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THE WRATH OF GOD 
ROMANS 1:18 

 

It was spring of my sophomore year in college (in Jacksonville, FL) and I had a bad case of spring 

fever.  A group of friends was headed to the beach on one particular day, and I had a dilemma — 

“beach or class?”  Sand and surf won out over desk and discourse. 

 

The next week I walked back into class and everyone was unusually quiet.  “What’s going on — why’s 

everyone so quiet?” I asked innocently.  “Test today,” was the hushed response. 

 

“Test?  When did he tell us about that?” 

 

“Last week…” 

 

“I’m outta here!”  And I got up and left the class, knowing I was in no way ready to take that exam.  I 

figured I’d make it up later. 

 

But as I was to find out, ditching a class on an exam day is a vain attempt to forestall the reality of the 

looming event.  You will eventually be tested and you will be found out. 

 

There is a parallel (though much weightier) corollary in the spiritual realm.  Judgment is coming.  God 

will condemn sinners to an eternal judgment in Hell.   

 

That is not a popular topic today.  “God is love — my God would never send anyone to Hell,” is the 

common refrain of our day.  That’s how books like the inaccurate Love Wins by Rob Bell get written 

and purchased and believed.  Unbelievers don’t like to talk about God’s judgment and wrath; and 

truthfully, most believers don’t either.  I looked through the books on my shelf on the attributes of God 

and as I looked at three different volumes written by A. W. Tozer, I could not find a chapter on the 

wrath of God.  Twice I have preached series on the attributes of God and I could only find one sermon 

out of almost 40 sermons on the righteousness (judgment/wrath) of God — and that was more than 20 

years ago.  We don’t like to talk about the wrath of God.  Yet, as we will discover this morning, the 

Scriptures have much to say about God’s wrath and judgment. 

 

Today we leave the introduction of Romans and enter the first major section in Romans (1:18 – 3:20) 

— the section in which Paul expounds on the sinfulness of man.  Let me just remind you of the context.  

Paul is writing to the Romans to solicit financial support for his evangelistic venture to Spain; but 
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because they don’t know him, he writes about his understanding of the gospel.  The entire book is about 

the gospel.  And you can remember the major sections of the book with several words that relate to the 

gospel:  sin, salvation, sanctification, sovereignty, and service.  And 1:18 – 3:20 is that first section on 

sin.  In these chapters, Paul is exposing every individual’s need for salvation and everyone’s inability to 

save himself.  In 1:18-32 he demonstrates that unbelieving Gentiles are sinners; in 2:1–3:8 he illustrates 

that all Jews are sinners, and in 3:9-20 he explains that all men everywhere are sinners in need of 

salvation. 

 

And in beginning this section on sin, Paul states the significance of our sinfulness — our sin is a 

problem because of God’s wrath.  So in verse 18 he writes, “For the wrath of God is revealed from 

Heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness.” 

 

But before we look at what Paul has to say in these opening sections about the wrath of God as it relates 

to unbelieving Gentiles in Rome, I want us to have a framework for the biblical teaching about God’s 

wrath.  This is unfamiliar territory for most of us.  We don’t like to think about God’s wrath, and if we 

want to know about God’s wrath we will likely have a hard time finding someone who will say 

something biblically accurate about it. 

 

So here is where we are going this morning.  We want to begin with the basic biblical explanation of 

God’s wrath.  And what the Scriptures teach is that —  

 
THE WRATH OF GOD IS GOD’S ONLY SUITABLE RESPONSE TO SIN. 

 
Then we want to look at a number of realities about God’s wrath: 
 
1. The Wrath of God DEFINED 

2. The Wrath of God in the OLD Testament 

3. The Wrath of God in the NEW Testament 

4. The NECESSITY of the Wrath of God 

5. The Wrath of God and the BELIEVER 

6. The Wrath of God and the UNBELIEVER 

7. Conclusion:  Some IMPLICATIONS from the Wrath of God 
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THE WRATH OF GOD IS GOD’S ONLY SUITABLE RESPONSE TO SIN. 

 

1. The Wrath of God DEFINED 

 

• As we begin, notice that v. 18 begins with the connective word for (“because”).  Paul is relating the 

truth about God’s wrath and sinfulness of ungodly Gentiles to what he said about the gospel (v. 17). 

 God’s wrath is a form of the justice/righteousness of God (v. 17) — it’s His retributive justice, 

wherein He punishes those who are not righteous and who have not been declared righteous by God. 

 It is because of man’s sinful rebellion against God that man is unrighteous and unable to redeem 

himself.  Man’s sin means that the gospel is necessary, for nothing else can save man from God. 

 So it is natural for Paul to move from his declaration of imputed righteousness in v. 17 to the 

stark reality of the wrath of God in verse 18.  In that transition, Paul demonstrates the necessity 

of imputed righteousness.  In a sense, he “gets the readers lost so that they can be saved.”  

 And he begins this section on man’s sin with a declaration about God’s wrath.  But what is 

God’s wrath?  How might we define it? 

 

• There are many words the OT and NT use to denote the wrath of God and most of them relate to 

some form of anger.  But as you think of God’s anger, don’t equate it with man’s anger.  Man’s 

anger is almost always rash, self-centered, prideful, and unrighteously hostile.  But God’s anger is 

not that way at all.  Because God is perfect and righteous, His anger/wrath cannot be unjust. 

 Interestingly, the word wrath (anger) that Paul uses here indicates a slow, methodical, settled 

condition of mind; the primary other NT word denotes an anger that is sudden and explosive.  

So in the word Paul uses we understand that God’s wrath is not impetuous, malicious, or 

irrational.  It is reasonable, determined, and long-lasting indignation. 

 God’s wrath “is God’s resolute action in punishing sin.” [J. I. Packer] 

 “[God’s] wrath is his hostility to evil, his refusal to condone it or come to terms with it, his just 

judgment upon it.” [John Stott] 

 “God’s wrath…[is] his active, retributive response to sin, a judicial penalty, imposed in accordance 

with his personal, righteous hostility to everything that is evil.” [Pierced for Our Transgressions] 

 A couple of observations about these definitions: 

➢ God’s wrath is in accordance with His justice.  It is never wrong (sinful).  God is angry only 

when a violation of His holiness has been committed (cf. vv. 19-32).  “God must be angry 

with sin because of the destructive character of sin.  His love will not allow Him to be 

tolerant toward the devastating effects of sin.”  Leon Morris is helps us understand this: 
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“Dorothy Sayers points out that ‘There is a difference between saying If you hold your finger in the fire 

you will get burned and saying if you whistle at your work I shall beat you, because the noise gets on my 

nerves.  She adds, ‘The God of Christians is too often looked upon as an old gentleman of irritable 

nerves who beats people for whistling.’  This is the result of a confusion between arbitrary ‘law’ and the 

‘laws’ which are statements of fact.  Breach of the first is ‘punished’ by edict; but breach of the second, 

by “judgment’ (The Mind of the Maker, London. 1941, p. 9.).  This is not the whole truth.  But it is an 

important part of the truth.” [Leon Morris, The Cross in the New Testament, p.148.] 

 
➢ God’s wrath is an expression of His holiness.  God’s anger is against sin.  It is His “holy 

revulsion…against that which is the contradiction of his holiness.” [Murray]  Every act of 

sin is an act of rebellion against God and His commands and reminiscent of Satan’s initial 

rebellion.  That is why God is just in being angry against it (cf. 1:32 – 2:2). 

 

So God’s wrath is His just response against sin.  But is this a biblical concept?  Is it true and right? 

 

 

2. The Wrath of God in the OLD Testament 

 

• There are some 20 different words used in the OT for God’s wrath and they are used 600+ times. 

• A. W. Pink has noted that there are more references in Scripture to God’s anger and wrath than 

there are to His love and tenderness. [Pennington]  So the theme of His anger is pervasive. 

 

• Here are some key OT passages and the anger of God: 

 Genesis 3:24 is the culmination of God’s curse on Satan, Adam, and Eve for the sin in the 

Garden of Eden.  He cursed them as an expression of His anger against the sin. 

 Genesis 6:5-7 culminates in God’s judgment of the flood (Gen. 7:21-22).   

 Deuteronomy 32:39-41 is a reminder to the Israelites as they prepare to enter the land (after an 

entire generation died because of the sin of rebellion and unbelief) that God will judge sin. 

 The Psalmists spoke of God’s wrath (Ps. 2:5, 12; 76:6-7); the Egyptians died when Israel fled 

after the plagues because of God’s wrath (Ps. 78:49-51).  Cf. also Moses, Ps. 90:7-9. 

 The prophets warned of God’s wrath (Is. 9:19; Jer. 7:20; Ezk. 7:19; Jonah 1:2; Amos 1:2; 

Nahum 1:2-3). 

 

• The consistent theme of the OT is that God is opposed to, angry with, and does and will punish all 

(Jew or Gentile) those who rebel against His will and live in opposition to Him. 

• But is that an OT concept only?  What about the NT? 
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3. The Wrath of God in the NEW Testament 

 

• It is often said that the God of the OT is the “angry” God while the God of the NT is the loving 

God, as if God is unbalanced, changing, and schizophrenic — He really doesn’t know Himself. 

• But God, as He is represented in the NT is also seen to be a God of wrath. 

 The most well-known verse in the Bible is John 3:16; most people forget John 3:36. 

 John the Baptist preached about the wrath of God (Mt. 3:7, 12); and the writer to the Hebrews 

warned his readers about the wrath of God (3:11; 4:3). 

 Paul writes elsewhere about God’s wrath — Eph. 5:5-6 (also 2:3); Col. 3:5-6; 2 Thess. 1:7-10. 

 Paul will also write of this again in Romans (2:5, 8; 5:9; 9:22). 

 A large portion of the final book of the Bible is related to the wrath of God (chs. 6-20).  Cf. 6:2; 

11:16-19; 14:9-11; 16:1ff; 19:1-3; 20:10-15. 

 

• The wrath of God is both an OT and NT concept; in fact, the English phrase “wrath/anger of God” 

appears 12x in the NT (NASB) and only once in the OT (Ps. 78:31; KJV). 

• God is justly angry against sin and He is resolute in punishing it. 

 

 

4. The NECESSITY of the Wrath of God 

 

• There are still many who object to the wrath of God.  “It isn’t fair…it’s mean-spirited…it’s not 

loving.”  Or, “He doesn’t have to be wrathful…can’t He just overlook sin?” 

• Let’s ask the question another way — “what would God be like if He wasn’t wrathful against sin?” 

  If God just overlooked sin, then it would mean that He either delighted in sin or at least 

tolerated and was unconcerned about sin.  And that would be a violation of His holiness.  And it 

would also mean that He was unworthy of worship, because sin is hateful and sin is worthy of 

being hated.  It is right to hate sin (Heb. 1:9).  If God didn’t hate sin, He would be wrong.  If 

God didn’t hate sin, He would be sinning. 

 If God did not hate sin and if God did not pour out His wrath on sinners, then He would not be 

loving.  (I know.  That is completely contrary to what most say.)  God’s love for His people 

means that He makes a covenant with His people — His love is not just a sentimental affection 

but a righteous commitment.  And when people reject Him, He is filled with a righteous 

jealousy against those individuals.  For Him not to be angry with them is to violate His 

commitment to His people (redeemed sinners) and to say righteousness and sin are equally 

lovely to Him.  For Him to execute His wrath is to say, “I love righteousness and my people 

enough to be wrathful to those who are sinful and reject me.”   
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• So God’s wrath is necessary.  It’s not optional.  God cannot be God without His wrath.  Something 

A. W. Pink said is particularly helpful here: 

 

“Indifference to sin is a moral blemish, and he who hates it not is a moral leper. How could He who is 

the Sum of all excellency look with equal satisfaction upon virtue and vice, wisdom and folly? How could 

He who is infinitely holy disregard sin and refuse to manifest His ‘severity’ (Romans 9:22) toward it? 

How could He who delights only in that which is pure and lovely, [not] loathe and hate…that which is 

impure and vile? The very nature of God makes Hell as real a necessity, as imperatively and eternally 

requisite as Heaven is.” [Attributes of God, 83.]  

 

What about the believer in Christ?  How should we think about God’s wrath? 

 

5. The Wrath of God and the BELIEVER 

 

• Every person who is born is an enemy of God (Rom. 5:8, 10) and deserving of His wrath (Eph. 2:3). 

• But Christ also bore the wrath of God so that those who believe in Him are no longer recipients of 

that wrath and have been freed from God and His wrath (Rom. 3:25-26). 

• The believer is saved from God’s wrath.  If you are a Christian, you will never face the judgment of 

God (you won’t appear before the Great White Throne in Rev. 20:10ff) and you will not endure one 

more moment of His anger.  That was absorbed and abolished by Christ. 

• There is a “limit” to God’s wrath — it is (Rom. 1:18b) only against all ungodliness and 

unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth.  If you have been declared righteous by God and 

the gospel (1:17), then God will not and cannot pour out His wrath against you.  You are safe. 

• Paul is definitive in 1 Thess. 1:10 — Jesus Christ rescues us from the wrath to come.   

 

“It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of a holy God who’s wrathful.  But there is no wrath for 

those whose sins have been paid.  That is what salvation is all about.” [Sproul, The Truth of the Cross.] 

 

This is, obviously, good and great and gracious news.  But this is not true for everyone. 
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6. The Wrath of God and the UNBELIEVER 

 

• If you are not a believer in Christ, then there is no safety for you from God. 

 Psalm 1:5 affirms what is said often in Scripture — the wicked (unrighteous) will not stand in 

the judgment.  They have no ability to stand.  You cannot withstand God’s wrath. 

 Hebrews 12:29 says God is a consuming fire.  One physicist noted that the core temperature of 

the sun is 15 million degrees Celsius.  If a pinhead was heated to the temperature of the center 

of the sun it “would emit enough heat to kill anyone who ventured within a thousand miles of 

it.”  This is a limited picture of what it means to attempt to approach a holy, wrathful God who 

is a consuming fire.  You will not survive. 

 

• And just for the sake of clarity, there will be no joy in Hell either.  It is a place of eternal torment.  It 

is the place where wickedness and evil will not be limited by any act of kindness and grace.  It is 

full greed, pride, anger, hostility, and unrighteousness.  Nothing good will ever be done or enjoyed 

there.  Six times in Matthew Jesus says that it is a place of outer darkness — and that darkness not 

only represents a lack of physical light, but also the supremacy of wickedness.  In there will be 

weeping and gnashing of teeth.  It will be a place of eternal torment and anguish (Lk. 16:24ff). 

 

• If you are not a follower of Christ, God’s wrath and eternal Hell are in your future.  But you don’t 

have to reside there.  Look at vv. 16-17.  There is salvation (from God’s wrath) for everyone who 

believes.  Believes what?  

 Believe that you deserve God’s wrath (v. 18). 

 Believe that Christ was the perfect God man (v. 3) died on the cross in your place and absorbed 

the wrath of God for you (v. 4) so that you can live obediently for Him (v. 5). 

 In summary:  believe (and act on that belief) that Jesus died to free you from God’s wrath and 

from your bondage to sin so that you can live for Him.  Salvation is an invitation to and a 

provision for you to give up your sin and obey Christ.  Run to Christ (Rom. 5:9) — He is the 

only place of safety anywhere in the universe from God’s wrath. 

 If you are an unbeliever, I urge you to repent and turn to following Christ today.  Don’t delay. 

 

7. CONCLUSION:  Some IMPLICATIONS from the Wrath of God (for believers) 

 

• If you have been rescued from God’s wrath, thank Him.  You are not saved because you deserve it; 

you are saved because (and only because) He has been gracious to you.  Thank Him. 

• Don’t worry about injustices you see now.  There is injustice in our world.  But we can be content 

that because God is wrathful, all injustice will be made right at the end.  One of two things will occur: 
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 Either the sinful injustice will be absorbed by Christ for the person who believes, or 

 God will pour out His wrath for all eternity against the sinner.  And in either case, God will be 

just and justified and the sin will be made right.  So the believer does not need to take 

vengeance himself against any sin; he can patiently wait on God (Rom. 12:19). 

• Meditate on the evilness of evil and the sinfulness of sin.  How evil must sin be for God to do what 

He does against it?  The tendency of the flesh is to minimize it and excuse sin as insignificant.  But 

any and every sin is worthy of the full wrath of God.  Let us have the same kind of hatred for sin 

that God has and not be enticed by its temporal attractions. 

• Grieve for and evangelize those who do not know the truth of God’s wrath.  They must be warned. 

• Praise God for His justice and righteous wrath (e.g., Rev. 11:16; 19:1-3).   

 We praise Him because He would be just in carrying out His wrath instantly against every sin.  

And He doesn’t.  He is patient and slow in carrying out His wrath so that many might trust Him 

(Rom. 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9).  Nine times in the OT it says that God is “slow to anger” (Ex. 34:6; 

Num. 14:18; Neh. 9:17; Ps. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; Joel 2:13; Jonah 4:2; Nah. 1:3).  Why?  

Because He is a God of compassion, graciousness, loyalty to His people and His covenants, and 

because He is a God of forgiveness (Neh. 9:17).  He wants to forgive and relent from His wrath.   

 God’s wrath is part of who He is and to worship Him is to exalt and honor Him in His fullness 

— including His condemnation of sin and sinners.  We can grieve for those who reject Him; but 

we must (and ultimately will perfectly) praise Him for His consistency to His nature. 

 This morning we have sung three hymns that reflect the greatness of God — He is a mighty 

fortress — a place of security not just from the world, but a place of security from His wrath.  

And He is a great God.  How great?  Great enough to pour out His wrath against His Son to 

relieve the guilt of our sin.  And He is glorious and mighty — He possesses decrees that are 

unchangeable and carries out judgments that are sovereign and good.  And for all these truths, 

He is worthy to be praised and worshipped. 

• A paraphrase of something the Puritan William Gurnall wrote is appropriate as we conclude: 

 

“The greatest miracle in the world is God’s patience and bounty to an ungrateful world. If a prince has 

enemies in one of his towns, he does not send them provisions, but he sieges the place, and does what he 

can to starve them. But the great God, that could wink all His enemies into destruction, bears with them, 

and daily provides for them. Well may He command us to bless them that curse us, who Himself does 

good to the evil and unthankful. But do not think, sinners, that you shall escape; God’s mill goes slow, 

but grinds small; the more admirable His patience and bounty is now, the more dreadful and 

unsupportable will be the fury be that arises out of His abused goodness.” 

 

BENEDICTION:  1 Thessalonians 5:23-24. 


