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Romans 1:21-23 

 

Exposition of Romans – Lesson 7 

 
Introduction: 
 
     The Apostle Paul continues building this case of condemnation against all mankind. He 
has spoken of the wrath of God and told his readers how that God is perfectly justified in 
His wrath and judgment because of the willful rejection by mankind. This leaves all 
mankind without excuse because God has indeed revealed Himself to all mankind.  

     Notice in verses 17 through 20 – “For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from 
faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith. 18 For the wrath of God is revealed 
from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who hold the truth in 
unrighteousness; 19 Because that which may be known of God is manifest in them; for God 
hath shewed it unto them. 20 For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are 
clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and 
Godhead; so that they are without excuse” (KJV – Romans 1:17-20). 

     These verses in Paul’s section show us the retrogression of mankind not the progression. 
Dr. J. Vernon McGee states: “There is no such thing as man moving upward. These verses 
contradict the hypothesis of evolution. Man is not improving physically, morally, intellectually, 
or spiritually. The pull is downward” (McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary Series, Volume 42; 
1991, page 38). It is devolution and not evolution, a constant downward pull of the human 
race because of the fall and the fallen state of man.  
 
 
Romans 1:21-23 

21 Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but 
became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 

22 Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, 

23 And changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible 
man, and to birds, and fourfooted beasts, and creeping things. 
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     Dr. Warren Wiersbe elaborated on verse 21 very well when he said – Man knew God; this 
is clear. But man did not want to know God or honor Him as God. Instead of being thankful for 
all that God had given him, man refused to thank God or give Him the glory He deserves. Man 
was willing to use God’s gifts, but he was not willing to worship and praise God for His gifts. 
The result was an empty mind and a darkened heart” (Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition 
Commentary New Testament Volume 1; 1989, page 518). 

     I want you to notice how that verse 21 begins with “because” in the Authorized Version. 
But the ESV and the NASB has used the word “for”. “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” (ESV – Romans 1:21). 

     This word “for” is a subordinate conjunction that introduces a series of reasons for the 
condemnation of mankind and that God is perfectly justified in pouring out His wrath on 
the God rejecters and God haters. There are seven main reasons here that Paul gives us as 
to why people deserve God’s wrath and that they are without excuse.  

 
Romans 1:21 

21 Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but 
became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 

 

Reason #1 – All mankind have knowledge of God: “Because that, when they knew God” (KJV 
– Romans 1:21a).  

     Whether they be ungodly or unrighteous, make no mistake about it all mankind have a 
knowledge of God.  The participle “knew God” is aorist tense, meaning God has put a point 
of understanding in every human, regardless of how ungodly or unrighteous. In fact, this 
tense of participle with the aorist verb “did not honor” indicates that their knowledge of 
God preceded their refusing to honor God. 
   
     This word used here “knew” simply means “a knowledge of,” it does not mean an 
experiential knowledge nor does it refer to a personal relationship with God. This does not 
mean these people were at anytime saved, but rather through creation and intuition they 
have an inborn knowledge of God, that He Himself has placed within them. So therefore all 
men have knowledge of God.  
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Reason #2 – Ungodly and unrighteous men have knowledge of God but they do not honor 
God: “For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God” (NASB – Romans 
1:21b). 

     The ungodly and unrighteous God haters and God rejecters do not honor and glorify that 
which they have knowledge of. This simply means to be magnified, to hold in high regard. 
Instead they openly reject that which they have knowledge of. God has placed within every 
human the realization that He is God and He should be worshipped as God. God has put 
within every human being an intuition of His power and glory. Men refuse to honor God not 
for lack of knowledge, but in open rebellion to Him. Man would rather honor and elevate 
himself because He does not want to have to depend on God for anything.  
 
 
Reason #3 – Ungodly and unrighteous men have knowledge of God and are unthankful: 
“for although they knew God they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him” (RSV – 
Romans 1:21c). 
 
     “They refused to acknowledge that every good thing they enjoyed came from God” 
(MacArthur, The MacArthur Study Bible Notes; 2006, page 1660). The people display an 
open practice of ingratitude toward God. Unthankful and ungrateful to the one true God in 
which all blessings flow – life, health, food, shelter, jobs, friends, family and salvation. 
Instead of thanking God, they doubt God, deny God, curse God and suppress the truth of 
God.  
 
 
Reason #4 – Ungodly and unrighteous men have knowledge of God but have become vain: 
“Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but 
became vain in their imaginations” (KJV – Romans 1:21d). 
 
     The AV translates this as “vain in their imaginations” the NASB translates this as “futile in 
their speculations”. The actual Greek word used for “futile speculations” is one that literally 
means “moronic” or “foolish” reasoning or thoughts. No wonder the Psalmist wrote “The 
fool hath said in his heart, There is no God. They are corrupt, they have done abominable 
works, there is none that doeth good” (KJV – Psalm 14:1). 
 
     God has graciously placed within every human being, knowledge of Him and His great 
work and some turn this wonderful intuition into idiotic speculations. “One result of a 
willful rejection of God’s revelation of Himself is atheism and the glorification of the human 
intellect; another is false religion. Men enthrone human reasoning and dethrone divine 
revelation” (Phillips, Exploring Romans – An Expository Commentary; 2002, page 28). 
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     Man’s own intellect, his vain imaginations, his futile speculations or these moronic 
thoughts has caused man to reject God and go his own way. MacArthur states “A certain 
evolutionist said, “I refuse to believe in God, so what other alternative do I have but 
evolution?” The man was honest, but he gave clear testimony to the fact that it was not 
evidence for evolution that led him to disbelief in God but rather his disbelief in God that led 
him to embrace evolution” (MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary – 
Romans 1-8; 1991, page 82). 
 
     Donald Grey Barnhouse made this potent observation concerning the knowledge that 
God has given man and how mankind abuses this knowledge. “Will God give man brains to 
see these things and will man then fail to exercise his will toward that God? The sorrowful 
answer is that both of these things are true. God will give man brains to smelt iron and make a 
hammer head and nails. God will grow a tree and give man strength to cut it down and brains 
to fashion a hammer handle from its wood. And when man has the hammer and the nails, God 
will put out His hand and let man drive nails through it and place Him on a cross in the 
supreme demonstration that men are without excuse” (Barnhouse, Romans I - Expositions of 
Bible Doctrines; 1953, page 245). 
 
 
 
Reason #5 – Ungodly and unrighteous men have knowledge of God but they’re rejection of 
God darkens their heart: “Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, 
neither were thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was 
darkened” (KJV – Romans 1:21). 
 

     Their hearts are darkened because men love darkness rather than light. “For God did not 
send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be 
saved. 18 “He who believes in Him is not condemned; but he who does not believe is condemned 
already, because he has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God. 19 And this is 
the condemnation, that the light has come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than 
light, because their deeds were evil. 20 For everyone practicing evil hates the light and does not 
come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed. 21 But he who does the truth comes to the 
light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in God.” (NKJV – John 3:17-
21). 

     Because of their open and deliberate rejection of the One True God, God allowed their 
foolish hearts to be darkened. “Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as 
God, neither were thankful; but became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was 
darkened” (KJV – Romans 1:21). 

     “So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts, to follow their own counsels” (ESV – Psalm 
81:12). Paul told us plainly the dire consequences for the rejection of God’s truth. “And with 
all deceivableness of unrighteousness in them that perish; because they received not the love 
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of the truth, that they might be saved. 11 And for this cause God shall send them strong 
delusion, that they should believe a lie: 12 That they all might be damned who believed not the 
truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness” (KJV – II Thessalonians 2:10-12). 

     Remember – First, All men have some light. Secondly, Light obeyed increases light and 
third Light disobeyed increases darkness. Men in their natural unregenerate state love 
darkness rather than light, because their deeds are evil.  

Romans 1:21-22 

21 Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but 
became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 

22 Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, 

 

Reason #6 – Ungodly and unrighteous men have knowledge of God but they become fools: 
“Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools” (KJV – Romans 1:22).  

     The present tense “professing” indicates that these people continually and habitually 
present themselves to be wise, skilled and clever, particularly when it comes to having 
insight about spiritual things. But they have rejected the One True Living God and His 
truths.  

     In their own vain imaginations they are turning from the Creator unto the creation. “For 
men shall be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to 
parents, unthankful, unholy, 3 Without natural affection, trucebreakers, false accusers, 
incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are good, 4 Traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of 
pleasures more than lovers of God; 5 Having a form of godliness, but denying the power 
thereof: from such turn away” (KJV – II Timothy 3:2-5).  

     Paul later states in verse seven of the same chapter “Ever learning, and never able to 
come to the knowledge of the truth”. Because their foolish hearts were darkened, they have 
become fools. Look where this rejection of truth leads them.  

Romans 1:21-23 

21 Because that, when they knew God, they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful; but 
became vain in their imaginations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 

22 Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, 
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23 And changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible 
man, and to birds, and fourfooted beasts, and creeping things. 

 

Reason #7 – Ungodly and unrighteous men have knowledge of God but they change His 
glory: “And changed the glory of the uncorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible 
man, and to birds, and fourfooted beasts, and creeping things” (KJV – Romans 1:23).  

     Dr. Leon Morris writes “When people could and should have worshipped a God not subject 
to decay of any sort, they chose to worship not even man, but the image of man who wastes 
away. But the sorry story does not end even there. To the images of man idolaters added those 
of birds, of animals, and of reptiles” (Morris, The Epistle to the Romans; 1988, page 87). 
They have willfully substituted the worship of false gods made as idols for the worship of 
the One True Living God.  

     God is to be honored and glorified, He is to be praised and worshiped; His way and not 
our way. One thing our God will never do is share His matchless glory with anything or 
anyone. The Apostle Paul is showing here the case of man’s guilt toward God in human 
condemnation. Because mankind all has the knowledge of God, yet man chooses to reject 
God.  

     Man changed the glory of the incorruptible God into corruptible idols. He thinks himself 
to be wise, but he is but a fool. This is man’s nature he loves darkness rather than light. Paul 
personally saw this stupidity in the Roman Empire and it is still alive today. 
 
     In the days of Paul there were over 400 statues and idols that stood in the city of Rome. 
Ephesus had the famed temple of Diana. Corinth had the famed temple of Aphrodite. 
Athens, the supposed place of culture and knowledge, was a city filled with idols (Acts 
17:1) and even had a statue to the unknown God (Acts 17:23).  
 
     Today, mankind has his money, his job, power, possessions, success, education, family, 
friends, sports and recreation. Man does not seek after truth but he suppresses the truth in 
unrighteousness. Because he thinks he is wise, he has become a fool and he believes he can 
invent or devise something that equals the majesty of the glorious God.  
 
     They worship something perishable! They turn the true God into something corruptible, 
something that can decay. How degrading it must be for the Living God to look upon His 
creation and see man so butcher His glory by making their god into something of man. The 
Pope, Joseph Smith, Mohammed or Buddha or even a four footed animal such as a cow, or 
even a bird or a snake. Supposedly, the most civilized, most educated society in all the 
world has become one giant mental disorder filled with morons in the sight of God. And it 
all began when man refused to acknowledge and respond to the insight that God gave him. 
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     On that day when the LORD God pours out His wrath upon this depraved, heathenistic 
society He will be justified in doing so, because they will deserve it. They have willfully 
chosen to reject Him and His Son the LORD Jesus Christ. They will worship and give honor 
to almost anything except the truth. Deep in their hearts they know better; but they 
suppress the truth and they are guilty and deserve God’s wrath.  
 
     There is but one way to escape the wrath of God, and that is through the gracious 
provision offered by His Son, the LORD Jesus Christ. Do not let the flesh, the world, sin and 
Satan blind you into becoming so foolish and perishing for all eternity. But turn to Christ 
and embrace His truth, His grace and His gospel.  
 
 
II Corinthians 4:3-6 

3 But if our gospel be hid, it is hid to them that are lost: 

4 In whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the 
light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them. 

5 For we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord; and ourselves your servants for Jesus' 
sake. 

6 For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to 
give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 
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