  When 
God is no longer at the center, when man exchanges God for an idol in his own likeness, men’s 
and women’s sexual relationships become disordered too.  And the most vivid picture of man 
exchanging God for an image like himself is a man exchanging a woman for one like himself or 
a woman exchanging a man for one like herself.  So homosexuality is not like other sins.  
Homosexuality is a vivid dramatization of what happened when man exchanged God for an 
image like ourselves.  It is the ultimate expression/dramatization of moral depravity—
exchanging God for our own image.  It is the ultimate expression of self-worship.  Which is why 
so-called same-sex marriage is such an abomination to God. 

That “marriage” can’t possibly picture the way Christ loved the church. In the place of Christ has 
been placed an idol—the worship of self in the form of another man.  And let it take your breath 
away that our culture is heading straight into that with open arms. 

5. We live in a time where we must be as wise as serpents and as innocent as doves. 

• We must tell the truth. 
• We must love our neighbors—including homosexuals. 
• We must share the gospel. 

We will all increasingly be in the position where we will need to articulate what God says about 
homosexuality. You may be talking to a friend, co-worker, family member, or complete stranger.  
Regardless, here’s the main thing: make it a biblical issue every time.  Just get to the Bible. Lay 
out what the Bible says and leave it there.  The Holy Spirit doesn’t need your arguments and 
apologetics.  When you read what the Bible says, you’re saying what God says. That’s the 
greatest authority you can appeal to.  So make it a Bible issue.  And remember that our goal isn’t 
to win an argument, it’s to win a person to Christ.  That requires both tact and truth.  There’s a 
kind of tone that isn’t helpful.  There’s a type of medium of communication that this kind of 
conversation doesn’t lend itself to (e.g., texting, twitter, comments in blogs).  We are after 
people. We want people to come to saving knowledge of the truth.  Piper: “God has not called us 
to win elections, but to win souls and hearts and minds; he has not called us to control Congress, 
but to preach the gospel; he has not called us to be safe, but to tell the truth.” 
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