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Discussion Guide
Man

Connecting:
45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)

•
•
•

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In what
ways did you respond to him?  
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what ways,
if any, did you invite God into this challenge?  
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously thank group
members for their honesty if they state they have held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Do you ever feel like things are not the way
they are supposed to be? Could you explain?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in
ways that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•

•
•

•

•
•

Using the notes, explain the nature of God’s wrath.
Read Romans 1.16-32 aloud, slowly. Read the text
once more, allowing space to ponder Paul’s words
about the gospel.
According to Paul, the gospel reveals not just who
God is (Romans 1.17) but also what is wrong with
the world (Romans 1.18-32). What is wrong with
the world?
If you could sum up what is wrong in a single
statement, what would it be? Could you elaborate
upon your statement?
How do people typically describe what is wrong with
the world? In your mind, which answer, that of the
gospel or that offered by people, makes the most sense
of life as we experience it? Could you explain?
Paul notes that our refusal to fulfill our created
purpose of worship leads us to all manner and sort
of destructive behavior. Simply put, we are what’s
wrong with the world. In what ways, might a refusal
to worship lead us to the life Paul describes? How
might worship provide a corrective to this life?

Do you find it easy or difficult to orient your life
around God in worship? What effect does this have
upon you?
What might it look like to admit these things to God?

•

To one another?
Consider closing by confessing (admitting our rejection
of God) to God and one another as an exercise of faith.
This is not an exercise to bring shame or guilt but one
meant to bring into the light what needs to be dealt
with. You might consider asking God for grace to be
honest and authentic when speaking, and for the grace
to be gracious and non-judgmental when listening.
Consider asking for the grace to respond to God in true
worship.

Context and Background
Wrath

In the ancient world, there were competing ideas concerning the
gods and anger. The dominant Greco-Roman understanding
was that the gods were inherently angry; that is, anger
was an essential aspect of their character. This character of
anger is one of the driving themes of Virgil’s Aeneid, Aeschlus’
Prometheus Bound, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In order to
avoid the anger of the gods, a person had to offer continual
sacrifices as a means of appeasement. The Greek philosophers
disagreed with this understanding of the gods and argued that
anger was a vice beneath the gods, viewing them incapable of
such a response.
The God of Israel revealed in Scripture fits neither of these
descriptions with respect to anger. Contrary to the gods of
the Greek Philosophers, the God of Israel can and does grow
angry. Throughout Scripture, God’s anger is referred to as
wrath, his divine indignation and punishment of sin. Unlike
the Greco-Roman gods, the God of Israel was not wrathful
by nature but merciful. Mercy was an essential aspect of his
character and wrath was his active response to sin. When
faced with the disobedience of people, God grows angry and
responds, punishing the misdeeds of people (Psalm 106.32;
Hosea 13.9-11; Ezekiel 7.8-9; John 3.36; Romans 1.18;
Ephesians 5.6; Colossians 3.6; Revelation 19.15). This
response can be delayed and meted out as a final judgment
(Isaiah 13.9; Zephaniah 1.15, 18; Daniel 8.19), but the
typical response of God is to deal with sin in the present
(Romans 1.18). However, God does not remain angry/
wrathful because this is not who he is. Instead, his anger
passes and his mercy comes to the fore as he heals and restores
those whom he has disciplined (Psalm 103.8-10; Jeremiah

3.12-13).

The Text

Romans 1.18-32: What is wrong?
Paul’s letter to the house churches of Rome was written to
a fractured church. The exact nature of the dispute is not

stated explicitly, but it seems to have involved two groups
which Paul refers to as the “Weak” and the “Strong”
(Romans 14.1-15.13). These groups seem to be marked by
a difference of opinion concerning adherence to aspects of
the Torah and the general standing of Jews versus Gentiles,
but to say this was a Jewish-Gentile debate is probably an
overstatement. It does seem that both sides looked down
upon the other, viewing their relationship to the Gospel and
their journey of faith to be superior to that of the other
party (Romans 2.1, 17-24; 14.1-15.13). Paul had never
visited this church but he needed the Roman church to unite
if he was to travel to Spain in order to preach the gospel
(Romans 15.23-33). Therefore, Paul sought to mend
the fracture in this church by proclaiming the gospel to
them (Romans 1.9) which would make them all “strong”
(Romans 1.11). Paul notes that he is not ashamed of the
gospel because it saves both Jew and Gentile, his first volley
at leveling the ground between the two groups (Romans
1.16). The question remaining is, what is the gospel?

that all of creation, including people, proclaim his glory
(worship!). Rather, people turned to a futile and foolish way
of life. This occurred when they sought to be wise, an attempt
which left them foolish. Here we find a clear echo of Genesis
3, particularly Genesis 3.6 where Eve observes that the
forbidden fruit can make her “wise.” The original people chose
to reject God’s purpose for them in an effort to go their own
way, to be their own gods, but their plan backfired. Rather
than becoming their own gods, they exchanged the worship
of the creator for the worship of created things. People
discovered (or failed to realize) they were made to worship
and their refusal to worship God would lead to the worship
of something else. Here, Paul begins to explore Genesis
4-6, leading up to the declarations of Genesis 6.5, 11-12
concerning the spiraling sinfulness of people.

Paul notes that the gospel begins with the revelation of
God’s character, his righteousness (Romans 1.17). At
this point, Paul begins an exploration of Genesis 1-6. In
so doing, he argues that the gospel not only reveals the
nature of God, but it answers the foundational questions of
who people are and what is wrong with the world (Romans
1.18-32).
While the gospel reveals who God is, he is righteous
(Romans 1.17), the gospel also reveals what is wrong with
the world. Presently, the world is experiencing the wrath of
God, his angry response to the godless and wicked behavior
of people. By nature, wrath is God’s response to the
disobedience to people, but Paul is careful with his words,
making a clear point. The gospel reveals God’s righteousness
but people have responded by rejecting God (godlessness)
and who he is (wickedness or “unrighteousness”). This

it as the most heinous of sins but because it is the aspect of life
most tied to the experience of God’s Trinitarian life in Genesis
2. Thus, Paul’s point is simple. When people rejected their
role, they lost an important element of the Trinitarian life as
it was meant to be experienced. This led to the degradation not
elevation of people. This wrathful response was not punitive
as much as it was corrective, but people did not respond.
They did not turn back to God or their created purpose. They
continued in their worship of the created order rather than
God who made them and was the rightful recipient of praise.
Note the recollection of the purpose of creation here.

God responded to the rejection of people by handing them over
to their sinful rejection which led them to sexual immorality.
It is important to note the parallel here between Genesis 2 and
Romans 1. Paul does not single out sexuality because he views

rejection is not accidental but intentional on the part of
people because God has revealed who he is clearly. He has
placed within creation signs pointing to his power and nature
so that people are without excuse. They know through what
has been made who God is and the proper response to him.
Here, Paul is exploring Genesis 1-2, noting that the gospel
begins with a revelation of God and our purpose and role as
his creation. What is wrong with the world is people have
intentionally rejected these.

Because people refused to turn back to God, he handed them
over to themselves once more, allowing them to pursue the
lusts and passions associated with their rejection of him. Once
more, the place this rejection impacted was the sexuality of
people. People rejected the very nature of their bodies, thus
rejecting the Trinitarian life which was to be theirs, the
penalty for their error. However, this was not enough to
turn them back to God. The continued to refuse to recognize
God, choosing not to even retain a general knowledge of
him. Therefore, God gave them over once more to themselves,
allowing their minds to be depraved. At this point, the nature
of God’s wrath is clear. It is a handing over of control from
God to us. Or, in other words, God refuses to protect us from
ourselves. The result is we destroy ourselves. We pursue all

This rejection came about through a conscious choice.
People knew who God was and their proper response to
him, but they refused to make this response. They refused

manner of brokenness and the breaking of others until we
come to the point that even though what is right is all around
us, we call wrong right.

to glory or thank him for the gift of life he had given
them. This is a clear echo of Genesis 1 and God’s intent

This is what is wrong with the world. God has given us over
to ourselves, to pursue the logical consequences of rejecting

him and our created purpose of worship. We begin to worship
creation which leads us to spiral into destructive behavior.
This is the conclusion to which humanity came in Genesis 6
when God chose to destroy the world. However, Paul is not
concerned with the time before Noah. He is concerned with the
present time. However, he uses this introduction to the gospel
to demonstrate that what went wrong then is what is going
wrong now, a point he makes in chapter 3 after he deals with
the fracture in the Roman church (Romans 2.1-3.8).

Romans 3.9-20: What is wrong now?
What

went wrong before Noah was people rejected God
and their created purpose of worship. According to Paul,
what went wrong then is what is going wrong now. The Law
(knowing what is right!) has given the Jews no advantage over
the Gentiles because the reality is all people continue to reject
who God is. Paul makes this point by collecting a series of
verses from the Psalms, Proverbs, Isaiah, and Ecclesiastes.

People do not seek God or attempt to live his life
(righteousness). They turn away and find that in so doing, life
becomes worthless. No one seeks to do good (glorify God) but
use the voices intended for praise for poison and the bodies
meant for glory for harm. The reason is that no one fears
(worships) God.

With this stark statement of humanity, Paul moves to a note
of hope (Romans 3.21-31). It is possible, once again, to live
as we were created to live. This is possible in the person of
Jesus. However, the point which needs to be grasped by the
Roman church is that not one of them is better than the
other. Every person falls short of their intended purpose of
glorifying God (Romans 3.23).

Real life with Blake:
What is wrong with the world? I can’t count how many times
I have muttered this phrase or something like it. I find that I
typically talk like this when I turn on the news or open up
the newspaper. I find myself muttering, “What is wrong with
people?” I suppose I could rightfully say this of myself, and
at least once a day do. What is wrong with me? Everything
seems to be broken. Nothing seems to be right. People hurt
people with their words, with their bodies and we celebrate
it. Really!?! People go hungry through no fault of their own,
and we ignore it. What is that about? People destroy their
bodies and their relationships doing what feels good. How
does it feel good to destroy yourself? These and so many other
things cannot be the way things are meant to be, but it seems
that this is the way it is, the way it will always be. However,
the gospel reminds me that it was not meant to be this way

and why it is off kilter. The gospel reminds me that we were
made to glorify God. All of creation points to this reality,
but we reject reality. It feels somewhat beneath us to honor
and glorify God, to live for someone, anyone other than
ourselves. When we refuse the very one who made us and his
purpose for us, God refuses us. It is called wrath. He refuses
to guide or protect us but hands us over to ourselves, and we
destroy ourselves. I have experienced this time and again in
my life. What’s wrong with the world? I am. So, what is the
solution? For that, we continue to look to the gospel.

Real life with you:
What is wrong with the world? It doesn’t take a rocket
scientist to see that things are not as they are supposed to be.
So much violence, suffering, hatred, shame, and destruction.
Life in the raw is anything but beautiful, and there is no
escaping it. The violence and suffering follow us, breaching
even the most stalwart defenses. So what is wrong? Is it
wrong? If it isn’t, life is pretty hollow. The gospel helps us
answer this pressing question about our world. It reminds us
that we were made to worship, all of creation made to declare
the glory of God. What went wrong is us. We decided that it
was better to be our own god, only it didn’t work so well for
us. We were made to worship, not be objects of self-worship.
So, we exchange our worship of God for the worship of his
creation and experience God’s wrath, his response. Simply
put, God allows us to go our own way and we destroy
ourselves, exchanging glory for destruction. What is wrong
with the world? We are. What is the solution? The gospel
provides that too, but let’s pause before we get there. This
week, take some time to sit with the idea that perhaps what
is wrong with the world is us. The world is out of sorts
because we are out of sorts. We have rejected our creative
purpose and creator. Consider taking time to admit this to
God, something called confession. You might take some time
to confess the various ways you reject him and his purpose
for you, not as an exercise to induce shame but as an effort
to bring out hidden things so they might be dealt with, and
they can be dealt with. This is the hope we have in the gospel.
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