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DO YOU BELIEVE IN GOD?
(Romans 1:18-25)

SUBJECT:  
F.C.F.: 

PROPOSITION: 
INTRODUCTION

(Thank you all for joining this Thanksgiving Eve Service. As a courtesy, let me remind you to turn your bathroom scale back fifteen pounds tonight before Thanksgiving.)


A. Do you believe in God? “Well,” you might reply, “I’m here, aren’t I? Of course, I believe in God.” But the answer is not quite that simple. The question is somewhat loaded. It all depends on what you mean by “God” and by “believe.” 

A wide majority in our land would still check the “yes” box if asked if they believed in God. But if the inquirer would probe a bit deeper, their view or understanding of “God” would run the gamut from a mere higher power to a necessary creator to a cheerleader and life coach to the God of the Bible.


B. Pastor Mark Dever relates a story from his days in training for his doctoral degree. In a seminar course on religion, the various participants went around the circle saying, “I like to think of God as…,” giving their view. When it was Dever’s term, he simply said that it was irrelevant how we like to think of God because God exists and has revealed himself to us in the Bible. So, we really should sharpen up the question: “Do you believe in the God who has revealed himself in Scripture, this God?”


C. And then there is that word “believe.” It can mean a simple acknowledgement: “God exists.” James warns that even the devil believes that God exists, so this is no great, commendable achievement on our part.  It can even describe only a general optimism: “Believe! Have faith!” that things will turn out okay. But the biblical definition of “believe” is far more complete, involving the whole person, mind, affections, and will. To believe in the God of the Bible is to center your entire life: thoughts, desires, goals, and actions around him, gladly obeying his law and eagerly hoping in his promises.

So, I ask again: “Do you believe in God?” And in Romans 1:21, the Apostle Paul reveals the heart of what it means to believe in God. “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.” “Or give thanks to him” is not just an optional add on to believing. It is the necessary, essential fruit of such belief. To “give thanks to him” is shorthand for worship. To believe in God is to recognize his incomparable worth and to refocus and realign your whole life toward him in acknowledging, praising and thanking him. 

First, believers, those who believe in God…
I. BELIEVERS WILL PRAISE GOD. 


A. I realize this is a “THANKS-giving” service. Thankfulness is only one aspect of worship. The traditional distinction between “praise” and “thanks” is that we praise God for who he is, for the many perfections of his being, and we thank God for what he has done, or perhaps also for what he has promised to do. So, along with “thanks-giving” worship includes “praise-giving.” 


We praise God for who he is. We acknowledge and adore him for the surpassing excellence of all his attributes. And here in Romans 1, Paul names some of these attributes. 


B. Paul speaks paradoxically of God’s invisible attributes being clearly perceived. “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.” The creation, the things that have been made, conclusively testify not only to God’s existence but to his stunning greatness. His “eternal power” points to the original energy by which all things came into existence. His “divine nature” tells of his essential difference from his creation which ebbs and flows and passes away. 

The Greek philosopher, Aristotle, mentor to Alexander the Great, who lived 300 years before Christ clearly saw this. His logical mind reasoned (correctly) that there must have been an “uncaused cause.” Nothing comes from nothing, so there must have been something before the beginning. He did not think that this “uncaused cause” was a personal God who cared anything for us, but he knew that such a Being was a necessary being.


Or Paul may have been thinking of the universal religious nature of all peoples. When he encountered the great philosophers of Athens, as he went through the city, he noticed the many idols to various gods and could say to them “I see that in every way you are very religious (probably ‘superstitious’).” So, we can praise God for his “eternal power” and his “divine nature.” God is not like us. He was there before the beginning. He is not mere creature but the divine Creator of all things. 


C. And he is “immortal.” “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 creeping things.”  The term “immortal” technically means “not mortal” (aren’t you glad you came for that?). “Immortal” can mean “never dying” but it also includes never declining or decaying. Our God has both being and life in himself and is the source of all being and life of all his creation. Nothing else can make that boast. All things visible and invisible only exist and have life because he has extended this power to them. Psalm 102:25-28 makes this explicit:

25 Of old you laid the foundation of the earth, 


and the heavens are the work of your hands. 

26 They will perish, but you will remain; 


they will all wear out like a garment. 

You will change them like a robe, and they will pass 

away, 


27but you are the same, and your years have 


no end. 
And for this reason: 
28 The children of your servants shall dwell secure; 


their offspring shall be established before you.


D. So, we praise God for his eternal power and divine nature, for his being immortal, and also for his moral nature. “18 For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.”

God is righteous, just, holy, good. This one we might be tempted to skip. It reminds me of St. Augustine who, before his conversion, prayed, “God make me completely holy and pure in every way, but not yet.” We like to sin. There I said it. And we don’t like to think that there are consequences. So, we might rather hope that God is not so righteous and that there was no coming day of wrath. But, then, we would also be forfeiting justice. 

We all have a rather highly developed desire for justice when we have been wronged. And even more, we know that horrible, unspeakable crimes and abuses have occurred. Chairman Mao engineered the systematic slaughter of 70 million of his countrymen and women. He died in peace, of natural causes when he was 82. He totally escaped any justice in this life for this atrocity. It doesn’t sit well with any of us to think that he would forever escape justice, that there is no ultimate fairness in the world. So, we praise God for his justice and wrath against all evil. And this is an essential part of believing in God, the form of worship of “praise-giving.” 

II. BELIEVERS WILL THANK GOD.


A. So, again, the distinction in worshiping God is between praising God for who he is (and we will never come to the end of his many perfections) and thanking God for what he has done. Praise-giving and thanks-giving. Believers will thank God. I was sitting in a waiting room with one of our older members many years ago. He was waiting to see a surgeon about something he needed done. And the room was full of many people who were obviously suffering, covered with splints, in wheel chairs, on oxygen. After a bit, he turned to me and whispered, “That’s enough to give you a tankful of thankful.” 


And when we recall how wonderfully we have been cared for by our God, when we “count our many blessings” it leads us to the other form of worship, thanks-giving. And here in our text the Apostle gives us some mighty reasons for giving thanks. 

B. God has created us. We must not forget that this is an incredible blessing of God. A child might be forgiven for thinking that God made us because he was lonely. But the eternal Father, Son, and Holy Spirit could never be lonely, of course. In fact, it is sheer blasphemy to suggest that God the Creator with all life and being in himself could ever need anything from anyone. Later in Romans 11 Paul would make this explicit: “33 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! 

34 “For who has known the mind of the Lord, 


or who has been his counselor?” 

35 “Or who has given a gift to him 


that he might be repaid?” 

36 For from him and through him and to him are all things. To him be glory forever. Amen.” (11:33-36)

To be created by God, to be called into existence from nothing, is an unspeakable privilege! There is no compelling reason why God had to create anything or anyone. He, himself, is necessary as our Creator, but his creation was completely unnecessary. And yet, here we are! And he made us the crown of creation and settled us in the “very good” world he has made for us. Every lawful pleasure is ours to enjoy and is a whisper of his own goodness. In fact, “man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” So, if your tankful of thankful has run a bit dry due to neglect, fill it in with this one: God made us so wonderfully well and placed us in his wonderful creation, and, through Christ, we will enjoy him forever!


C. And then God has revealed himself to us, to all through his marvelous creation, and to his own through his complete and infallible Word. “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.” It’s true: no one on judgment day can claim, “I didn’t know!! Nobody told me!!” Don’t hope in that dead end. “So, they are without excuse.” 


But the bright side of this is that God has revealed himself to us. In his creation we see the broad strokes of his truth. The God who made all of this must be infinitely greater than all this in power and in wisdom. And then, in Scripture we can read the fine print and learn all of the essential details. God made us. But he could have left us in the dark. There is no reason why he should have revealed himself to us in such a clear and powerful way. On their better days, the Israelites of old could see this remarkable privilege. Psalm 147 concludes: 

“20 He has not dealt thus with any other nation; 


they do not know his rules. Praise the Lord!” 
Or we could say, “Thank the Lord.” So, here’s something else to put into your tankful of thankful: God has revealed himself to us. We have his law and his promises. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.” “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in time of trouble.” “In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.” “And behold, I am with you always to the end of the age.” 


C. We thank God supremely for his redeeming us in Christ. This truth is not found in our text. The structure of Paul’s argument in Romans is first to rightly condemn all the world in sin, the Gentiles in their ignorance, and then the Jews even more so without excuse because they had received God’s Word written. 


After this necessary, universal condemnation of all sinners, his argument turns in chapter 3. “There is none righteous, no not one,” he declares. And then the great change of direction from hopeless despair to unfailing confidence and joy: “21 But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22 the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.  


The wonder of the gospel is that God made a way for him to remain as the righteous judge of our many sins and offenses and yet also to declare us righteous that we might be forgiven and reconciled to him forever. It was by imputing or reckoning our sins to the Righteous One, Jesus, who bore the penalty and curse for our sin to the cross for us. And them, through faith in Jesus, to imput to us, to count us as righteous for the sake of Christ. Bunyan’s pilgrim stood at the cross and the heavy backpack the burden of his sins suddenly slipped off, rolled down the hill, and disappeared into a grave. 


And this joy of forgiveness and salvation not only tops off our tankful of thankful, it is a steady swelling river of gratitude that ever flows and overflows making all of life the joyful journey of praise-giving and thanks-giving of worship. 
CONCLUSION


And this, Beloved, is what it means to “believe in God.” It is this wonderful, indescribable God whom we love and trust, magnify and adore with unfailing praise-giving and thanks-giving. We believe, trust, hope in and delight in him. So,
“With voices united our praises we offer

To Thee, great Jehovah, glad anthems we raise;

Thy strong arm will guide us, our God is beside us.

To Thee, our great Redeemer, forever be praise (and thanks)!” Praise-giving and thanks-giving. 😊
____________________________________________________________________________________________


