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THE PROGRESSION OF SIN
(The Wrath of God, Part 2)

Romans 1:22–32
Key Verse: 1:25

“...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.”

	What do you think about virtual reality? “Real” reality can be so awful, people desperately want to escape it. But is it good to be spending our time in an augmented reality where we build our own rules, our own avatars, our own experiences, by ourselves? And what if the greatest “fake reality” isn’t on a screen? What if the true “metaverse” is a spiritual and moral simulation––a human-centered world we’ve all agreed to live in, designed by us, where God is not really allowed to speak? 

Paul says this is not a future possibility; it’s the current, devastating condition of humanity. In today’s passage he shows what happens when we make a tragic trade: when we exchange the truth of the Creator for a lie and step into a “reality” of our own making. Today we want to learn from the terrifying consequences of that trade. May God speak to us through his word.

Last week we grounded ourselves in Romans 1:18–21, to understand why God has wrath on human beings. It all boils down to one simple, grievous problem: we do not honor God as God, nor do we give thanks to him, even though we know clearly that he’s there. Now, Paul describes the path of sin as a downward spiraling progression. As a roadmap for today, notice with me how God’s wrath plays out in stages, each one a consequence of the one before it: it leads us first into foolish idolatry (22–23), then into impurity (24), then into unnatural desires (26–27), and finally, to a debased mind (28–32). The further down we go on this path, the more foolish––the more moronic––we become (22). 

Before we trace this downward spiral, we need to understand a few words Paul uses––words that will change how we read this chapter. First, let’s look at value. In verses 21–23, when Paul writes of God’s “glory” and “honor,” the Greek words are vivid: “glory” means “weight”; “honor” means “worth” or “value.” The implication is profound: as we let go of the true weight of God, we lose our own weight––in a sense, our value as human beings. The word “claiming” in verse 22 implies a loud, arrogant, pretentious declaration. And the word “fools” is quite literally morons, which in Greek meant unsalty, a loss of taste. This implies a profound loss of essential character, discernment, and practical wisdom. 

Next, let’s look at the action. The verb “exchanged” is here three times (23,25,26). But Paul uses two different Greek verbs; the first time it’s “allasso”; the other two, it’s “metallasso.” What was first a single, active choice becomes, with the prefix “meta,” literally meaning a fundamental change of nature––a crossing over into a new reality. 

Finally, the consequence. Paul repeats “gave them up” three times also (24,26,28). It literally means to hand over to another power. God’s wrath is expressed not in a burst of yelling or violence, but in a quiet letting go. Why? Because God gave human beings the freedom to choose. He is a personal God who made us to be personal beings who must choose to be in a relationship with him. As we choose other things, he lets go––partly to respect our decision, and partly to let us experience what happens when we choose life without him.

The first exchange: Idolatry and impurity (23–25)

Today’s verses show that the dystopian reality we’re living in is simply a consequence of our own choices. Let’s read our key verse, verse 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.” In verse 23, the first “exchange” was to choose images over the glory of the immortal God. Why did humanity make such a foolish trade? As we saw last week, the explicit reason was arrogant ingratitude. 

But the implicit reasons we make such a foolish trade are even more convicting: People choose images because they want to remain in control. We prefer a god we can manage, manipulate, and confine to our own terms. We choose images because we desire tangible things. We prefer concrete, visible spirituality over the invisible, living Creator. Most devastatingly, we want to reduce what we worship––from the Creator to things less than ourselves. That way, we remain autonomous, accountable only to ourselves.

But look at verse 25 again. Here the same exchange is heightened. It’s no longer just a trade; it’s a fundamental change, where we swap “the truth about God for a lie.” It means we actually begin to believe the lie as the reality: “our new idols are better than God.” In this “lie,” we still believe we’re autonomous, but actually, we’re still worshiping and serving. Today it especially means worshiping ourselves. We stand in awe of powerful people––entertainers, athletes, or people with great achievements. In our culture, people aspire for these things with full devotion: pursuing a career, financial independence, and a massive social media following. We believe the lie that if we become objects of worship for others, we’ve reached the ultimate fulfillment.

And notice how Paul weaves our sexuality into this downward spiral. First, as we worship images, verse 24 says the lusts of our hearts lead us to the impurity of dishonoring our bodies among ourselves. Because God created us in his image, male and female, with physical bodies, our sexuality is part of his good creation. But when we use it indiscriminately just to use others for our own gratification, it dishonors them, and ourselves as well. Obsession with sexual gratification disfigures us from the godly creatures God intended us to be.

The second exchange: dishonorable passions (26–27)

But it doesn’t stop there. In verses 26–27 Paul comes back to the issue and shows how it gets even worse. This sin isn’t just a failure in this one area; it’s the inevitable final stage of what happens when our heart insists that my will is more authoritative than the Creator’s design. We’ve already seen this pattern: humans make an exchange, then God gives them up to something else. First, exchanging God’s glory for images, God gives us up to the lusts of our hearts. Now, exchanging the truth of God for a lie, God gives us up to “dishonorable passions.” This leads to the most visible exchange of reality: from “natural relations” to those “contrary to nature.” Unchecked, the lusts and passions of our hearts continue in a further pattern of rebellion against God and the way he made us. It’s an even more foolish exchange, because it leaves people feeling demeaned, debased, and so ashamed. 

Paul doesn’t describe this to make us feel superior; he wants to show us what happens when we tell God’s design “no.” Whatever our desire, the problem is the same: worshiping my desire rather than my Creator’s design. And the answer is not to insist that these dishonorable passions are really honorable, or to autonomously use medical science to change ourselves. The only answer is to turn back to the One who made us. We need to teach people the truth that we can truly flourish only when we follow God’s design.

The third exchange: the debased mind (28–32)

Then Paul describes the final step in the downward spiral. Let’s read verse 28. The Greek word “debased” is adokimos––a term used for testing metals to see if they were counterfeit, a mixed alloy, or pure and genuine. Here it means a mind found to be “unfit” for life with other humans, a mind that no longer functions as God intended, no longer able to tell right from wrong, the real from the lie. 

Years ago our coworkers watched a young man, someone we loved and prayed over, climb out the window of a grace-filled community to chase the “wisdom” of the world. He went looking for himself in the images of the city. Months later he returned. But he didn’t return liberated. He returned emaciated. He returned darkened. He returned addicted. When Paul writes, “...receiving in themselves the due penalty for their error,” he wasn’t being mean; he was being honest. One of our ministry founders taught us that “one soul is worth more than the whole universe.” But this one young man chose to exchange the glory of God for a lie, and it was a devastating loss to himself, his parents, and all who cared about him. God was using this young man to break our hearts and teach us to care. And his story warns us that choosing lies over God will always be tragic.

If the “debased mind” is the corrupted operating system, the final verses describe the malicious code such a mind produces. Let’s read verses 29–32. This is a “yucky” description, but Paul writes this list of vices in Greek with great poetic skill to show the total devastation of basic humanity, moving from our minds, to the words we speak, to the pinnacle of arrogance––inventing evil. If we’re living in a community that’s this scary, who can we really trust?

This downward spiral creates a new metaverse. It’s not the digital one, but a spiritual and moral one, a totally human-centered world operating by its own rules. It is its own metaverse of worshiping modern idols of self, career, materialism, and pleasure; a metaverse of alternate sexuality, morals and ethics, social consciousness, and echo-chambers of tribalism, where people yell their wisdom only to those who already agree. There are some major takeaways here.

First, there are consequences to our choices. Paul doesn’t introduce the devil here as the problem; he says we make the exchanges, and God gives us up to the next thing. God doesn’t try to control us. But he does hold us accountable. Then what exchanges are we making? Are we trading God’s glory and honor for low-resolution avatars like my honor, career, pleasure, or self?

Second, are our choices making us foolish? Can it be that we’ve drifted into being moronic toward God? We may not lack intelligence, but we can definitely lack discernment. When we’re captivated by temporary things and find the things of God boring, we’ve lost our essential character as beings made to delight in our Creator.

Third, do we see the spiral in our own lives? Our idolatry, our impurity (24), our broken sexuality (26–27), our relational breakdown (28–32)––God is not imposing sin on us; he’s stepping back, letting us experience the life we’re trying to create without him. What metaverse are you living in?

Fourth, what do we think of those in the metaverse of sin? Do we feel superior? No. We in this room are just a group of people God has rescued from the spiral. We are not fundamentally different; we’ve just had our exchange reversed by Christ. Do you see any value in those whose lives are dominated by idols, desperately trying to fill their spiritual void? Do we mourn the tragic consequences happening to them?

Fifth, what are we saying to people in the spiral? Are we preaching morality? Or are we sharing how worthy God is? Are we talking about his infinite worth, glory and value? Are we helping people to see how utterly and totally valuable our Creator is? We can’t get ourselves or anyone else out of this downward spiral of sin with our own intelligence, effort, control, or willpower. But we can point to the greater exchange God has made. Actually Paul uses the same Greek word “gave them up” to describe Jesus. He writes in 4:25, “...who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.” And again in 8:32a: “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all…” We need to tell people of this ultimate, life-saving exchange, made by Christ for us.

The good news is that the spiral is not the final word. The ultimate power of the gospel is that it can redeem and restore lives devastated by a self-made prison of sin. In our sin we lost our weight and value, but Christ offers us infinite worth. Though our minds can become debased and counterfeit, the Holy Spirit can regenerate our minds to be approved and genuine, minds capable of knowing God and his truth again. Where our exchange brought shame and brokenness to our design, the grace of Jesus works to heal and restore us to the flourishing creatures he intended us to be. We come to him not because we cleaned ourselves up, but because we’re broken and need the greater exchange that only he has made.

Today we’ve traced the terrifying consequences of the downward spiral. We’ve seen that the problem of the world is not a lack of morality, but a crisis of worship, a failure to acknowledge God as God. It all comes back to the tragic trade in our key verse: “...because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” (25). We can’t get ourselves out of this self-made prison, this metaverse of sin. Our exchange has been made, and we’re lost. 

But Paul is not done. The phrase “gave them up” points to the ultimate act of grace. Our Father God “gave up” his own Son on the cross, not because we’re worthy, but to reverse the foolish exchange we made. The only way to stop the spiral, leave the simulation, and regain the true weight and value of life is to get back to the one who gave himself up for us. Are you ready to exchange sin and self-worship for the infinite worth of Christ? May God reverse the exchange in our hearts today and lead us back to worshiping and serving him alone, through our Lord Jesus Christ.
