False and True Worship in Romans 1
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In the opening chapters of his epistle to the Romans (1:18--3:20) Paul sets out to describe the sinful condition of man in all of its blackness;1 he does so in order that the light of the grace and gospel of God, which he goes on to develop in 3:21-5:21, might shine all the more brightly in contrast. In 1:18-32 especially, he portrays the downward spiral into succeeding depths of degradation which inevitably has accompanied man's willful rejection of God. Men in their blind folly have "exchanged the truth of God for a lie" (v. 25); they have "worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator" (v. 25); they have "suppressed the truth in unrighteousness" (v. 18). In the first part of this section (1:18-25), we find embedded in the text some powerful statements about the purpose for which man was originally created-- the worship of his Creator-- and about the potential restoration of that purpose through the grace of God (1:7) and the gospel, "the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes" (1:16). As sin's degradation is universal, so is the offer of salvation and restored worship universal. 

THE FOLLY OF MAN
The connective gar, which introduces v. 18, shows that the ensuing helpless state of unregenerate man leaves the gospel (v. 16) as the only hope for salvation, and the righteousness of God through faith (v. 17) as the only remedy for man's unrighteousness.2 The "wrath of God" is described in v. 18 as already being revealed, as is now likewise the "righteousness of God" (v. 17).3 Harrison states that the present revealing of God's wrath, while not obviating the certainty of ultimate future judgment of sinners, "means that the unfolding of history involves a disclosure of the wrath of God against sin, seen in the terrible corruption and perversion of human life."4 God's wrath here speaks of the sum total of God's righteous displeasure with sinful man's utter and willful rejection of the created order and of man's proper place in it; His wrath is "against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who suppress the truth in unrighteousness" (v.18).5 

The basic issue here is one of worship-- for that is at the heart of the sin problem of man (which brings Gods wrath upon him), a fact which is made explicit in 1:25, is clearly implicit in 1:21, and plays a major role in Genesis 3 as well. Morna Hooker has demonstrated that there are closer ties between Romans 1 and Genesis than is sometimes thought, both in vocabulary6 and in structure;7 in fact, she concludes that "Paul's account of man's wickedness has been deliberately stated in terms of the Biblical narrative of Adam's fall."8 Indeed, in Genesis 3 the temptation which the serpent dangles before Eve is to "be like God" (Gen. 3:5). And that cuts at the very core of worship: true worship by definition assumes a fundamental distinction between the object of worship and the worshiper. True worship assumes that One and only One is worthy of worship.9 (Even in its most banal use the word worship implies a vast superiority of its object-- one might be said to worship a ballplayer or a hero because his capabilities are so far above one's own. And when it comes to God the difference is of course infinite.) 

It has been said that, "All mistakes about prayer are mistakes about God." The same is true of worship: All mistakes about worship are mistakes about God.10 If we would allow God to be God, and acknowledge ourselves as His creatures, we would be well on the way to true worship; but this is the truth which natural man has suppressed, as Romans 1:19-21 makes clear. 

Invitation to Worship (1:19-20)
Verses 19-20 comprise what amounted to an invitation to worship on the part of God towards His human creatures. Men have always known within them that God exists, that a supreme being of immense power is responsible for the universe in which we live. This knowledge is so innate, so fundamental to man's nature that when he denies it, he is not merely denying something external to himself-- he is in fact denying himself and his true nature. The Invitation to Worship, to acknowledge God as God and to give Him His due, is there; but men uniformly reject it.11 Paul makes it clear that "they are without excuse" (v. 20). They can never plead ignorance of God nor of His majestic power. 

We instead see man turning from true worship of the true God, to false worship. 

False Worship (1:21-23)
The attitude of false worship (21a). False Worship begins with an attitude, an attitude that responds to the Invitation to Worship with a resounding refusal: "Even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God, or give thanks" (v. 21a). As Morris puts it, Paul "sees people, then, as always ready to take up an irreligious attitude toward the universe in which they live, despite the many marks it bears of the Creator's hand."12 In spite of the innate (though incomplete)13 knowledge about God which is evident in nature, men deliberately deny Him the recognition and reverence which He deserves; they do not honor Him (lit. glorify Him, doxazw) as God: they do not acknowledge that which distinguishes Him from everyone and everything else, the fact that He is God-- that is what men do not want to acknowledge. That is the serpent's lie: we can be like God, we can usurp His position, we can lift ourselves up by bringing Him down to a more manageable level. As Barrett puts it: "Man was unwilling to recognize a Lord; he chose to be Lord himself, and to glorify himself."14
And if we deny who He is, then we thereby presume to exempt ourselves from grateful recognition of all He has given to us: "they did not give thanks." An attitude of irreverence for who God is, and an ingratitude for what He has done typifies the false worship of man: they "did not acknowledge Him as their God and did not bestow on Him the honor and praise they owed Him. Nor did they return thanks to Him for the blessings they were constantly receiving."15
The doctrine of false worship (21b-22). That attitude of false worship leads to what might be called the doctrine of false worship: men willfully reject God (in spite of the evidence of His existence which is plainly before them), then seek to justify their decision after the fact by developing a system of beliefs which grows out of their chosen denial of the fundamental principle of God: His existence and His claims upon those whom He has created. Men build their lives and their worship on a set of principles born out of a prior rejection of the One who gave them life. They "became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened. Professing to be wise, they became fools" (vv. 21b-22). As Hendriksen portrays the situation: "Whenever people, in their conceit and ingratitude, begin to reason on their own, without constantly checking the results of their speculations with God's revelation in nature, history, conscience, and especially, whenever possible, with the Word of God, their foolish hearts are darkened."16
Having previously rejected true meaning and light and wisdom, the downward spiral continues in a growing cycle of self-deception, self-justification and self-aggrandizement. Barrett maintains that "their idolatrous minds and practices are themselves a punishment from God."17 The futility of men's speculations is seen in the fact that in no age have the greatest philosophers actually lived any better than the common people. The darkness of men's hearts is exemplified in those who in the early years of this century preached the inherent and progressive goodness of man, only to see that myth exploded by two world wars. And today, in a remarkable "leap of non-faith," the most intricate examples of design in the universe are attributed to freak biochemical accidents. 

There is in natural man a desperate willingness to construct, and live by, any kind of belief system except one which requires humbling oneself before His Maker. The fundamental doctrine of false worship is: man in his wisdom is the arbiter and the measure of all things. But no matter how slickly this idea is packaged, this so-called wisdom is in reality foolishness, for it denies the most basic facts: where man came from, Who made man, and that man is not the ultimate measure (cf. Psalm 14:1; 53:1). 

The practice of false worship. The supreme demonstration of foolishness is seen in the transaction described in v.23: the glory of God Himself,18 who is "incorruptible" (imperishable, eternal) is rejected in exchange for mere images of men and of animals, who are corruptible, mortal beings-- cf. v. 25, they "worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator," and "they exchanged the truth of God for a lie." Again this strikes at the heart of true worship, blurring the fundamental distinction between Creator and created beings; and again this harks back to the deception in Eden in Genesis 3, when this most fundamental of truths (that God, and only He, is God) was supplanted by the Great Lie, which lies at the root of all sin.19
When one looks at the mythology of the ancient world, one finds a whole collection of gods and goddesses; and between them there is all kinds of intrigue, deception, petty jealousy, and outright animosity. In fact, they act just like people act! They are in fact gods made in man's own image, and surely could not be much of a source of comfort or security to anyone-- they were too busy fighting their own battles. 

When it comes to idols, the Scriptures mock the very thought that manmade things should be objects of worship. An early Jewish writing says this about an idol worshipper: 

"He takes care that it does not fall, because he knows that it cannot help itself, for it is only an image and in need of help. Then he prays to it! For health he appeals to a thing that is weak. For life he prays to a thing that is dead. For aid he entreats an object that is thoroughly inexperienced. He asks strength of a thing whose hands have no strength." 

It is for this that men have exchanged the glory of God, the all-powerful, all-knowing, all-loving, all-merciful, sovereign Lord! Modern man may shake his head in scorn at such unenlightened practices-- but then what does he worship instead? Wealth, power, influence, temporal security-- all corruptible and fleeting things-- man has chosen these empty shells over the glory of the incorruptible God. He cruises along, forgetting the ultimate source of all his precious possessions, of his health, of his abilities, of his very being. He indeed sinks his anchor into shifting sand! What a foolish exchange-- the glory of God for a vapor! 

Man is desperate for security-- but he has rejected God; he hasn't honored Him as God nor given thanks; he has fallen into futile speculations and vain pursuits. He thinks he has constructed an oasis where all will be well-- only to find when he gets close that it is only a mirage and he is left with a mouthful of sand. 

The result of false worship (18). We have already seen the result of false worship in verse: it is the wrath of God abiding on unredeemed humanity. This wrath, as mentioned before, has found partial expression in God's allowing mankind to follow its own course in a downward spiral of hopeless debauchery. This is the picture which Paul goes on to describe in 1:24-32. 

THE GLORY OF GOD
However, there is hope embedded even in this dark portrayal of man's folly. There is another side of the coin, another way, albeit a narrow one. Paul is of course heading towards a full exposition of that light, which pierces through the darkness of man's sin, in the chapters ahead; but even here we can see a glimmer of it. 

Another Invitation to Worship (1:16-17)
The invitation previously seen in 1:19-20 is insufficient because men do not and will not respond because of their fallen nature. But back in verses 16-17 there is an invitation to worship that carries with it the power to respond positively to that invitation. Paul writes, "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. 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.' " 

God in His grace, through the death of His Son, provides for an infusion of life, sending blood into the veins of this corpse we know as natural man, that he might be resurrected to new life. If 1:16-17 is seen as an infusion of this sort, we might say that the catheter, the vehicle, is the gospel; the administering agent is the power of God; the new life given is known as salvation, effected by the life-giving blood of the righteousness of God offered to man. This infusion changes everything. Life begins to course through the veins of everyone who believes, as verse 16 states, everyone who responds to the invitation to life and to worship. 

If one takes another look at 1:18-23, this time through the lens of 1:16-17, there is a profound difference for the one who responds to God's offer to become a true worshipper. The light of God's grace changes the picture drastically. Like a barren tree, when spring begins to send sap running back through it so that the tree bursts into blossom and sends forth leaves and new growth-- so is the man who sinks his taproot into the righteousness of God and tastes of the power of God unto salvation. 

Bruce says of Paul's treatment of 1:18-32: "There is a moral law in life that men are left to the consequences of their own freely chosen course of action, and unless this tendency is reversed by divine grace, their situation will go from bad to worse."20 But of course, as Bruce recognizes, divine grace has been made available to make this reversal possible; the downward spiral seen in Romans 1 indeed becomes an ascending, heavenward one once the power of the gospel has entered in. We can then trace characteristics of true worship, parallel to those of false worship seen earlier in this study. 

True Worship (1:21-23)
The attitude of true worship (21a). First and foremost, the man redeemed by God's grace and the power of the gospel will have an attitude of true worship. The true worshiper is able to take the logical step which the natural man cannot: the logical step from knowing God, from knowing about Him, to honoring Him as God (v. 21). If a person has humbled himself by coming to Christ for salvation, the issue has already been settled that God is God and that He alone is worthy of one's allegiance and one's worship. Such a person has despaired of that ancient desire to be like God, and has instead joyfully accepted his position as a created being who is loved and cared for by his Creator. And so God can be honored as God, as the One who is Holy Other, completely different and unlike anyone or anything else; everything else is understood to be created and standing in subservience to the Creator. 

There is no humiliation in taking one's proper place in the created order which God has established. That is the way to true fulfillment and happiness: being what He made us to be and allowing Him to be what He is and to honor Him as God. We honor Him as God and, as v. 21 goes on to say, we give thanks. An attitude of true worship praises God for who He is and gives thanks for what He has done, for all that He has given us-- life and health and all good things and especially for the gift of His Son who died on the cross to buy forgiveness for our hearts, which were full of false worship. Jesus died on the cross to open the way to life and to true worship; our entire lives should be characterized by an attitude of true worship, honoring God as God and giving thanks to Him. That fulfills Jesus' requirement that true worshipers must worship the Father in spirit as well as in truth (John 4:23-24). They must worship in spirit, that is, with an attitude of true worship that honors Him as God and gives thanks. 

The doctrine of true worship (21b-22). But we must also worship in truth, as Jesus also said in John 4:23-24. An attitude of true worship in our lives leads to a doctrine of true worship. The wisdom of worship is the opposite of those futile speculations and that darkening of the heart, whereby natural man seeks to construct any kind of belief system but one which will require him to give his allegiance and obedience to God. Without that battle being raging in the mind, people are free to learn firsthand of what Paul called "the breadth and length and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge" (Ephes. 3:18-19); we can be "transformed by the renewing of our minds," so that we can "present [our] bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is [our] spiritual service of worship" (Rom. 12:1-2). An attitude of true worship cleanses our thought processes and allows us to follow Paul's encouragement to "set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth" (Col. 3:2). 

William Temple expressed the doctrine of true worship well: "To worship is to quicken the conscience by the holiness of God, to feed the mind with the truth of God, to purge the imagination by the beauty of God, to open the heart to the love of God, to devote the will to the purpose of God."21 An attitude of true worship can lead to such a doctrine of true worship. 

The practice of true worship (23). The practice of true worship is likewise the opposite of what was seen before in v. 23: it is possible by God's grace to repudiate the vile substitute of idols, and to return to acknowledging and cherishing the glory of the incorruptible God. He alone is unchanging, imperishable, eternal; He alone possesses glory in and of Himself; He alone is worthy of our worship. 

Worship (whether corporately in church, or privately in devotions, or as part and parcel of the everyday walk of faith-- all are subsumed under the term "worship," according to Romans 12:1) is in human terms a very unproductive activity; but that is actually the point: in worship believers set aside the world's ideas and even their own ideas about what may be important, and they re-orient their priorities according to the One to whom they owe everything. They focus on Him. They honor God as God. They bow as creatures before the Creator and Sustainer of life, to praise Him for (as verse 20 states) His invisible attributes, His eternal power, His divine nature-- that is, to praise Him for who He is-- to honor God as God. And they give thanks to Him, for all that He has given to them-- life, and life more abundant, and life eternal through Jesus Christ the Lord. 

The result of true worship. The beauty of true worship is that it is its own reward. Focusing on God is an end in itself. Honoring Him and giving thanks to Him is the highest human endeavor, because that is why men and women were created: to worship Him. Worship is what we give to God, in fact, the only thing we can give back to Him who has given us everything. That is all He asks for. God's people may find that as a result of worship (as William Temple put it) their consciences are quickened, their minds are fed, their imaginations are purged, their hearts are opened and their wills are more devoted; but that will be because as creatures they have met with their Creator and given Him His due, honored Him, given thanks to Him.

* * *

Thus can the infusion of God's grace reverse the cycle of decay in the lives of men and women which Romans 1 pictures. True worship can rise out of the ashes of false worship. The downward spiral of man's folly can be transformed into an ascendant testimony to the glory of God. One might even go so far as to reverently restate the message of Romans 1:18-25 in the light of the power of the gospel to remake sinners into worshipers:22
For the grace of God is revealed from heaven to fallen and sinful men who have accepted the truth of the gospel, to those whom God has drawn to Himself. For now not only is the power and majesty of God evident through what has been made, but He has also revealed his love, mercy, compassion, and grace through the redemptive work of Jesus Christ His Son, so that men may be saved. And now they not only know God, but they also honor Him as God and give thanks, their minds filled with thoughts of Him and their hearts filled with devotion to Him; acknowledging themselves to be fools, they became wise, and exchanged images and false objects of worship for the glory of the incorruptible God. 
Therefore God indwelled their renewed hearts with His Spirit unto purity, so that they might present their bodies as living and holy sacrifices unto Him. For they exchanged a lie for the truth of God, and now worship and serve the Creator rather than the creature, to the glory of His name. Amen.
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