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Romans 1:17-25: For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith 
for faith, as it is written, "The righteous shall live by faith." 18 For the wrath 
of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 
19 For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has 
shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power 
and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of 
the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 
21 For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give 
thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish 
hearts were darkened. 22 Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23 and 
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal 
man and birds and animals and reptiles. 24 Therefore God gave them up in 
the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies 
among themselves, 25 because they exchanged the truth about God for a 
lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is 
blessed forever! Amen. 

  
“By Faith”- An External Righteousness Revealed 
A Right Standing “by faith” is what God gives to us in Christ!  Notice verse 
17: “The righteous shall live by faith” (Paul quoting Habakkuk 2).  Our 
entire lives from beginning to end, from our first step to our last step is to 
be characterized “by faith”.   
 
This means that our lives are outward and externally focused on Christ 
alone and his work for us!  Our faith is “extraspective” as one of my dear 
seminary professors taught me.  This means that God’s righteousness is 
not found within oneself, but outside oneself in the Person and Work of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
By faith we look to Christ and receive the righteousness of God that 
has been earned for us by Jesus Christ.  This Jesus is the One who 
has fulfilled all righteousness, and lived perfectly before the face of 

God, by fulfilling the Law and the Prophets (Matt. 5:17-20). 
 
But it is extremely important to remind all Christians that faith is NOT a 
work, or any kind of cooperation with God that achieves merit! This 
separates the “men from the boys theologically”- - not only that, this 
makes the difference of heaven and hell, so it is not theological nit-picking!  
Let’s look at this more closely, reminding ourselves that God does NOT 
achieve 99% of our salvation, while allowing us to contribute a small 1% 
using our faith.   



 
There is no such thing as cooperation with God as sinners dead in 
trespasses in sins.  In fact, this kind of thinking is contrary to God’s 
definition of grace (see Ephesians 2:1-10). 
 
What is faith then? Faith is a fruit of regeneration- - a gift as Ephesians 
2 teaches.  It is important to understand from the Apostle Paul’s writing in 
Ephesians 2, that Paul wants to establish the definition of “grace”.  So, in 
order to completely and clearly reveal to us God’s grace, he tells us that 
we were dead when God acted within our hearts.  Not only that, but even 
the faith by which we receive the righteousness of God is a gift!  A gift is 
never something earned (Romans 4:4-5)!  A gift of grace from God is 
never merited in any way, rather it is something God gives to us in his 
regenerating work, or his “making us alive while dead” (Ephesians 2:4-5).  
Ponder this one carefully and prayerfully, lest you believe your faith is 
something you have added to the work of Christ. 
 
If you think that your faith is something you have added to the work 
of Christ for you, and you think that because you added this faith to 

what Christ had done you were saved, then you are thinking 
unbiblically and your assurance of salvation may lie outside of Christ 

- -and this is trouble because you are actually relying on your work 
of faith (although it might be a small work, it is a work however you 

slice it!). 
 
God regenerates us while we are dead!  When he makes us alive, or 
spiritually resurrects us by His Spirit, he gives us the gift of faith so that we 
can believe upon the completed Work of Christ for us!  This is the true 
meaning of salvation by grace alone through faith! 
 
One way to understand the faith that Paul speaks of in Romans 1:17 is to 
remember that faith is like “empty hands” humbly held out to receive what 
God has provided for one in a right relational standing before God, found 
only in the righteousness of Christ that is revealed in the gospel! 
 
What have other great teachers of Scripture taught concerning true and 
saving faith that exalts the grace of God in Christ? 
 
Robert Traill, a Puritan teacher taught this concerning true faith: 
"Faith in Jesus Christ...in the office of justification, is neither condition 
nor qualification...but in its very act a renouncing of all such pretences." 
 
The very act of faith by which we receive Christ is an act of utter 
renunciation of all our own works and righteousness as a condition or 
ground of salvation.  In other words, part of our repentant renunciation is 



to learn that faith was a gift given by God in regeneration, not something 
you have added to your salvation. 
 
Horatius Bonar profoundly remarks: "Faith is not work, nor merit, nor 
effort; but the cessation from all these, and the acceptance in place of 
them of what another has done—done completely, and forever." 
 
John Girardeau notes, "Faith is emptiness filled with Christ's fulness; 
impotency lying down upon Christ's strength." 

The great B. B. Warfield appropriately summarizes faith in this way (this 
is one of my favorite quotations I use when trying to help others 
understand what saving faith truly is): “It is from its object [Jesus Christ] 
that faith derives its value.... The saving power of faith resides thus not 
in itself, but in the Almighty Savior on whom it rests....It is not faith 
that saves, but faith in Jesus Christ....It is not strictly speaking, even 
faith in Christ that saves, but Christ that saves through faith.” 

So, why has God manifested His righteousness, and why can it only 
be appropriated “by faith”? 

God’s righteousness revealed in the Person and Work of Jesus Christ is 
the power of God unto salvation for all who believe (Romans 1:16).  There 
is no righteousness for sinful man apart from Jesus Christ.  By grace, God 
has provided a substitute who lived righteously before God on our behalf - 
-Jesus Christ the Righteous One – and those who believe in Jesus Christ 
are declared righteous before God’s Holy Tribunal!  This is why the 
Apostle Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:30: 

1 Corinthians 1:30-31 [God] is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, 
whom God made our wisdom and our righteousness and sanctification 
and redemption. 31 Therefore, as it is written, "Let the one who boasts, 
boast in the Lord." 

So there is a believing dependence upon the living God and his 
revelation of righteousness in Jesus Christ… 

But there is also an unbelieving independence that is a revelation of 
God’s wrath: 

“By Un-Faith”- Wrath Revealed 

If Jesus Christ gives us a right standing by faith, unbelief gives sinful man 
a wrong and wrathful standing before God by “unfaith”! 
 



It is important to notice from Romans 1, that the Apostle Paul clearly says 
that unbelief is more than sinful man’s intelligent rejection of God’s 
existence, it is immoral.  According to Romans 1, unbelief is an immoral 
act committed by sinful man against their Sovereign Creator: 
Romans 1:19-20: For what can be known about God is plain to them, 

because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, 
namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly 

perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that 
have been made. So they are without excuse. 

 
Let this spiritually sink into your minds and hearts.  When you are 
engaging unbelievers, it is not merely that they have a problem of the 
intellect in deciding not to believe in God.  Ultimately, they have a big 
moral problem called “unbelief” that will cause them to experience God’s 
wrath and punishment on Judgment Day! 
 
Notice what Paul says: Knowledge of God is “plain to them, because “God 
has shown it to them”.  In verse 20, Paul writes that God’s attributes can 
be clearly seen, or perceived, and because this is true “[sinful man] is 
without excuse.”  Even though sinful man does not have full saving 
revelation in Scripture, Nature and the highest of the heavens declare the 
glory of God (Psalm 19). 
 
Some of you might remember the popular television show ‘Cosmos’ by 
Carl Sagan (PBS Special, 1989).  The show opened with these words: 
 

The Cosmos is all there is, ever has been, or ever will be. 
 
For Dr. Carl Sagan, there was no room in the cosmos for the existence of 
God.  This radical commitment to atheism is more than an intellectual 
decision of a smart man named Dr. Carl Sagan. Rather, this radical 
commitment to atheism shows stark and unswerving unbelief, the 
revelation of God’s wrath, and immorality masking itself as knowledge. 
 
Oftentimes we are slow to call unbelief “immoral”, but Romans 1 says it is.  
In fact, Paul goes on to explain that it is not only an immoral act against a 
Sovereign God, but it is inexcusable.  It is not God’s error in his revelation 
in nature and scripture that is to blame, but man’s sinful interpretation of 
God’s revelation that causes him to be blamed!  In fact, this is part of the 
wrath of God being revealed: than man believes a lie, rather than believing 
and serving the Creator who is to be forever praised (Romans 1:25). 
 
We should keep in mind when speaking with those around us who try 
“neatly and intellectually” NOT to believe in God that they are held 
accountable for their knowledge of God because they KNOW that God, 
specifically the God revealed in Scripture, exists and they are actively 



suppressing this knowledge and consistently and with all their might 
exchanging the truth of God they know with a lie!!  Let’s read the passage 
again: 
 
Romans 1:19-20: For what can be known about God is plain to them, 
because God has shown it to them. 20 For his invisible attributes, 
namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly 
perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that 
have been made. So they are without excuse. 
 
We could summarize unbelief and this aspect of God’s wrath being 
revealed in this way: 
 

Unbelief is the radically immoral and rebellious religious 
commitment to independence as a creature apart from God the 

Creator.  Unbelief is immoral because God has made himself known 
in the creation clearly! 

 
In other words, unbelief is an immoral declaration of independence against 
God the Sovereign Creator! 
 
What is Wrath? “Wrath is the holy revulsion of God’s being against that 
which is the contradiction of his character.” (Murray)- more on God’s wrath 
next week! 
 
How is God’s wrath manifested now? This might be overlooked in this 
passage, but we want to realize that one aspect of God’s wrath is his not 
giving faith and belief to all.  One aspect of God’s wrath is not giving the 
gift of faith and unbelief to all, but allowing sinful man to continue 
immorally to declare their independence from his rule and power! 
 
What is seen by sinful man in nature and creation? God’s eternal 
power and divinity.  There are great Implications here!  Not merely a god 
is revealed- - but THE GOD of Holy Scripture!  God has not left himself 
without a clear witness in creation and scripture.  “This term ‘power and 
divinity’ reflects on the perfections of God, and denotes, the totality of that 
which God is as a being possessed of divine attributes.” (Meyer).  One 
teacher has called God’s clear revelation in nature “God’s imprints or 
fingerprints” on creation.   
 
It is important for Christians to remember that Romans 1 is teaching that 
the God is revealed is NOT some impersonal god (like the gods of the 
pagans and Greeks as would have been familiar in Rome); this is not the 
mere possibility of a god based on the design of the world, or mere 
observation; rather, this passage says that GOD THE CREATOR, 



AUTHOR OF HOLY SCRIPTURE, THE PERSONAL AND POWERFUL 
GOD is being revealed! 
 
This leaves men without excuse! (“Because knowing God…”).  We must 
call all to repentance in Jesus Christ.  This does not mean that we do not 
give good reasons why we believe God exists, but we must keep in mind 
that something immoral is going on in the intellect of sinful man because 
of the Fall: man is actively suppressing the revelation God provides in 
creation and that we provide in witness of Jesus Christ. 
 
I think it is important for Christians to place the burden of proof on 
unbelievers because we know this.  We should ask others to explain to us 
why they do not believe and try to disprove the existence of God (which is 
much harder to disprove than to prove something, and therefore no man in 
God’s creation should have confidence in his claim that God doesn’t 
exist!).   
 
Additionally, we should be reminded as Christians that the unbeliever 
knows God exists as this passage clearly teaches, and we must call all 
men to repentance in Jesus Christ and try by God’s grace to show them 
how they live inconsistent with reality in God’s world.  Christians should 
not be “competing” with unbelief, or even trying to appeal to unbelieving 
intellect primarily.  Rather, Christians should be trying by God’s grace to 
carefully and graciously and patiently confront unbelief ultimately as the 
moral problem that it is! 
 
When men orbited the earth and made their way around the moon, some 
said they saw the glory of God in the creations and some men (looking out 
the same or similar window of the spacecraft) did not see God.  It was not 
that some of the men had more revelation than the other men, but that 
some were blinded by their unbelief and some had been awakened from 
the dead, made alive, and given the gift of faith.  Rather than thinking 
some didn’t have enough evidence to believe, we should remember from 
Romans 1, that the men in the spacecraft should have called down to the 
earth: 
 

“Houston…We have a moral problem here!” 
 

Scripture teaches that in reality no one is ignorant of the living and true 
God.  People lack neither information nor evidence! 
 
All men have “evidence” or warrant for Christian belief. 
 
A suppression of the truth is not merely a neutral choice or decision 

based on someone’s right to believe what they want to believe! 



Rather a suppression of the truth is an immoral act against a God 
they know exists! 

 
Let us conclude with John Calvin on Unbelief (Institutes, 1.4.1):  
 
“As experience shows, God has sown a seed of religion in all men. But 
scarcely one man in a hundred is met with who fosters it, once received, in 
the heart, and none in whom it ripens- - much less shows fruit in 
season….All degenerate from the true knowledge of him…. 
 
I do not mean by this that their ingenuousness should free them from 
blame.  For the blindness under which they labor is almost always mixed 
with proud vanity and obstinacy. Indeed, vanity joined with pride can be 
detected in the fact that, in seeking God, miserable men do not rise above 
themselves as they should, but measure him the yardstick of their own 
carnal stupidity, and neglect sound investigation; thus out of curiosity they 
fly off into empty speculations. 

 
They do not therefore apprehend God as he offers himself, but 

imagine him as they have fashioned him in their own 
presumption.” 

 
Faith is a gift of God that receives the righteousness of God in Christ and 
unbelief is one aspect of the wrath of God that shows forth man’s 
foolishness and stupidity in suppressing the clear revelation of God and 
his rule over their lives, while exchanging the truth of God for a lie. 
 
May all who read this, both believer and unbeliever, understand that God 
is not hidden, nor has he vaguely or unclearly revealed himself in creation 
and Scripture.  Rather, all made in God’s image either receive his 
righteousness by faith and submit to his Sovereign Rule, or deny his 
righteousness by un-faith, declaring immoral independence from their 
Sovereign Creator!   
 
In conclusion, we should reflect on the words of the Apostle Paul in Acts 
17 as he declares and proclaims the glory of God to the Greeks on the 
Areopagus (Mars Hill).  Notice in the final passage, that verse 30 says 
clearly that we no longer live in the “times of ignorance”, especially since 
the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ and his resurrection!  Also notice the 
three different reactions to God’s clear revelation: 1) Some believe; 2) 
Some mock; and 3) Some want to hear more about this!  We will all 
experience these same reactions if we too are faithful to proclaiming 
Jesus Christ- - the Righteousness of God revealed to faith alone! 
 
Acts 17:26-34: And he made from one man every nation of mankind to 
live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the 



boundaries of their dwelling place, 27 that they should seek God, in the 
hope that they might feel their way toward him and find him. Yet he is 
actually not far from each one of us, 28 for "'In him we live and move and 
have our being'; as even some of your own poets have said, "' For we are 
indeed his offspring.' 29 Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think 
that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the 
art and imagination of man. 30 The times of ignorance God overlooked, but 
now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has 
fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man 
whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by 
raising him from the dead."  
 
32 Now when they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some mocked. 
But others said, "We will hear you again about this." 33 So Paul went out 
from their midst. 34 But some men joined him and believed, among whom 
also were Dionysius the Areopagite and a woman named Damaris and 
others with them. 
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