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Romans 1:32 through 2:16.  Hear the Word of God: 
32who, knowing the righteous judgment of God, that those who practice such things are deserving of 
death, not only do the same but also approve of those who practice them. 

1Therefore you are inexcusable, O man, whoever you are who judge, for in whatever you judge another you 
condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things. 2But we know that the judgment of God is 
according to truth against those who practice such things. 3And do you think this, O man, you who judge 
those practicing such things, and doing the same, that you will escape the judgment of God? 4Or do you 
despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of God 
leads you to repentance? 5But in accordance with your hardness and your impenitent heart you are 
treasuring up for yourself wrath in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God, 6who “will 
render to each one according to his deeds”: 7eternal life to those who by patient continuance in doing good 
seek for glory, honor, and immortality; 8but to those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey 
unrighteousness—indignation and wrath, 9tribulation and anguish, on every soul of man who does evil, of the 
Jew first and also of the Greek; 10but glory, honor, and peace to everyone who works what is good, to the 
Jew first and also to the Greek. 11For there is no partiality with God. 

12For as many as have sinned without law will also perish without law, and as many as have sinned in 
the law will be judged by the law 13(for not the hearers of the law are just in the sight of God, but the doers of 
the law will be justified; 14for when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law, 
these, although not having the law, are a law to themselves, 15who show the work of the law written in their 
hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else 
excusing them) 16in the day when God will judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ, according to my gospel. 

 
Let’s pray and ask God to bless His word to us this evening: 

Heavenly Father, we thank you for this portion of your inspired, inerrant, infallible word.  Oh Lord 
we pray that by your Holy Spirit you would help us to understand the things that are written here.  
We ask that by your same Spirit you would apply these teachings to our hearts and our lives for 
your own glory.  We pray in Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

 
Did you catch the confusing words here?  I mean, confusing to reformed Protestants who believe in 
justification by faith alone and not by works.  And yet we read these words beginning at verse 6 about God 
who will render to each one according to his deeds.  That sounds like works salvation. 
 
Look at the next two verses: 

7eternal life to those who by patient continuance in doing good seek for glory, honor, and immortality; 8but to 
those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness—indignation and wrath 

The next two verses go in exactly the same vein.  And down at the end of verse 13 it says the doers of the 
law will be justified.   
 
But isn’t it Paul that’s writing this and isn’t it Paul who harps the strongest on justification by faith alone?  
And so the question may be raised in your mind (you see I’m raising it, if it didn’t get raised just simply by 
reading through it), what is Paul talking about?  Here’s Paul contradicting himself.  I mean we actually 
haven’t gotten to the part of Romans yet where he talks at length about justification by faith and where he 
defines the terminology and the language and the doctrine of that—it’s always wise—Gary was reminding 
us this morning—to keep in mind the context.  And so I want to remind you of the context here, or to 
acquaint some of you who haven’t been here through the earlier parts of this series on Romans, of what 
the context is. 
 
We’ve seen that Paul’s letter to the Romans is basically a doctrinal statement of Christian doctrine; a 
logical setting forth of what he preaches and teaches wherever he goes and what he wants to preach and 
teach when he gets to Rome; as he intends to do (God willing) before too very long.  He actually does 
come in not too much longer than he intended, but not under the circumstances that he anticipated; he 
comes later as a prisoner.  But as he writes to them, he’s wanting to in a sense send a missionary letter, a 
fund-raising letter, he’s going to make a fund-raising trip and so he’s setting forth in a logical way his 
doctrines.  And when we see—we have seen already—that in verses 16 and 17 of chapter 1 and 
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particularly verse 17, he sets for his theme.  It’s a theme, it’s about the gospel, he’s talking about the 
gospel in the whole first half of chapter 1.   
 
And when he gets to verse 17 he says for in it meaning in the gospel from the previous verse, the 
righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith, as it is written ‘the just shall live by faith’.  So he has 
already stated a part of the doctrine of justification by faith.  And we’ll be looking—he’ll unfold that later.  In 
fact we already talked about the fact that when you get over into chapter 3 verses 21 and 22 (and look 
over at that) that he basically comes back with the same language he was using in 1:17 to restate his 
theme. 
 

21But now the righteousness of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the 
Law and the Prophets, 22even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to 
all and on all who believe. For there is no difference;  

 
So he states it in 1:17, he restates it in 3:21 and 22, what’s he doing in between?  If you’ll go back to 1:18, 
you’ll find that 1:18 parallels 1:17 just like 3:21 and 22 do, but in a different direction.  1:18 is parallel to 
1:17, they both give us something that is revealed; but 1:18 is a negative something—it’s a contrast to 
1:17.  So I want to read those two verses together, side-by-side, 1:17 and 18. 

17For in it [and I remind you that’s the gospel] the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as 
it is written, “The just shall live by faith.” 

18For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, 
who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, 

 
Now, from that point all the way through verse 20 in chapter 3, Paul is developing what he means in 1:18.  
He’s fleshing it out.  He’s showing that that’s everybody, that that’s all mankind.  And not only are all 
included in the unrighteousness and ungodliness, but as well that everyone is accountable for it. 
 
And so I have for many years called this section of Romans “The Bad News” section.  And it’s in this “bad 
news” section that we find out how bad we are.  From 1:19 through 1:31 basically, we’re dealing with the 
issue of “what do they know about God?”  After all, if people don’t know that God’s there, well surely 
they’ve got an excuse for not worshipping Him, right?  You would think if they don’t know how can God 
hold them accountable? 
 
And so what Paul tells us (and I’m not going to try to go through this and explain it this time because we’ve 
done that in previous weeks) but what Paul tells them is, “You do know God!  Everybody knows God!”  He 
basically teaches that there is no such thing as a real Atheist. 
  
And he teaches that the false religions, where men worship other gods and such as that, are basically 
smoke screens.  They are psychological mechanisms which are intended to do what the end of verse 18 
talks about, suppress the truth in unrighteousness; because they really can’t live with that truth.  And we 
talked about that as well, and we’ve talked about that extending all the way in through verse 32; but 32 is 
where I want us to focus for a moment. 
 
If it is true that they know God, and so at the end of verse 20 Paul says they are without excuse; it’s also 
true according to verse 32 that they know the righteous judgment of God, that those who practice such 
things--and he’s given this list verses 29 through 31 of sins that at least somewhere or another is going to 
catch all of us if no where else at least under disobedient to parents, most of us fell there some time or 
another—and yet it says that we all know, all of these people who do all of these sins, know the righteous 
judgment of God, that those who practice such things are deserving of death—how do you live with 
knowing that? 
 
And basically we as Christians can live with that because we know that God, by His grace, gives us not 
what we deserve, but what He desires to give us.  But those who don’t know Jesus Christ can’t live with 
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that very long in their conscious minds so they suppress it—even inventing religions (other religions) to 
suppress it or changing the religion they grew up with and saying things like “my God’s not like that”. 
 
I want to at this point bring out something that begins to show up in the sermon title.  We’re talking here 
about what is frequently called natural theology.  Now that’s theology apart from God’s revelation.  That’s 
religious truth discoverable without special revelation—without God speaking through a prophet or giving 
us the Bible or something like that.  And so 1:18 through 31 tells us basically (or at least 19 through 31) 
tells us natural theology tells them that God is, it tells them according to verse 20 some of His invisible 
attributes; it says they know those things both by virtue of the fact that they are created in the image of 
God—it’s manifest in them.  But also they can observe through what God has created through the world 
around them.  It is unavoidable; so that he says in verse 20 they are without excuse. 
 
Natural theology tells us we can know things about God.  But natural theology also deals with the 
issue in terms of God’s requirements—ethics, if you will.  That’s what chapter 2, the first half of it, which is 
the primary part of our text this evening gets into.  What we can know about ethics, what we can know 
about right and wrong. 
 
Now verse 32 in chapter 1 already has gone that direction, right?  It says that they know the righteous 
judgment of God that those who practice such things are deserving of death.  They know better!  They 
know both ethical truth (both!  It’s three things, okay?) They know these three things:  ethical truth; ethical 
obligation; and equitable judgment—a balanced and fair judgment.  They understand the truth of those 
things, both through what God has implanted in their hearts and what is revealed in the structure and the 
history of the world that we live in. 
 
So that natural theology can teach us a lot of things.  The existence and nature of God are apparent and 
implanted in men’s hearts; but also what I am going to call the moral order of the universe is implanted 
in men’s hearts. 
 
When I say the moral order of the universe, I’m talking about the way God does things.  The way God 
chooses to do things; it’s a reflection of His own nature that He does things in the way that He does and 
shows the justice that He does; but we see that the whole universe is governed by a general moral 
order.  That’s a part of natural revelation. 
 
And natural revelation is sufficient to teach us the bad news; but not the good.  Natural theology is truth 
when done right—it’s capable of producing truth when done rightly—but it offers no hope.  We can 
understand apart from the Bible that there is ethical truth, ethical obligation and a God who has an 
equitable judgment, a fair judgment; that there will be such.  And it is this context that helps us understand 
what Paul is talking about when it sounds like he’s talking about salvation, or not, by good works or you 
know condemnation by bad, from verse 6 all the way down through verse 13.  I mean it sounds like 
justification by works there—but rather what you have is this is the way it is apart from the gospel.   
 
Apart from the gospel, good people go to heaven, bad people go to hell; stand up if you’re a good person.  
Oh!  Paul says.  “I don’t see anyone standing.”  Oh!  You over there!  Let me tell you a few things; yes, 
you’re quickly sitting down, right?  I mean we understand!  We’re sinners!  We deserve God’s 
condemnation.  And the way the world works apart from the gospel is that your sins deserve God’s 
condemnation and you don’t have the kind of righteousness that somehow would merit eternal life.   
 
Adam lived in such a setting for a little while until he forfeited it.  And we talk about the idea of a covenant 
of works and when we get over into chapter 5 we’ll talk about that a little bit more; and we’ll see how that is 
paralleled with and contrast to a covenant of grace.  And right now in the bad news section we’re looking 
at what it’s like apart from the covenant of grace, apart from the gospel—Paul stated the good news in 
1:17—he says “I’m not sure you’re paying attention, let me tell you the bad news.”  He does that from 1:18 

 

Copyright © - F. Allan Story, Jr.  Page 4 of 7 
Transcribed by Fran Collier 



The Inadequacy of Natural Theology 
Providence Presbyterian Church (OPC) 

through 3:20, and then he comes back to the good news thinking maybe we’re listening now.  But we need 
to understand the bad news. 
 
And not only that, if we’re to be an evangelistic church (Gary was talking about that in Sunday School for 
us this morning) if we’re to be an evangelistic church, we need to understand the bad news that the world 
faces.  We need to understand the bad news that the people we don’t talk to about the gospel or invite to 
church or any of those things; the bad news that they’re faced with.  In other words, we really need to be 
honest about the reality; we need to have a Christian, a Biblical worldview in terms of what’s real for the 
non-Christian.  And real is not the aspirations and hopes that he has.  It’s not the delusions of grandeur or 
salvation or surely if God grades against the curve, then I’m going to beat the curve somehow—I’m not as 
bad as some people I can name.  And surely God will draw the line somewhere beneath me.  That’s 
simply not it! 
 
Now we need to understand that there is this bad news; that the world needs to understand this bad news; 
and we need to understand as well that they do have something of a handle on it.  Right?  That’s what it’s 
saying—look at verse 1 in chapter 2.  It’s dealing with accountability as well. 
 

1Therefore you are inexcusable, [it says] O man, whoever you are who judge, for in whatever you 
judge another you condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things. 

Now this is not a parallel to what Jesus says in Matthew chapter 7 in the Sermon on the Mount when He 
says judge not that you be not judged.  He’s not here telling us to stop judging—he’s telling us basically 
that when we judge we’re proving that we don’t have an excuse.  We’re proving that because every time 
we judge we show that we actually do know a standard of right and wrong.  We can’t plead ignorance.  
You are inexcusable, whoever you are that judge.  Jew or Gentile.  Anybody!  The person who says in 
answer to what Paul says in verse 32 right before that—the person who says “Well I’m not one of those 
who approve of those who practice them.  In fact, I think it’s detestable what those other people do.” 
 
To those people Paul says, “Okay, you judge.  You’re inexcusable if you do the things that you condemn 
others for.”  And we do, if you break the standards that you reveal by judging others that you actually have 
as well.  Paul says if you’ve got standards and you judge others by those standards, you better keep them!  
And if you don’t you’re self-condemned.  And God is righteous when He condemns you. 
 
Again, Paul is not angry here—I’m not angry here.  But we need to be honest about the bad news.  You 
can’t say, “But what about those on the remote island?  They’ve never heard about God?”  God says 
“They know Me.  They choose not to worship me.  They have exchanged the truth of God for the lie.”   But 
yeah, God, what about these people who just don’t know your rules?  I mean maybe they want to obey 
you, they know you’re there, but they don’t know what your rules are?  God says “They know!”  He says 
they’re inexcusable! 
 
And we know, verse 2 says, that the judgment of God is according to truth against those who practice such 
things.  But do you see?  They know ethical truth.  They know enough to be self-condemned.  They 
understand something of ethical obligation—not the hearers of the law (verse 13 says) are just in the sight 
of God, but the doers of the law will be justified.  They understand God’s equitable judgment; all of these 
things are clear. 
 
If you look down at verses 14 and 15 in chapter 2, it talks about the Gentiles who do not have the law.  Oh!  
Well these ought to be the people who have an excuse, right?  It says: 
 

14for when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law, these, although not 
having the law, are a law to themselves, 15who show the work of the law written in their hearts, … 

God’s law is written in their hearts!  They may not have the Ten Commandments; they may not have the 
Bible; they may not have the written rules, but deep inside they know right from wrong. 
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They demonstrate they show the work of the law written in their hearts.  Who wrote it there?  God did!  
God, who implanted in them a consciousness of Himself, for they are created in His image, also put in 
them a consciousness of His righteous law.  So that they know that they deserve condemnation when they 
do these things wrong; when they judge they prove that they know.  And God’s judgment against such is 
fair, is equitable. 
 
It says in verse 6 God will render to each one according to his deeds.  1:31 talked about the righteous 
judgment of God; verse 5 at the end of it also talked about the righteous judgment of God.  It’s throughout.  
Verse 2 of chapter 2, the judgment of God is according to truth against those who practice such things.  
Verse 11 in chapter 2, there is no partiality with God.  God is fair! 
 
And in the last day, according to verse 16, God will judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ.   
 
This is natural theology that we’re talking about.  It’s basic theology that even apart from the Bible we 
could derive.  In fact, if you look at most of the religions of the world, very much of this—ethical truth, 
ethical obligation, equitable judgment from God—is built in to most of the religions of the world; with 
modifications necessary to satisfy whatever emotional needs they may have in terms of suppressing the 
truth in unrighteousness. 
 
I want to encourage you to read something.  I’m just going to interject this right now:  John Calvin’s 
Institutes of the Christian Religion is one of the greatest Christian books ever written.  Book One chapters 
2 through 5 are Calvin’s analysis of natural theology.  I just read back over that over the last few days, it’s 
tremendous.  I encourage you to read that and see how much of what we’re talking about tonight, Calvin 
was saying in the 1500s.  In fact, I think most of you know this year is the 500th Anniversary of Calvin’s 
birth.  He was born in 1509.  A long time ago.  But that’s being celebrated.  If you want to celebrate that in 
a good way, I would encourage you to get a copy of Calvin’s Institutes and try to read through it in 2009.  
It’s doable.  It’s quite a book.  It’s two volumes in the main volume available now days.  In fact I’ve talked to 
Paul Witt and we’re going to put up a sign-up sheet and he’ll get the very best price he can for all that want 
to sign up to get copies of Calvin’s Institutes.  We do have one in the church library, but I think only one 
there; but some tremendous things there. 
 
And he talks about natural theology in this way—Natural theology leaves men inexcusable.  We’ve been 
seeing that.  But natural theology, while sufficient for accountability, is completely insufficient for salvation.  
Natural theology offers no real hope; no sound hope.  Only the Gospel does. 
 
And I want to say something else about natural theology; are you following close here?  Natural theology is 
natural.  And I mean it’s natural to us too.  It’s natural to the world—they know those things.  But for 
Christians?  Christians who have come to understand the Gospel and we’ve come to understand that our 
salvation is based on Christ and His finished work and our standing with God is based on Christ alone—on 
Christ’s work!  On Christ’s performance!  His keeping of the whole law!  His dying on the cross in 
our place!  We who know that all too frequently fall into a natural theology approach to our relationship 
with God.  And we get to thinking that on the one hand—“I’m doing pretty good.  God’s probably happy 
with me now.  He’ll hear and answer my prayers, because I’ve been doing pretty good lately.”  Or on the 
other hand we thing, “I can’t believe how much I’ve sinned lately.  I can’t imagine that God would hear my 
prayers.  I certainly don’t deserve it.  I deserve His condemnation; I guess that’s what I’m going to have.”  
Do you ever think like that?  Do you ever get to the point where you’re really thinking that your standing 
with God is somehow based on your performance?  Well that’s—there’s an obvious reason for it—Natural 
theology is natural.  And that’s what natural theology tells you; that is the natural order, the moral order of 
the universe. 
 
And so it’s appropriate for Paul to say that in the “bad news” section; but because we’ve already 
introduced the good news, because we know we’re going to get to the good news and a full exposition of it 
later beginning in chapter 3, we need to keep that good news in mind, don’t we?  We don’t need to fall into 
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the trap of thinking our standing with God depends on our performance.  Sometimes we fall into that trap 
this way—we start judging other people.  We forget about the gospel and our salvation under the gospel 
and we start applying standards to other people that we would be horrified if we remembered that apart 
from Jesus Christ God would apply those standards to us.  As Christians we need to know and understand 
what natural theology teaches; but we need to set it in the context of the teaching of the Bible; which gives 
us a full overall perspective, a perspective that says while men deserve God’s condemnation, and 
women and children—God loved the world so much that He gave His only begotten Son that 
whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life. 
 
And we remember that God tells us to go into all the world, making disciples of the nations and baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  To be tellers of good news—bearers of 
good tidings—the gospel of Jesus Christ; to people, whether they’re fooling themselves or not, whether or 
not they’re succeeding in suppressing the truth in unrighteousness that is so horrifying to them ever to 
face, to help them take the mask off and see the truth, but see the gospel as well; to see the answer to all 
their fears, to all that they know they deserve, in Jesus Christ.   
 
We’ve got bad news; and we’ve got good news.  We can’t keep it to ourselves.  Let’s pray: 

Our Heavenly Father we thank you for the good news of the Lord Jesus Christ, and we thank you 
that so that men would face it and look at and hear that good news, that you reminded us even in 
your word of the bad news, but where we would be without Christ and without the gospel.  So that 
Lord, when we consider those things, and maybe when others consider those things, we find that 
the good news is so good that we want to have Christ as our Savior.   
 
We pray Lord, that our friends and our relatives, people we care about, people that we come in 
contact with, people that our church has an opportunity to reach would hear the good news, would 
understand where they are without it and would embrace Jesus Christ as their own LORD and 
Savior, we pray Lord that we would be examples of those who have done that, that we would not 
fall into natural theology ways of thinking; not fall into thinking that our relationship with You is 
performance based; that we would trust in the finished work of Jesus Christ, the ongoing grace of 
God, the application of it by Your Holy Spirit, all for your glory.  We pray in Jesus’ name.  Amen. 

* * * * * * * 
 


