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9 What then? Are we any better off? No, not at all; for we have already charged that all, 
both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, 10 as it is written: "There is no one who 
is righteous, not even one; 11 there is no one who has understanding, there is no one who 
seeks God. 12 All have turned aside, together they have become worthless; there is no one 
who shows kindness, there is not even one." 13 "Their throats are opened graves; they use 
their tongues to deceive."  "The venom of vipers is under their lips." 14 "Their mouths are 
full of cursing and bitterness." 15 "Their feet are swift to shed blood; 16 ruin and misery 
are in their paths, 17 and the way of peace they have not known." 18 "There is no fear of 
God before their eyes."  19 Now we know that whatever the law says, it speaks to those 
who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced, and the whole world may be 
held accountable to God. 20 For "no human being will be justified in his sight" by deeds 
prescribed by the law, for through the law comes the knowledge of sin.  (Rm. 3:9-20 
NRSV) 
 
1 Fools say in their hearts, "There is no God." They are corrupt, they do abominable deeds; 
there is no one who does good. 2 The Lord looks down from heaven on humankind to see 
if there are any who are wise, who seek after God. 3 They have all gone astray, they are all 
alike perverse; there is no one who does good, no, not one.  4 Have they no knowledge, all 
the evildoers who eat up my people as they eat bread, and do not call upon the Lord? 5 
There they shall be in great terror, for God is with the company of the righteous. 6 You 
would confound the plans of the poor, but the Lord is their refuge. 7 O that deliverance 
for Israel would come from Zion!  When the Lord restores the fortunes of his people, 
Jacob will rejoice; Israel will be glad.  (Ps. 14 NRSV) 

 

1 
 According to the wisdom of the psalmist, those who say in their hearts, "There is no 
God," are fools.  When I was a boy my Mama taught me never to call someone a fool…but 
here it is in the Bible telling me I can.  So let's consider the claim for a minute.  Fools say in 
their hearts, "There is no God."1 
 This is not the way we usually define foolishness, is it?  We may say it is foolish for 
a wife to keep taking back an abusive husband…or for a person with a high cholesterol 
problem to keep eating Krispy Kreme doughnuts or for an underweight person to eat only 
1000 calories a day.  We may say it is foolish to trust a self-absorbed, pathological liar.  We 
may say it is foolish to drive 110 mph down Highway 11.  Does it ever occur to us to think 
it is foolish to say in our hearts there is no God?   
 When you think about it, there may be times when it feels right to say out loud 
and in protest, "THERE IS NO GOD!"  It’s called atheism…but it's an understandable 
type of atheism.  In fact, I have heard serious and honest people make just such a claim in 
the wake of a suicide or a terrible disaster or in reference to the ever-growing list of hate 
crimes.  It's the type of claim that is given voice when things happen in this life that are 
just plain wrong.   



 2 

 After all, it is legitimate, isn’t it, to question the existence of a God who permits the 
birth of stillborn children – a God who does not prevent rape or lynchings – a God who 
does not intervene when children are taken from their parents.  We know people can be 
profoundly evil…but there is a sense in which the existence of persistent evils makes us 
wonder if there really is a good, loving, caring, sovereign God.  To say out loud in the face 
of such evils that God does not exist is not so much foolish as it is legitimate protest.  But 
Psalm 14 is not about this type of puzzled, angry, fully engaged, fist-shaking atheism.   

Neither is it about the type of atheism that is mostly a matter of ignorance 

and misinformation.  I'm talking about notions of God people form out of fragments of 
fantasy gathered randomly from movies, cable news, sensationalistic books, and bull 
sessions.  And I'm talking about what happens when adolescents begin to examine the 
childish idea of God they have been carrying around and conclude it is inadequate.  "No 
intelligent adult could believe in that," they say.    
 Pastors encounter this sort of atheism fairly often.  When I'm on the ball, my 
response is to probe further.  I ask, "Tell me about this 'god' you don't believe in.  What is 
this 'god' like?"  After listening to what they say, I usually surprise them by saying, "Given 
the way you understand 'god,' I don't believe in that 'god' either."2  That always shocks the 
daylights out of them – but then we can talk about the God of Christian faith. 
 Psalm 14 addresses something else, though, doesn’t it?  Psalm 14 energetically 
attacks the one kind of atheism the world seems to tolerate quite well – but which may be 
most dangerous…that is, those people who say in their hearts, "There is no God."  Or 
perhaps a better way to say it is to say – those people who live as if there is no God. This is 
a quiet, subtle atheism that never calls attention to itself.  These people do not say, “There 
is no God,” out loud and defiantly!  To the contrary, with their mouths they may say the 
right words.  They may recite the creeds and the Lord's Prayer along with everyone else.  
With their mouths they may even denounce those people they deem as godless…and 
demand prayers in schools, traditional family values, and orthodox religion.3 
 But as a result of what is in their hearts they live as if "there is no God."  Their 
atheism is rarely voiced and may not even be conscious – but it is lived, with a 
vengeance…because, in practical terms, it means there is no one to whom they are 
accountable.  

2 
 Psalm 14 makes us think of God peering down from heaven, surveying humanity to 
see if there are any humans wise enough to know their need of God and sensible enough 
to search for God.  We get the sense God is a divine Diogenes – the man who searched 
ancient Athens with a lantern looking in vain for one honest man.4   
 So…what is the psalmist's point?  The psalmist wants us to see what God sees when 
he observes us through to our very soul.  And what would that be?   

Would your actions lead God to conclude that you don’t think you need God?  
Would God see you claiming to be lord of your own life?  Would God see you going 
through the motions of faith, attending worship, serving on church committees, belonging 
to the right civic clubs, even saying all the right things…but it would be a charade?   
 The psalmist is right about those of us who live as if God does not exist…we are 

fools.  This is hard for us to hear, though, isn't it…particularly when Psalm 14 calls 
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foolishness something our culture teaches us we should be:  autonomous, self-directed, 
self-sufficient.5  Not only are we out of touch with what is truly best for us – we ignore that 
built-in yearning for God – that emptiness within us that can only be filled through a 
relationship with God.   
 And what is more, according to the psalmist, when we are atheists in our hearts, we 
"eat up (God's) people the way we eat up bread…"  You see, when the self makes its own 
rules and satisfies its own compulsions, when the self is accountable to no one, the social 
result is that the people around us become food – material we can use or discard to fulfill 
our needs.  We no longer look upon others as persons but as stuff to be used to get what 
we want.6  

3 
 Our town is in an uproar over something that happened in a restaurant a block 
away 10 days ago.  You may be critical of the decision that was made…or you may 
applaud it.  You may say you are 100% sure you would not have made the decision that 
was made that night.  You may say you hope you would have had what it takes to make 
the decision Stephanie made.  We are literally all over the map on this. 
 I have my opinions about what happened…but the question I keep asking myself is 
this:  How are we bringing glory to God in the way we are dealing with this situation?  I’m 
not talking about what was done or about what should or should not have been done.  I’m 
talking about how our behavior today and tomorrow is shaped by the example of Christ?  
In other words, in what sense are we appealing to our better angels?  IN what sense are we 
letting God’s grace shape how we move on from this brokenness? 
 In this very real and divisive moment in the life of this community…do we want to 
be among the stone throwers or do we want to be among those willing to work to mend 
the brokenness?  I can’t say I know exactly what mending might look like.  But I am 
confident the way of healing is the higher calling.  How we choose to move forward will 
reveal who we are as individuals, a church, and a community.  And how we choose to 
move forward will reveal a great deal about what we believe about God. 

4 
 I think that, with God’s help, we can be agents of healing.  If we are wise we realize 
our hope and help are in the name of the Lord who made heaven and earth.  
 One inestimable and tangible way in which God provides help is by giving us 
models – human examples who can give us an idea of how to be wise.   
 We are shaped and formed by who and what we admire.  The lives of the saints are 
worthy of our attention and admiration because from them we can cultivate our taste for 
faithfulness.  And when I say “saints” I have in mind those people of the faith whose 
example inspires us to greater faith…people who are doing their best every day to love 
God and neighbor…people like our mothers and fathers and husbands and wives and 
teachers and neighbors and children. 
 Saints in this broader sense are worthy of our attention and admiration.  Why?  
Because it is important to learn how to recognize what is good, to train our ears to discern 
the truth, to honor what is truly honorable, to choose a moral standard that lies beyond 
our easy pragmatic grasp.  This is important because people are too easily beguiled by our 
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culture to admire what is merely glib or successful…to honor power, superficial beauty, 
and the illusion of celebrity.7 
 And so there really is enormous value in getting to know saintly people. I know 
their loving, selfless, sacrificial witness invites me to a similar life of faith.  As they served 
God faithfully, so may I.   

As I ponder their stories, I may gain the courage to be like Christ in the self-
forgetting way Francis of Assisi was like Christ.  I may serve with the same zeal I see in 
Dorothy Day or Harriet Tubman or Mabel Barritt.  I may love Christ the way Mister 
Rogers or Abraham Heschel did…and think faithfully about Christ the way Howard 
Thurman and Maya Angelou did.  I may be willing to be merciful and forgiving the way 
Nelson Mandela was a merciful and forgiving president of South Africa after being 
imprisoned for 27 years.  I may be willing, if circumstance demands, to pay the price for 
the sake of the gospel that people like Martin Luther King Jr. and Jonathan Daniels paid. 
 The psalmist declares – "Fools say in their hearts, 'There is no God.'"  As we become 
friends with people of profound faith (both those living and those in the past) we may 
gain a kind of wisdom as their stories challenge us to love and to serve for the sake of God 
and each another.8  And perhaps in their wake we can be the saints this community needs 
at this moment in time to be agents of God’s grace.  Amen.  
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