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persecuted the [assembly] of God” (1 Corinthians 15:9). Paul was actually one who tried to 
stop the message of Israel’s Messiah going forth, and persecuted many Believers. There 
should be little doubting, that even after his experience with the Living Yeshua on the road 
to Damascus, that he still carried some level of guilt for what he did. So, Paul did believe that 
he had a life debt to see paid off, in bringing as many as he could to the truth of Messiah. 
 

 
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 to faith; as it is written, “BUT THE 
RIGHTEOUS man SHALL LIVE BY FAITH” [Habakkuk 2:4]. 
 
1:16 While Paul is carrying out a sacred duty in his apostleship (v. 1), he makes it clear 

to the Romans, “For I am not ashamed of the Good News, for it is the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who trusts—to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (TLV). The 
prepositional phrase eis sōtērian is more literally “to salvation” (NKJV), and one can detect 
possible connections with Galatians 3:24 having eis Christon, and 2 Timothy 3:15 likewise 
having eis sōtērian. These latter two detail the role of God’s Torah or the Tanach Scriptures 
in the salvation process, in revealing sin and establishing the necessity of Yeshua. The good 
news that Paul declares, as he has already stated, is one rooted within Israel’s Scriptures (v. 
2). 

As is stated in a key Tanach prophecy such as Isaiah 49:6, “It is too small a thing that 
You should be My Servant to raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the preserved ones of 
Israel; I will also make You a light of the nations so that My salvation may reach to the end of 
the earth.” Yeshua the Messiah was not only to bring redemption to Israel proper, but to the 
entire world. Paul does say that the good news is Ioudaiō te prōton kai Hellēni, “to the Jew first 
and also to the Greek,” and he does demonstrate a ministry preference to go to the Jewish 
community first (Acts 13:5, 14; 14:1; 17:2, 10; 18:4, 19; 19:8). Keener fairly indicates, “Paul’s 
evangelistic prioritization of ethnic Israel fits Jesus’s teaching (Mark 7:27) and the portrayal 
of Paul’s own ministry in Acts (e.g., 13:5; 28:17), yet he will argue that God saves both Jew 
and Gentile by the same means.”38 

Understanding that the good news is one for both the Jewish people and the nations—
with there being a definite need for some level of significant Jewish ministry—is not 
terribly an issue for today’s Messianic people,39 even with some necessary fine-tuning and 
refinement needed here and there.40 It can be a difficult issue for many modern-day 

 
38 Keener, 26. 
39 Cf. Hegg, Romans 1-8, pp 20-21. 
40 An excellent example of fine-tuning would be how v. 16 is rendered in the CJB with, “to the Jew 

especially, but equally to the Gentile.” Here, the term incorrectly rendered as “Gentile” is Hellēni or “Greek,” a 
proper nationality. 
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Christian readers of Romans, for whom Jewish evangelism, and Jewish issues in general, 
may not be too relevant. Cranfield directs, “In view of chapters nine to eleven it is hardly 
admissible to explain this [prōton] as referring merely to the historical fact that the gospel 
was preached to the Jews before it was preached to the Gentiles.”41 Moo further observes, 

“However much the church may seem to be dominated by Gentiles, Paul insists that the 
promises of God realized in the gospel are ‘first of all’ for the Jew. To Israel the promises 
were first given, and to the Jews they still particularly apply. Without in any way 
subtracting from the equal access that all people now have to the gospel, then, Paul insists 
that the gospel, ‘promised beforehand...in the holy Scriptures’ (1:2), has a special relevance 
to the Jew.”42 

As ironic as it may sound, while many of today’s Christians do not totally understand 
the ramifications of “to the Jew first,” many within the independent Hebrew/Hebraic Roots 
movement (which may or may not call itself “Messianic”) do not totally understand this 
either. While it is to be commended that many non-Jewish Believers have taken a hold of 
their spiritual heritage in Israel’s Scriptures and are living more and more like Yeshua, in 
obedience to God’s Torah—there are quite a few of these people who have totally overlooked 
the need to be concerned with the salvation of the Jewish people, and be conscious of 
various Jewish-specific issues.43 

1:17 There is little denying the significance of Romans 1:17 not only for the purpose of 
Paul explaining the significant power of the good news in transforming people, but for 
theological studies relating to the doctrine of salvation: “For in it [the gospel/good news] 
the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘The just shall 
live by faith’” (NKJV), which includes a quotation from Habakkuk 2:4. In the estimation of 
Bruce, “Habakkuk 2:4b may be called the ‘text’ of this Epistle; what follows is in large 
measure an exposition of the prophet’s words.”44 Yet, there are debates regarding how 
interpreters are to approach the meaning of “righteousness,” what “faith to faith” not only 
means but how the Greek is to be translated, and whether or not Habakkuk 2:4 has even 
been properly quoted by the Apostle Paul. 

How are readers of v. 17 to approach dikaiosunē...Theou or “righteousness of God”? 
Traditionally since the Protestant Reformation, dikaiosunē or “righteousness” (Heb. equiv. 
tzedaqah) has been interpreted as involving God’s gracious ability to grant a pardon or 
release from a human being’s sin, and then declare a man or woman free, forgiven, and a 
recipient of His salvation. In more recent examination over the past few decades, there has 

 
41 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, 91. 
42 Moo, 69. 
43 This has become especially conscious to me as our family and ministry relocated from Central Florida to 

North Texas in late 2012, as the DFW Metroplex is a major hub of North American Messianic Jewish activity. 
For a further discussion, consult the relevant parts of the Messianic Torah Helper by Messianic Apologetics. 
44 Bruce, 74. 
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been considerable debate regarding what the “righteousness of God” involves,45 as this is the 
first place where dikaiosunē appears in the Epistle to the Romans. Moo lists three main 
options available at the interpreter’s disposal: 

1. dikaiosunē as God’s justice, including “God’s faithfulness, especially to his 
covenant with Israel.” 

2. dikaiosunē as “a new standing imparted to a sinner who believes.” 
3. dikaiosunē as “an activity of God...his salvation intervention on behalf of his 

people.”46 
Moo further details how “These options are neither exhaustive nor mutually 

exclusive,” to the point of saying “two or more of them are often combined in the 
interpretation of 1:17,”47 although he defaults48 for dikaiosunē mainly being God’s redemptive 
activity for individuals. 

As we follow the text of v. 17, and Romans from here, recognizing that there are various 
components to dikaiosunē, “righteousness” or “justification,” we have to pay attention to the 
context of what is being targeted in either the surrounding cotext or associated vocabulary. 
Edwards directs, “Context alone determines how it should be understood.”49 Vs. 18-32 
following elaborate more fully on how here, the “righteousness of God” in view is His moral 
character and holiness, which fallen humanity has largely rejected, but which all people 
need to see restored to them via the gospel message of salvation—by which they can be 
declared free, forgiven, and redeemed from their sins. So for v. 17, the customary 
Reformation approach to dikaiosunē Theou should not be viewed as invalid. 

It has certainly become more common, in various theological quarters—particularly 
those influenced by the New Perspective of Paul—to approach dikaiosunē...Theou from the 
vantage point of “God’s covenant justice,” as it appears in N.T. Wright’s Kingdom New 
Testament for v. 17. Mark Nanos provides the label: “Righteousness, or justice; i.e., one who 
keeps covenant faithfulness.”50 Many evangelical leaders are opposed to this, as they are 
convinced that approaching dikaiosunē from this view is going to rob something from the 
traditional Protestant doctrine of justification by faith.51 And, it is true that some NPP 
proponents have gone a little overboard with their proposals, in places, about dikaiosunē 
involving God’s covenant faithfulness and/or membership of persons within His covenant 
people. However, too many contemporary Christians automatically assume that 
“righteouness” or “justification” can only relate to being declared forgiven and saved from 

 
45 Cf. Cranfield, Romans 1-8, pp 91-98; Dunn, Romans, 38a:40-42; Stott, pp 62-64; Moo, pp 70-76, 79-90; 

Witherington, 52-54; Keener, pp 27-29; Kruse, pp 79-81. 
46 Moo, pp 70, 71. 
47 Ibid., 72. 
48 Ibid., 73. 
49 Edwards, 43. 
50 Nanos, in Jewish Annotated New Testament, 256. 
51 This would be the perspective broadly witnessed in John Piper, The Future of Justification: A Response to 

N.T. Wright (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2007). 
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sin, and other factors or potential meanings are left out. Isaiah 46:12-13, for example, is one 
place where God’s tzedaqah specifically does relate to His activity in history on behalf of His 
people: 

“Listen to Me, you stubborn-minded, who are far from righteousness. I bring near My 
righteousness, it is not far off; and My salvation will not delay. And I will grant salvation in 
Zion, and My glory for Israel.” 

V. 17, as asserted, relates to God’s ability to save people from their sins, and in my 
opinion the customary Reformation view is more than appropriate. But there will be other 
places in Romans where dikaiosunē will be used, where some traditionally “quoted verses,” 
as it were—often for popular preaching intended to invoke commitments to Christ—will be 
shown to demonstrate something other than being declared forgiven and saved from sin. 
Everett F. Harrison observes, “Clearly, the character of God is involved in the sense that 
what he does and provides must be in keeping with his nature (cf. 3:26). But just as clearly, 
the expression must go beyond this to include the activity of God. The gospel would not be 
the good news if it simply disclosed the righteousness of God.”52 It can, at times, be rather 
limiting to think of the dikaiosunē of God solely in soteriological terms, as though all it can 
involve is seeing people redeemed from their sins. 

Even when, however, the dikaiosunē or righteouness of God in v. 17, is concluded to be 
the ability of God via the good news (v. 16) to save people from their sins, there has been no 
agreement on how to approach Paul’s assertion: “revealed from faith to faith,” apokaluptetai 
ek pisteōs eis pistin. There have been multiple approaches, and translations of this, to be 
sure.53 Osborne summarizes some of the main options for “faith to faith”: 

“This is another phrase with multiple understandings—from the faith of the Old 
Testament to the faith of the New Testament; from God’s (or Christ’s) faithfulness to our 
faith; or faith as God’s gift to us; or faith shared from one believer to another; or simply a 
metaphor for a high degree of faith.”54 

Varied renderings which appear in one’s English Bible, can affect how a reader 
approaches what ek pisteōs eis pistin is supposed to mean. A more literal rendering would be 
something like “from faith unto faith” (American Standard Version) or “from faith to faith” 
(NASU), with some value judgment being present in “through faith for faith” (RSV/ESV). 
The NIV “by faith from first to last” is certainly an extrapolation of an interpretation of ek 
pisteōs eis pistin.55 Reflective of the view represented by these latter two translations, 

 
52 Everett F. Harrison, “Romans,” in Frank E. Gaebelein, ed. et. al., Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 10:19. 
53 Cf. Kruse, pp 75-78. 
54 Osborne, 43. 
55 Messianic Bible versions likewise tend to represent some kind of significant value judgment for ek pisteōs 

eis pistin, as the CJB has “from beginning to end it is through trust,” and the TLV with, “from trust to trust.” 
The Kingdom New Testament actually has, “from faithfulness to faithfulness.” 
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Thomas R. Schreiner states, “From faith for faith probably means that right standing with 
God is by faith from start to finish.”56 

It is difficult for sincere Believers to discount the importance of faith or trust in Yeshua 
the Messiah, in order to be reckoned righteous. However, two of the main figures of the 
Protestant Reformation, Martin Luther and John Calvin, took “from faith to faith” as a 
reference to Believers growing and maturing in their faith. Referencing 2 Corinthians 3:18, 
which says, “we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are 
being transformed into the same image from glory to glory [apo doxēs eis doxan],” Luther 
drew the conclusion, “The words ‘from faith to faith’ therefore signify that the believer 
grows in faith more and more, so that he who is justified becomes more and more righteous 
(in his life).”57 Calvin would more further explain, 

“Righteousness is offered by God by the Gospel, and is received by faith. He adds unto 
faith, for in proportion to the advance of our faith and our progress in knowledge the 
righteousness of God increases in us, and its possession is in a degree confirmed. When we 
first taste the Gospel we do indeed see the countenance of God turned graciously toward us, 
but at a distance. The more our knowledge of true religion increases, we see the grace of God 
with greater clarity and more familiarity, as though He were coming nearer to us.”58 

The power of the good news is to lead one from faith to faith, meaning that the 
significant revelation of faith in Yeshua naturally gets deeper after one has been forgiven of 
sin and grows in Him. It is not insignificant that the verb apokaluptetai, is a present passive 
participle, meaning that it could be taken as a Divine passive—representative of the work of 
God or the Holy Spirit on a person progressing in faith. Edwards comments, “The saving 
activity of God occurs prior to human response and finds it correlative in faith. God’s 
righteousness both awakens faith and produces faith. Paul’s use of the present participle, 
everyone who believes [v. 16: pisteuonti]...denotes faith as an ongoing activity.”59 

The Apostle Paul claims that there is a Tanach basis for how in the gospel or good news, 
“the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith.” For the second time in his letter 
writing (cf. Galatians 3:11), Paul has appealed to Habakkuk 2:4: “Behold, as for the proud 
one, his soul is not right within him; but the righteous will live by his faith.” The cause of 
one’s saving faith, where it begins, is the placement of a man or woman’s trust in God and 
His Messiah, over against anything else. Recognizing that trust in God is what will cause one 
to be righteous—principally meaning a forgiveness from sins, but elsewhere also meaning 
that one is reckoned among His own—is quite foundational for our belief system. So, what 
is one to do when encountering a statement to the effect, “The original Hebrew probably 
means that the righteous shall live by his faithfulness, i.e. faithful observance of God’s 

 
56 Schreiner, in ESV Study Bible, 2158. 
57 Martin Luther, Commentary on Romans, trans. J. Theodore Mueller (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1976), 41. 
58 John Calvin, Calvin’s New Testament Commentaries: Romans and Thessalonians, trans. Ross Mackenzie 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1960), 28. 
59 Edwards, pp 42-43. 
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commands—the antithesis of Paul’s meaning” (Edwin Cyril Blackman)?60 Has Paul possibly 
misquoted from Habakkuk 2:4? Let us consult the main textual witnesses of Habakkuk 2:4 
in the Hebrew Masoretic Text, Greek Septuagint, and Paul’s quotation here in Romans 1:17: 

 
HABAKKUK 2:4 (MT) HABAKKUK 2:4 

(lxx) 
ROMANS 1:17 

(paul) 
 
Behold, his soul is defiant; 
it is unsettled in him. But 
the righteous person shall 
live through his faith 
(ATS). 
 
 

 
If he should draw back, 
my soul has no pleasure 
in him: but the just shall 
live by my faith (LXE). 
 

 
For in it the 
righteousness of God is 
revealed from faith to 
faith; as it is written, 
“BUT THE RIGHTEOUS man 
SHALL LIVE BY FAITH” 
[Habakkuk 2:4]. 
 

 
hinneih ‘uppelah lo-yashrah 
nafsho bo v’tzadiq b’emunato 
yich’yeh 

 

 
ean huposteilētai ouk 
eudokei hē psuchē mou en 
autō ho de dikaios ek 
pisteōs mou zēsetai 
 

 
dikaiosunē gar Theou en 
autō apokaluptetai ek 
pisteōs eis pistin, ho 
dikaios ek pisteōs zēsetai 
 

 
The Hebrew of Habakkuk reads that the righteous or just shall b’emunato yichyeh, “in 

his faith (shall) live.” The LXX rendered this as ek pisteōs mou zēsetai, “out of my faith will 
live.” Rather than emphasize an individual’s faith (MT), or the faith prescribed by God 
(LXX), Paul simply says ek pisteōs zēsetai, “out of faith will live.” Paul’s emphasis on the 
righteous living by faith regards eternal life, which is seen in how Habakkuk’s words set 
belief in God against belief in idols (Habakkuk 2:18-19), and whether one is to have trust in 
God or something else. Habakkuk 2:18-19 specify, 

“What profit is the idol when its maker has carved it, or an image, a teacher of 
falsehood? For its maker trusts in his own handiwork when he fashions speechless idols. 
Woe to him who says to a piece of wood, ‘Awake!’ To a mute stone, ‘Arise!’ And that is your 
teacher? Behold, it is overlaid with gold and silver, and there is no breath at all inside it.” 

If pisteōs mou in the Septuagint rendering of Habakkuk 2:4 is at all viewed as “my 
faithfulness,” then that is God’s faithfulness toward His people who believe in Him, as He is 
the One who is entirely responsible for seeing them saved from their sins. However, pisteōs 
mou or “my faith” could just as well be the faith that God requires of those who look to Him, 
set against the trust that could be placed in idols. The latter option, given the surrounding 

 
60 Blackman, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 771. 
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themes of Romans ch. 1, is to be preferred, and Paul specifies it as such with his adaptation 
of the LXX with only having pisteōs, subtracting the possessive pronoun. 

Paul’s placement of Habakkuk 2:4 is not by accident. One dictum seen in the Talmud 
sees the Torah’s instruction distilled down to the premise “THE RIGHTEOUS...SHALL LIVE BY 
FAITH”: 

“Isaiah again came and reduced them to two: ‘Thus says the Lord, (i) Keep justice and 
(ii) do righteousness’ (Isa. 56:1). Amos came and reduced them to a single one, as it is said, 
‘For thus says the Lord to the house of Israel. Seek Me and live.’ Objected R. Nahman bar Isaac, 
“Maybe the sense is, ‘seek me’ through the whole of the Torah?’ Rather, [Simelai continues:] 
‘Habakkuk further came and based them on one, as it is said, “But the righteous shall 
live by his faith” (Habakkuk 2:4)’” (b.Makkot 24a).61 
 

 
18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, 19 because 
that which is known about God is evident within them; for God made it evident to 
them. 20 For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal 
power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what 
has been made, so that they are without excuse. 21 For even though they knew 
God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks, but they became futile in their 
speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened. 22 Professing to be wise, they 
became fools, 23 and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in 
the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling 
creatures. 
 
1:18 People need to look to the Creator God for their salvation, otherwise they will 

be condemned. Paul is clear to assert, early in his letter, “The wrath of God is being 
revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of human beings who 
suppress the truth by their wickedness” (NIV). The orgē Theou is rightly to be viewed as the 
eternal punishment due to be issued upon unrepentant sinners. However, v. 18 employs the 
present passive participle Apokaluptetai, “is {being} revealed,” describing how God’s future 
condemnation upon sinners is already, to some degree, being meted out upon them. Much 
of this eschatological, future wrath, as the tenor of vs. 18ff demonstrates, is seen via the 
presence of sin in their lives. It is particularly manifest in a darkened human conscience 
that rejects God, rejects the goodness of His Creation, and perverts the intended estate for 
men and women. Jewish readers of Paul’s letter, in particular, would see his critique of the 
nations at large deeply rooted in sentiments expressed from the Tanach, and various 
streams of extra-Biblical writings germane to the Second Temple period. 

 
61 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. MS Windows XP. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

2005. CD-ROM. 
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1:19-20 The revelation of God’s Being, as Creator, to all of humankind, is something 
quite serious to the Apostle Paul—and that is why the pagans at large cannot claim 
ignorance of Him. Paul’s claim is, “For all that may be known of God by men lies plain before 
their eyes; indeed God himself has disclosed it to them” (v. 19, NEB). He specifically says that 
some knowledge of God is en autois “in/within them,” which would obviously be a reference 
to the image of God and conscience placed onto all human beings (Genesis 1:26). Stott 
astutely observes, “Anthropologists have...found a worldwide moral sense in human beings 
so that, although conscience is of course to some extent conditioned by culture, it still 
testifies to everybody everywhere both that there is a difference between right and wrong, 
and that evil deserves to be punished.”62 It is right to assert that there is a basic morality 
impressed onto all people, as definite evidence of how a Creator with a standard of absolute 
rights and wrongs has made us. 

Paul goes on to say, “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” (v. 20, ESV). Here, theiotēs relates to “divinity” 
(American Standard Version) or God’s general nature.63 While Paul’s intention in vs. 19-20 
is to mainly describe how humanity at large is responsible for knowing about God’s 
existence, to what extent can people actually—or specifically—know about Him? 
Frequently, various readers of Paul from the last century to the present have taken v. 20 to 
imply that, however unlikely, there might be a number of people in remote areas—who 
knowing about God through His revelation in Creation, and appealing to Him as Universal 
Deity via their conscience—might actually find some sort of “salvation.” This is a 
philosophical question of some magnitude, and one which there might not be any total 
resolution on among contemporary Believers. Moo is wise to conclude, 

“[Paul] asserts that people actually come to ‘understand’ something about God’s 
existence and nature. How universal is this perception? The flow of Paul’s argument makes 
any limitation impossible. Those who perceive the attributes of God in creation must be the 
same as those who suppress the truth in unrighteousness and are therefore liable to the 
wrath of God. Paul makes this clear that this includes all people (see 3:9, 19-20).”64 

The question can still be asked as to whether or not those who suppress the truth (v. 
18b) are not just those who oppose the gospel message when it is declared—but those who 
generally, when knowing their wrongdoings via their God-impressed conscience, 
deliberately ignore any conviction they have. Whichever is the case, God as Creator has 
revealed enough of Himself in the goodness of what He has made, placing onto humans as 
His image bearers a sufficient amount of knowledge, that they will know when they err 
against the Creator’s moral standard. 
 

 
62 Stott, 74. 
63 A distinct term, theotēs or “Deity,” is what is used by Paul in Colossians 2:9. 
64 Moo, 105. 
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Excursus: Is Salvation Only Available 
for those who Profess Faith in Yeshua?65 

 
Most Believers, be they Christian or Messianic, widely make the assertion that in 

order to be redeemed one must profess an open faith in Yeshua the Messiah (Jesus 
Christ), but questions inevitably arise when one considers the destiny of those who 
have not heard the gospel. While we often divide the world into two camps: the saved 
and unsaved, is this a completely valid way of looking at things? What about people 
who do not hear the gospel not because they reject it or refuse to listen to the 
message—but because they do not have the message proclaimed to them? Might there 
be a “gray zone” between those who know the good news, those who reject the good 
news, and those who do not know about the God of Scripture? My thesis is that while 
the vast majority of human beings fall into the category of being redeemed or 
unredeemed as a direct result of receiving or rejecting Yeshua the Messiah, that there 
might be a few who may find redemption via God’s natural revelation. Using Romans 
1:18-25 as my guide, I will demonstrate: 

1. The wrath of God dispensed upon sinners is a universal condition from 
which all humanity suffers. 

2. All of humanity has subjected itself to idolatry. 
3. All people must seek after the true Creator. 

 
The wrath of God dispensed upon sinners is a universal condition from which 
all humanity suffers: 

The essence of Paul’s opening argument to the Romans is that “the wrath of God is 
revealed from heaven against all ungodliness” (1:18). Apokaluptetai appears in the 
present tense, and is better rendered as “is being revealed” (NIV), indicating a present 
ongoing action in God’s judgment against sin. This same verb form is used earlier in v. 
17 to note the revealing of God’s righteousness via the gospel. Cranfield notes the 
interconnection that God’s righteousness and wrath have together, indicating “the 
most natural way of taking v. 18 is to understand Paul to mean that [orgē Theou] also is 
being revealed in the gospel, that is, in the on-going proclamation of the gospel.”66 This 
would mean that as the good news is proclaimed and heard, God’s message of 
punishment is somehow also proclaimed. Moo adds that “this same verb in v. 17 has a 
‘historical’ sense.”67 He prefers to see the revelation of God’s wrath as the “judgment of 
the world that the present infliction of God’s wrath is intended to reveal.” This not just 
an eschatological wrath, but rather “the present…sentence of condemnation under 
which all people outside Christ stand.”68 

 
65 This excursus has been adapted from an exegesis paper on Romans 1:18-25, which the author compiled 

for his Spring 2007 Exegesis of Romans class at Asbury Theological Seminary. 
66 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, pp 109-110. 
67 Moo, 101. 
68 Ibid. 
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This wrath of God is not something that your average human alone is subjected to, 
but also those “who by their wickedness suppress the truth” (1:18b, RSV). What Paul 
specifically means set against a Roman audience which he is preparing to visit is 
certainly a matter of worthy speculation. Dunn says that “in a Jewish or Jewish-
influenced context [this] would carry the connotation of God’s reliability and 
trustworthiness.”69 Here, we could conclude that while the human condition—be it 
Jewish or not—is sinful (hence Paul’s usage of pasan asebeian or “all ungodliness”), 
there is a sector who actively “suppress” the truth of the One God. The verb katechō 
gives us a range of possibilities to consider, including “to hold back with design” 
(BDAG).70 While all of humanity is subject to a sinful condition, there are those who 
purposefully and deliberately keep others from hearing the truth. But is this everyone 
who suppresses the truth because of their sinfulness, or only a certain sector of people 
who suppress the truth? Consider that in a Roman context, this could be applied in 
understanding that the Roman leaders and politicians greatly frowned on Romans 
hearing about the “Jewish God.” But even while anti-Semitic attitudes were common in 
Rome, God who is larger than these things can still declare who He is. It was via the 
“Jewish God” that non-Jewish Romans could hear about His Messiah, Yeshua, and thus 
be fully reconciled to Him. 

In spite of those who suppress or attempt to hold back the truth of the One God, 
Paul testifies “that which is known about God is evident within them; for God made it 
evident to them” (1:19). Here, it is probably best for us to understand autois, “them,” as 
relating to all humans—even if there are people who suppress the truth from them. 
Moo notes that here Paul “is interested in the knowledge of God available to all people 
through the nature of the world itself.”71 In spite of civic leaders or other religious 
teachers wanting to hold back knowledge of the true God, HaShem (YHWH) in His 
almighty power still proclaims who He is in what He has created. Thoughts that Paul 
may be considering as he is composing this might be seen in Psalm 97:5-6: “The 
mountains melted like wax at the presence of the LORD, at the presence of the Lord of 
the whole earth. The heavens declare His righteousness, and all the peoples have seen 
His glory.” Here we see the Psalmist assert that God’s presence will melt mountains 
(presumably in judgment of sin) and that the heavens or sky (Heb. ha’shamayim) 
declare His glory. Somehow HaShem has declared His nature and eternal power to all 
the world in spite of those wishing to disregard Him. 

Paul substantiates his assertion that God has declared Himself via His Creation in 
v. 20: “For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power 
and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been 
made, so that people are without excuse” (TNIV). Cranfield remarks, “The point made 
is that the self-revelation of God here referred to has been continuous ever since the 
creation.”72 Somehow, God is able to communicate to the remnants of humanity—who 
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do not know of HaShem or the Scriptures of Israel—and hold them accountable. It is 
probably significant that the verb noeō is used to describe “perceived” (RSV) or 
“understood” (NASU, NIV) in this verse, as it can specifically mean “to direct one’s 
mind to” (TDNT).73 Is it possible that Paul is not just talking about God declaring His 
existence through His Creation—but that people should be able to focus their thoughts 
on the Creator and contemplate who made the Creation and why? 

It is easy for us who are Believers today to know that the answer to this dilemma is 
placing our faith and trust in Yeshua the Messiah. We sit 2,000 years on the other side 
of the life and ministry of Yeshua, and know that only He can accomplish the 
redemption that all people so desperately need. However, if God has proclaimed who 
He is to the world through the revelation of His Creation—can they somehow 
acknowledge Him and not acknowledge other foreign gods? Harrison only says, 
“Natural revelation is sufficient to make man responsible, but is not by itself sufficient 
to accomplish his salvation.”74 While nature surely cannot accomplish God’s salvation, 
can it communicate enough of the basic message to humans at large in order for them 
to be redeemed? This surely becomes a major debate when we consider that those who 
have not heard of Yeshua or Jesus are still going to be accountable before Him. 

 
All of humanity has subjected itself to idolatry in one way or another. 

All human beings are “without excuse” (1:20) before the God of Creation via His 
natural revelation. This may leave some interpreters with some room to maneuver 
concerning those who seek after the One God of Creation without formally hearing the 
gospel. This space, however, is very small given Paul’s following comments in v. 21: 
“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 senseless minds were darkened” (RSV). 
Paul says that humanity has widely rejected God by failing to acknowledge the One 
God as being God. The verb doxazō is rendered in the NIV as “they neither glorified 
him.” Cranfield points out, “Having experience of God’s self-manifestation, they ought 
to have glorified Him as God and given Him thanks; but they did not do so.”75 In this 
case, are we forced to consider that they “knew” God in the sense of knowing about 
Him? Moo remarks, “The outward manifestation of God in his created works was met 
with a real, though severely limited, knowledge of him among those who observed.”76 

Indeed, while Paul has expressed a view that all humans know of the One God and 
are accountable before Him, because most have failed to acknowledge Him they have 
instead fallen into sinful activities. Dunn observes, “in Hebrew thought there was a 
strong sense of knowledge as an acknowledging, a motivational recognition which 
expressed itself in the appropriate worship and obedience.”77 From Paul’s perspective, 
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once one has failed to acknowledge HaShem as the true God, sin and ungodliness are 
inevitable. These sinful activities began with those rejecting God becoming “futile in 
their speculations” (NASU). The term dialogismos can mean either “the process of 
reasoning” or “content of reasoning or conclusion reached through use of reason” 
(BDAG).78 Are we justified to speculate that Paul is making a direct criticism against 
pagan philosophy? Or, is he simply referring to humans’ innate urge to self-justify 
themselves in light of their sin? The aorist eskotisthē, “darkened,” seems to suggest that 
this is a past state that all humans suffer from, likely emanating from the Fall—
something that many of the philosophers of Greece and Rome would have certainly 
criticized and denied. 

The thoughts of Paul in this regard are expressed well in vs. 22-23: “Claiming to be 
wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images 
resembling mortal man or birds or animals or reptiles” (RSV). Aside from Paul’s 
obvious Jewish bias of these things being in violation of the Second Commandment 
(Exodus 20:4; Deuteronomy 5:8), he describes another aorist action with emōranthēsan 
used for “became.” Cranfield notes, “The idea that Paul is here alluding to the 
philosophers in particular is rightly rejected…since idolatry did not originate with 
them. The reference is more general and fundamental.”79 While previously there may 
have been passing thoughts to the philosophers as Paul is writing the Romans, here his 
thoughts are best considered pertaining to the whole scope of fallen humanity. Psalm 
97:7 should probably be in view: “Let all those be ashamed who serve graven images, 
who boast themselves of idols; worship Him, all you gods.” 

Paul describes a variety of idolatrous practices that not just the Greeks or Romans, 
but every culture in human history—including Israel with the incident of the golden 
calf (Exodus 24)—has fallen prey to. Moo indicates, “Paul wishes his readers to see 
how foolish it is to substitute for direct contact with God’s awesome presence the 
indirect, shadowy relationship found in idolatry.”80 In this construct, while all of 
humanity has been shown the natural revelation of the One God in His Creation (1:19-
20), the vast, vast majority of humanity rejects Him by participating in some kind of 
idolatry. Those who know Him most expressly include those who recognize Him and 
serve Him via the transformative power of the gospel, perhaps only with an extremely 
limited handful of exceptions. 

 
All people must seek after the true Creator. 

Is there a solution for those who have been turned over to idolatry? Having just 
described that God has revealed Himself to all humanity (1:19-20) and that all people 
have succumbed to idolatry by worshipping graven images (1:23), Paul describes base 
sins that concern the human body itself. He tells the Romans, “Therefore God gave 
them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies 
among themselves” (1:24, RSV). It is important that we take note of the preposition dio, 
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reading in most translations as “therefore” (RSV, NASU, NIV, ESV, et. al.) or 
“wherefore” (KJV)—introducing the result of such sin. As Cranfield concludes, “dio,, 
indicates that what is related in this verse was God’s response to the perverseness of 
men.”81 This would seem to suggest that in response to their rejection of Him, God “has 
given them up to the vileness of their own desires, and the consequent denigration of 
their bodies” (NEB). 

This statement itself is extremely difficult to comprehend, as a God who does not 
tempt humans (James 1:13) is possibly said to be responsible for turning them over to 
sin. Are we to interpret this phrase on its own, or synthesize it with other passages? 
Moo suggests that we counterbalance this with Ephesians 4:19, where Paul says the 
nations “having become callous, have given themselves over to sensuality for the 
practice of every kind of impurity with greediness.” He concludes that the sin that God 
hands these rebels over to is like Him not just letting a boat go downstream, but 
pushing the boat downstream. In this way “the depths of sin in which the idolater is 
plunged are designed to awaken the sinner to the awful seriousness of his or her 
situation.”82 Of particular importance is Paul’s usage of akatharsia for “impurity,” 
which can specifically relate to “vileness esp. of sexual sins” (BDAG).83 Paul has not 
specified in v. 24 whether this is heterosexual or homosexual activity that God has 
turned sinners over toward, so at this point it is likely a reference to both. Paul would 
tell the Corinthians of those who fall into sexual sins, “I have decided to deliver such a 
one to Satan for the destruction of his flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of 
the Lord Yeshua” (1 Corinthians 5:5). Is such an idea also present in Romans? Paul 
widely does list these sinful activities because he is concerned about the power of the 
gospel (1:16) and the gross things that the Messiah offers redemption from. 

Falling prey to idolatry and sexual sin are the two main consequences of rejecting 
the final power and authority of the One God. Paul says that this happens “For they 
exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather 
than the Creator, who is blessed forever” (1:25). Both the verbs metēllaxan for 
“exchanged,” and esebasthēsan for “worshipped” appear in the aorist tense, indicating 
some kind of action that has already occurred in humanity’s past. All are effectively 
guilty in placing themselves in the service of the Adversary rather than the One God. 
But Paul’s objective here is not to condemn his Roman audience, or all of humanity to 
an eternity distanced from God. On the contrary, the fact that Paul is able to assert that 
God is hos estin eulogētos eis tous aiōnas, “who is blessed forever,” is quite significant 
indeed—as estin indicates a present action of God’s being blessed. Dunn notes, “Paul 
uses the blessing as a way of distancing himself from worship which does not 
recognize that all blessing and blessedness lies in God alone and from any life not lived 
in dependence on that blessing before all else.”84 Paul’s declaration that only God is the 
way to be blessed—and not the creature—is affirmed by his usage of amēn, a common 
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Jewish term derived from the Hebrew amein, the root of which means “verily, truly” 
(BDB).85 The God from which redemption can be accomplished is One who is 
trustworthy and faithful—contrasted against idols representing human beings or 
animals (1:23). 

 
Romans 1:18-25—Synthesis 

In this short passage we see the firm reality that the Almighty God will dispense 
His wrath upon those who are wicked and who suppress the truth of who He is (1:18a). 
On the one hand, this certainly means that all human beings are subject to God’s 
punishment. Yet on the other there may be a sector of people who withhold the truth 
of the One God from the world, instead forcing their own religion upon them (1:18b). In 
spite of this taking place, the One God reveals Himself to the world via His natural 
revelation in what He has made—demonstrating His power and supremeness in His 
Creation (1:19-20). This means that all human beings, regardless of their race and/or 
religion, will be held accountable before HaShem, being “without excuse” (1:20). Those 
who reject the One God via His natural revelation are those who turn themselves over 
to futile thoughts or reasonings (1:22), falling prey to idolatrous worship (1:23), and 
possibly also to sexual immorality (1:24). The consequence of these actions is serving 
the great adversary, Satan (1:25a)—rather than the Supreme God who made the 
universe, the One who is blessed and faithful (1:25b). 

With these things to consider, it is quite clear that the widescale bulk of 
humanity—Jewish or not—is going to be held accountable before God as to whether or 
not they have fallen into the idolatry and sexual immorality listed by Paul. These are 
two definite identifiers which indicate that people have placed themselves outside of 
the authority of the One God. Yeshua the Messiah offers redemption from these sins, 
and the transforming nature of the gospel is “the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (1:16). Faith in the 
Messiah will definitely rectify the problem of those who have succumbed to these 
temptations. 

But what about those who do not receive Yeshua or Jesus because they do not 
know about Him? Is it possible that via God’s natural revelation that there are some—
instinctively knowing that idolatry and sexual immorality are wrong—who can be 
redeemed without a direct knowledge of the Messiah? Certainly in the First Century, 
there were many Jews in both Judea and the Diaspora who were faithful to HaShem 
who did not know that the Messiah had come, and will still be in the Kingdom. 
However, today there are remote parts of the world where the gospel has yet to be 
proclaimed. Could a member of a tribe in a distant Amazonian rainforest commune 
with the One God—without the direct intervention of Yeshua—because He is 
demonstrated in His Creation? Does Romans 1:18-25 allow for such a possibility, 
however unlikely it may be? Based on what Paul has said, this must be determined by 
two things: (1) a life that definitely has overcome the sins of idolatry and sexual 
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immorality, (2) what God Himself knows about the heart condition of such a person. 
One of these factors can be determined by an outsider looking in, but the more critical 
of these two factors can only be known by an Almighty Creator. 

As Believers in Yeshua, we admittedly have difficulty conceding that there may be 
people “saved” after His resurrection who may have never heard of Him. We do not 
like unknowns and we would prefer things to be more “black and white” on this issue. 
However, does everyone who professes faith in Yeshua and claims to be His follower 
truly know Him? If we can concede that only God knows the ultimate destiny of certain 
people to whom He may have revealed Himself via His Creation—perhaps we also have 
to concede that only God knows the ultimate destiny of those who claim to know Him 
via His Son. This should cause us as individuals to turn to Him with all of our hearts 
and make sure that we demonstrate His saving power in a life transformed by the Holy 
Spirit. It should motivate us to make sure that we truly know Him, and redouble our 
efforts to see the salvation of the lost. 

 
Romans 1:18-25 and the Salvation of the Jewish People 

How does Romans 1:18-25 affect today’s Messianic community, and specifically 
how it approaches the subject of the salvation of the Jewish people? It is certainly well 
known in sectors of Messianic Judaism that when the subject of one’s Jewish relatives, 
who do not claim faith in Yeshua, arises, that most do not know what to do. Are these 
people condemned as unrighteous sinners, even though they were born Jewish? Was 
not Israel chosen as God’s special nation? Romans 1:18-25 offers the very, very small 
possibility that a very, very small number of people may be saved without ever hearing 
about Yeshua or Jesus, when the only thing people have to consider who the God of 
Creation is—is in fact His Creation. Yet, this excludes those persons who have heard 
the basics of the gospel, that Yeshua the Messiah was crucified for the sins of humanity 
and was resurrected (1 Corinthians 15:3-4), and being aware that they have a 
responsibility to respond to this message in some way. Most Jews—and indeed most in 
the West for sure—know about Yeshua in some kind of historical sense, and know of 
His selfless sacrifice. Some believe that Jews can be saved without having to follow 
after the Christian “Jesus,” but when the essentials of the good news of redemption are 
adequately declared “according to the Scriptures” (1 Corinthians 15:4), there can be no 
question that any person whomever he or she is remains accountable. In spite of a 
great many Christian flaws over the centuries, the basic gospel has still been able to be 
grasped by the masses. 

Later in his Epistle to the Romans, Paul warns the non-Jewish Believers in his 
audience not to be arrogant against the Jewish people. He says, “if some of the 
branches were broken off, and you, being a wild olive, were grafted in among them and 
became partaker with them of the rich root of the olive tree, do not be arrogant toward 
the branches; but if you are arrogant, remember that it is not you who supports the root, 
but the root supports you” (11:17-18), meaning that the nourishment of their faith comes 
from Israel. He specifically says that God allowed some Jewish people to be broken off 
of the root of Israel because of their unbelief (11:20), so that room could be made for 
wild olive branches of the nations. His specific warning is: “for if God did not spare the 
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natural branches, He will not spare you, either” (11:21). If God allows for some of His 
own chosen people to be broken off, the consequences that the wild branches will 
suffer should they be broken off will doubtless be more severe. 

One’s belief or unbelief in Yeshua the Messiah is what qualifies an individual to be 
considered a true part of the Israel of God (Galatians 6:16), the restored eschatological 
Kingdom, per Paul’s sober word “For not all Israelites truly belong to Israel” (9:6, 
NRSV). Simply because a person is born Jewish does not automatically make him or 
her a part of Israel in the end: “it is not the children of the flesh who are children of 
God, but the children of the promise are regarded as descendants” (9:8). The 
requirement that Paul gives to his non-Jewish audience in Rome is, “by their 
transgression salvation has come to the Gentiles, to make them jealous” (11:11). Only by 
demonstrating fulfilled lives of faith, knowing the Jewish Messiah Yeshua and 
performing the mission Ancient Israel was given to be a light to the world (Exodus 
19:5-6; Isaiah 42:6), can those of the nations truly provoke the Jewish people to jealousy 
to desire the redemption they possess (discussed further). These are plain mandates 
first given in the Torah. Unfortunately for much of Christian history, non-Jewish 
Believers have not done this very well. Repentance for a failure to fulfill what Paul 
originally intended needs to be accomplished by non-Jewish Believers, especially in today’s 
Messianic movement. 

In spite of some historical abuses, though, enough has been declared about Yeshua 
of Nazareth that people somehow acknowledging the God of Israel, both Jews and 
Christians alike, are accountable before Him. The advent of today’s Messianic 
movement indicates that it is time for us to see more Jewish people come to faith in 
Yeshua, and non-Jewish Believers claim their faith heritage in Israel. It is time for us to 
put the past behind us, and look ahead toward the future. Within the faith heritage of 
Israel, is knowing that to Israel “belongs the adoption as sons, and the glory and the 
covenants and the giving of the Law and the temple service and the promises” (9:4). 
Corporately to Israel belongs the process of hē huiothesia or “the adoption” (cf. 
Ephesians 1:5), meaning that Israel is the vehicle whereby God’s salvation is to be 
accomplished. The word originally given to Abraham was, “in you all the families of 
the earth will be blessed” (Genesis 12:3), something that God’s people are surely to 
accomplish today (cf. Galatians 3:8). 

One has to be adopted into Israel to be redeemed, whether one is a natural born 
Jew or one of the nations. While God alone is the only One who ultimately knows the 
heart condition of a person, any Jew wishing redemption still has to be adopted into 
God’s family by recognizing Yeshua as the Jewish Messiah. When the basic message of 
the gospel is known by a Jewish person, that person is just as accountable as a non-
Jewish person who has heard it—save a Damascus Road experience like Paul himself 
had where the Lord Himself appears to a person (Acts 9:1-18), which seldom happens. 
Knowing these things should once again cause us to redouble our efforts to see the 
salvation of the lost, particularly our Jewish brethren who have not adequately been 
provoked to jealousy! 
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1:21 Even without considering some of the discussions and debates over people who 
may have never formally heard of Israel’s God or Israel’s Scriptures, the nations at large are 
held accountable via their conscience, for having rejected Him just the same. As the Phillips 
New Testament has for v. 21, “They knew all the time that there is a God, yet they refused to 
acknowledge him as such, or to thank him for what he is or does. Thus they became famous 
in their argumentations, and plunged their silly minds still further into the dark.” From vs. 
21-32 Paul speaks of the general condition of the nations at large: they rejected the One True 
God, they rejected His natural order, they have been turned over to sin, and they are 
suffering for it. Much of Paul’s language is rooted within the sentiments of the Tanach, 
particularly a passage like Isaiah 44:6-20, where the same wood used to carve out an idol is 
also used to keep someone warm and cook food: 

 
“Thus says the LORD, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the LORD of hosts: ‘I am the 
first and I am the last, and there is no God besides Me. Who is like Me? Let him 
proclaim and declare it; yes, let him recount it to Me in order, from the time that I 
established the ancient nation. And let them declare to them the things that are coming 
and the events that are going to take place. Do not tremble and do not be afraid; have I 
not long since announced it to you and declared it? And you are My witnesses. Is there 
any God besides Me, or is there any other Rock? I know of none.’ Those who fashion a 
graven image are all of them futile, and their precious things are of no profit; even 
their own witnesses fail to see or know, so that they will be put to shame. Who has 
fashioned a god or cast an idol to no profit? Behold, all his companions will be put to 
shame, for the craftsmen themselves are mere men. Let them all assemble themselves, 
let them stand up, let them tremble, let them together be put to shame. The man shapes 
iron into a cutting tool and does his work over the coals, fashioning it with hammers 
and working it with his strong arm. He also gets hungry and his strength fails; he 
drinks no water and becomes weary. Another shapes wood, he extends a measuring 
line; he outlines it with red chalk. He works it with planes and outlines it with a 
compass, and makes it like the form of a man, like the beauty of man, so that it may sit 
in a house. Surely he cuts cedars for himself, and takes a cypress or an oak and raises it 
for himself among the trees of the forest. He plants a fir, and the rain makes it grow. 
Then it becomes something for a man to burn, so he takes one of them and warms 
himself; he also makes a fire to bake bread. He also makes a god and worships it; he 
makes it a graven image and falls down before it. Half of it he burns in the fire; over 
this half he eats meat as he roasts a roast and is satisfied. He also warms himself and 
says, ‘Aha! I am warm, I have seen the fire.’ But the rest of it he makes into a god, his 
graven image. He falls down before it and worships; he also prays to it and says, 
‘Deliver me, for you are my god.’ They do not know, nor do they understand, for He has 
smeared over their eyes so that they cannot see and their hearts so that they cannot 
comprehend. No one recalls, nor is there knowledge or understanding to say, ‘I have 
burned half of it in the fire and also have baked bread over its coals. I roast meat and 
eat it. Then I make the rest of it into an abomination, I fall down before a block of 
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wood!’ He feeds on ashes; a deceived heart has turned him aside. And he cannot deliver 
himself, nor say, ‘Is there not a lie in my right hand?’’’ 
 
Some further sentiments, which are definitely detectable in the thoughts of Paul in vs. 

21-32, are encountered in the Apocryphal Book of Wisdom: 
 
“For they went far astray on the paths of error, accepting as gods those animals which 
even their enemies despised; they were deceived like foolish babes. Therefore, as to 
thoughtless children, thou didst send thy judgment to mock them. But those who have 
not heeded the warning of light rebukes will experience the deserved judgment of God. 
For when in their suffering they became incensed at those creatures which they had 
thought to be gods, being punished by means of them, they saw and recognized as the 
true God him whom they had before refused to know. Therefore the utmost 
condemnation came upon them” (Wisdom 12:24-27). 
 
“For all men who were ignorant of God were foolish by nature; and they were unable 
from the good things that are seen to know him who exists, nor did they recognize the 
craftsman while paying heed to his works; but they supposed that either fire or wind 
or swift air, or the circle of the stars, or turbulent water, or the luminaries of heaven 
were the gods that rule the world. If through delight in the beauty of these things men 
assumed them to be gods, let them know how much better than these is their Lord, for 
the author of beauty created them. And if men were amazed at their power and 
working, let them perceive from them how much more powerful is he who formed 
them. For from the greatness and beauty of created things comes a corresponding 
perception of their Creator” (Wisdom 13:1-5). 
 
The lamentable word, present in Wisdom 13:7-9, and which we might even consider to 

be echoed by Paul to a wide decree with what he says here, is: “For as they live among his 
works they keep searching, and they trust in what they see, because the things that are seen 
are beautiful. Yet again, not even they are to be excused; for if they had the power to know 
so much that they could investigate the world, how did they fail to find sooner the Lord of 
these things?” Paul says that in spite of God existing as Creator, the world has rejected Him, 
and specifically “did not honor Him as God or give [Him] thanks.” While this can be taken in 
the direction of pagans refusing to give the One True God the worship and adoration He is 
appropriately due, Dunn takes this more in the direction of thanksgiving to God as a 
characteristic of daily life, concluding: 

“Paul is obviously thinking more in terms of thanksgiving as characteristic of a whole 
life, as the appropriate response of one whose daily experience is shaped by the recognition 
that he stands in debt to God, that his very life and experience of living is a gift from God...In 
Paul’s perspective this attitude of awe (the fear of the Lord) and thankful dependence is how 
knowledge of God should express itself. But human behavior is marked by an irrational 
disjunction between what man knows to be the true state of affairs and a life at odds with 
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that knowledge. This failure to give God his due and to receive life as God’s gift is Paul’s way 
of expressing the primal sin of humankind.”86 

1:22-23 The idolatry of the nations at large, resultant from them rejecting the Creator 
God, is pretty severe in Paul’s view: “Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they 
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal human being or 
birds or four-footed animals or reptiles” (NRSV). While any Jewish Believers in Rome 
should have been able to make various connections between how the Ancient Israelites 
would have encountered Ancient Egyptian idolatry in the manner of worshipping various 
animals or reptiles, or more contemporarily the Greeks and Romans worshipping various 
deities’ statues in the form of people—how many realized that much of the language of vs. 
22-23 was actually rooted in Ancient Israel’s, their own ancestors’, past idolatry? One of the 
most horrendous scenes in the entire Bible was Ancient Israel’s fashioning of the golden calf 
at the base of Mount Sinai (Exodus 32), a theme which hardly escapes anyone reading the 
remainder of the Tanach. For just as the pagans exchanged acknowledging the One True 
God for worthless idols, so has Israel too not been too innocent: 

 
“[S]o that you do not act corruptly and make a graven image for yourselves in the form 
of any figure, the likeness of male or female, the likeness of any animal that is on the 
earth, the likeness of any winged bird that flies in the sky, the likeness of anything that 
creeps on the ground, the likeness of any fish that is in the water below the earth. And 
beware not to lift up your eyes to heaven and see the sun and the moon and the stars, all 
the host of heaven, and be drawn away and worship them and serve them, those which 
the LORD your God has allotted to all the peoples under the whole heaven. But the LORD 
has taken you and brought you out of the iron furnace, from Egypt, to be a people for 
His own possession, as today” (Deuteronomy 4:16-20). 
 
“They made a calf in Horeb and worshiped a molten image. Thus they exchanged their 
glory for the image of an ox that eats grass” (Psalm 106:19-20). 
 
“But where are your gods which you made for yourself? Let them arise, if they can save 
you in the time of your trouble; for according to the number of your cities are your gods, 
O Judah” (Jeremiah 2:28). 
 
Paul’s discussion about how his own Jewish contemporaries have not exactly been 

pristine in their obedience to God, is a theme which he will pick up in ch. 2. However, Paul, 
like any good Jewish teacher of his era would, goes after the problems of humanity in 
general first, seemingly using some stock language afforded to him. The logic is quite sound: 
humanity at large is fallen into the clutches of sin, and do not exclude the Jewish people 
from humanity. 
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