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Romans 3:21-31
Today, we move into a new section of the book of Romans.  In fact, today we have the treat of studying some of the most beautiful and amazing verses of scripture in the Bible.  

So far, the book of Romans has been pretty hopeless. Paul has been making the case about the fallen nature of man, beginning with the Gentiles (1:18 through 1:32), then the Jews (2:1 through 3:9), and then concluding with a summary (3:9 through 3:20) in which he concludes that “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.”  As we saw last week, Paul’s final observation of this first part of the book, in 3:30, is this:

Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

Why not?  Why won’t anyone be declared righteous by observing the law?  It’s impossible!  No one can do it.  The requirements are too high.  The main reason that no one can be declared righteous by observing the law is that the purpose of the law is NOT to justify, but to condemn.  Paul says, “Through the law we become conscious of sin.”  How does the law make us conscious of sin?  Take various answers.  The law is like a plumb line that reveals the crookedness of a wall.  As we compare ourselves to God’s perfect standard, our crookedness—our sinfulness—becomes evident.  God’s intention was that our inability to obey the law would lead us to seek his grace and mercy.  Here’s how Paul puts it in Galatians 3:22: “The law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith.”
Now, having taken us to the depths of hopelessness, Paul is going to offer the most hopeful news that anyone has ever heard:

 21But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement,[i] through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

I have to tell you that when I read this yesterday in preparation, I began to weep.  And I think before we begin to break these verses down today, we need to pause and just meditate for a minute on the beauty and wonder of what these verses tell us:  that through God’s grace there is perfect righteousness—righteousness from God—freely available to all “those who have faith in Jesus.”  Just do that now—read these verses over again, think about them, and quietly thank God for this incredible gift.  Pause for a minute or two.
Paul begins this new section, “But now…”  “But” indicates a new idea, in opposition to everything that has come before.  “Now” indicates a point in time.  Something new has happened—something has changed.  Taken together, “But now” implies that something has taken place that has changed everything that came before.  Where everything was hopeless and everyone was lost—where “there is no one righteous”—now there is a new way—a “righteousness from God apart from the law”—that provides hope to every person.  Although mankind has struggled with sin and has been under the condemnation of the law from the creation to the cross, now things have changed.  God has revealed a new way to righteousness, not through the quality of our works, but through Christ’s perfect work: his “sacrifice of atonement.”  
The New Testament makes it clear that God’s timing for the introduction of the gospel was perfect.  In Romans Chapter 5, Paul affirms the perfect timing of the cross, saying, “You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.”  (Romans 5:6)  In Galatians, he says it this way:  “But when the time had fully come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under law, to redeem those under law, that we might receive the full rights of sons.” (Galatians 4:4-5)  
Verses 21 and 22 say, “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.  This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”   What can we learn about this new righteousness from what Paul says in these verses?  Take answers.
· It is from God.  What do you think that means?  

· It is a gift from God to us.  

· It’s “the real thing.”  Remember our illustration of monopoly money?   What we tend to think of as goodness and righteousness is to real righteousness and goodness what Monopoly money is to real money.  Monopoly money is great for the game of Monopoly, but if you take it to the store and try to spend it, you’ll find that it is worthless.  Human righteousness is like Monopoly money—it’s useful (even essential) for the “game” of life on this earth, but its not real righteousness, and it has no value in God’s kingdom.  God requires real, true, divine righteousness—the righteousness that only He possesses and that can only be obtained from Him.  Later in Romans, Paul will say about the Jews that “Since they did not know the righteousness that comes from God and sought to establish their own, they did not submit to God's righteousness.” In other words, Israel wanted God to accept their own righteousness—their Monopoly money—rather than receiving the true righteousness that comes from God.
· It is “apart from the law.”  What does that mean?
· It doesn’t depend on our obedience to the law.  
· It isn’t based on our behaviors or attitudes.  
· It’s different from righteousness that comes through obedience to the law.  Paul calls it righteousness…” implying that there are other kinds of righteousness.  This righteousness comes not through obedience to the law but through “faith in Jesus.”
· It “has been made known.”  How has it been made known?
· Through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. 

· Through the testimony of the apostles.  Peter says in 2 Peter 1, “16We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty…
· Through the revelation of the Holy Sprit (for example, at Pentecost)

· It has been testified to by “the Law and the Prophets.”  What does Paul mean when he says, “the Law and the Prophets?”  The OT.  How does the OT testify to this new righteousness?  Take various answers.  The NT consistently proclaims that the OT points to the gospel.  For example,  John 1:45 says, “Philip found Nathanael and told him, "We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph."  Acts 10:43 (Peter speaking) says, “All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name."  1 Peter 1 says, “10Concerning this salvation, the prophets, who spoke of the grace that was to come to you, searched intently and with the greatest care, 11trying to find out the time and circumstances to which the Spirit of Christ in them was pointing when he predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow.”
· It “comes through faith in Jesus Christ.”  How do we receive this “righteousness from God” that Paul is describing?  By believing in Christ.  John 1:12 says, “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God…”  Ephesians 2:8-9 says, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9not by works, so that no one can boast.”
· It is “for all who believe.”  Who would that include?  Everyone!  In Paul’s audience, Greeks and Jews alike;  for us, good people, bad people, men and women, people of every race, people from every culture,  
Do you notice that verses 21 and 22 stand in direct contrast to verse 20, “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”  What contrasts do you see?
· Where verse 20 is hopeless, verses 21and 22 are hopeful
· Where verse 20 talks about man-made righteousness—righteousness that comes through “observing the law”—verses 21 and 22 talk about righteousness from God.

· Where verse 20 talks about righteousness that comes through the law, verses 21and 22 talk about righteousness that is apart from the law and that comes through faith in Christ.
· Where verse 20 excludes everyone, verse 21 includes everyone. 

Of all the radical claims in these two verses, the most radical is that we receive God’s righteousness not as a result of what we do or who we are but through faith in Christ.  Paul will devote the entirety of Chapter 4 to proving this point, using the OT as his source and the life of Abraham as his case study.

Paul continues (verse 22b):
There is no difference, 23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.
Paul says, “There is no difference…”  No difference between what?  Jews and Gentiles.  More than that:  no difference between anyone and anyone else.  The gospel is available to everyone:  men and women; black, brown, and white; rich and poor.  Why is there no difference?  Paul tells you in the next phrases.  
· Because “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  Paul has already made the case that no one is righteous—not even one.  Here he just restates the point.  We are all alike in our sinfulness and neediness.
· Because all are “justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”  
· Everyone receives the gospel in exactly the same way:  through faith.  
· Everyone receives the same righteousness:  a righteousness from God.  
There is no difference:  all receive righteousness through faith, and all receive the same righteousness from God.  
As Paul says in Galatians 3:26-28, “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, 27for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 28There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”
Verse 24 seems pretty straightforward, but it’s actually packed with important words and powerful concepts.  Let’s make sure we get those.  What are some of the key words in verse 24?  Justified.  Freely.  Grace.  Redemption.  Let’s take the easy ones first.  

· What is implied by “freely?”  At no cost.  A gift.  Literal, the word here is dorea, which means gift.  It’s the idea expressed in Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.’
· How about “grace?”  One good definition of grace is “God’s unmerited favor.”  We sometimes define grace as “Getting what we don’t deserve.” Righteousness from God is a gift, because we haven’t done anything to earn it and there is nothing in us to merit it, and it is through his grace that He offers us such a precious gift.  
· OK, now for the trickier ones.  What does “justified” mean?  A common definition might be, “to be made right” or “to be declared righteous.”  Even better would be, “to be vindicated” or “to be declared innocent.”  One clever definition of justified is “just as if I had never sinned!”  The Greek word here is dikaioo   (dee kai oo) , which we talked about last week.  It’s the same word that is translated in verse 20, “declared righteous.”  Dee kai oo is a forensic or legal term with the meaning “acquit.”  It is the normal word to use when the accused is declared “innocent” or “not guilty.”  It carries the weight of the legal verdict of the judge, and in that sense has exactly the opposite meaning of “guilty” or “condemned.”  Biblically, it goes even further.  Not only are we “not guilty,” but we are “righteousness.”  We’ve moved beyond acquittal to approval and beyond pardon to promotion. Acquittal means only that a person is set free from a charge. Justification means that positive righteousness is imputed. 
Here’s how John MacArthur defines the word:

Dikaioo means to declare the rightness of something or someone. Justification is God’s declaration that all the demands of the law are fulfilled on behalf of the believing sinner through the righteousness of Jesus Christ. Justification is a wholly forensic, or legal, transaction. It changes the judicial standing of the sinner before God. In justification, God imputes the perfect righteousness of Christ to the believer’s account, then declares the redeemed one fully righteous.
· Last, how about Redemption?   What does that mean?  Redemption is the act of being redeemed.  Redeem literally means, “to buy back.”  The Greek word here, apolutrôsis (a pol’ oo tro’ sis) is taken from the slave market and means literally “to release through the payment of a ransom” or “to buy out of slavery.”  The root of the word a pol’ oo tro’ sis is the word lutron, which means a ransom or a price paid for a slave who is then set free by the one who bought him.            A pol’ oo tro’ sis was used was used in secular Greek as a technical term for money paid to buy back and set free prisoners of war or to emancipate slaves from their masters. In other words, the idea of redemption is deliverance or release by payment of a ransom.  The idea is that we were slaves, captives, debtors owing a debt we could never repay, but that Christ has paid our ransom, bought us out of slavery, and covered our debts.  Our debt has not been merely canceled—it has been paid in full by Christ.  We have not just been released from slavery—we’ve been bought by our new master, who has set us free.  
How has Christ done that?  What price did he offer for us?  Paul answers that question in verse 25:
God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.
Christ has paid our price through his “sacrifice of atonement.”  The Greek word translated as “sacrifice of atonement” is hilasterion (hil as ter e on), the root of which is hileos (hil a os) which means appeased, merciful, or propitious.  The translators of the Septuagint coined hil as ter e on to describe the “mercy seat”—the lid of the Ark of the Covenant.  This word came to denote not only the mercy-seat, but also propitiation or atonement by blood.  The connection is that on the Day of Atonement, the high priest would take the blood of the sacrifice he offered for all the people into the Temple, where he would sprinkle it on the "mercy-seat."   
The idea is that it is the blood of Christ is the satisfactory payment for the redemption—the ransom—of the saved.  This idea is confirmed by numerous verses in the NT.  For example, Revelation 5:9 says, 
And they sang a new song: 
   "You are worthy to take the scroll 
      and to open its seals, 
   because you were slain, 
      and with your blood you purchased men for God 
      from every tribe and language and people and nation.

Likewise, 1 Peter 1:18-19 says

For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.

And Ephesians 1:7 says,
In him we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace

Paul describes what Christ did on the cross as a “sacrifice of atonement.”  What is atonement?  Atonement is reconciliation—a restoration of a relationship.  Atonement is satisfaction—to make atonement is to provide satisfaction for one’s offenses.  In the OT, atonement was accomplished through continual sacrifice of bulls and goats.  The principle behind atonement is life for life. Since the wages of sin is death, symbolized by the shedding of blood, so “without the shedding of blood is no forgiveness of sin.” Shed blood (death) from a substitute atones for or covers the sinner, who is then allowed to live. Forgiveness does not come because the penalty of sin is excused, but because it is transferred to a sacrifice whose lifeblood is poured out.

As we read in Hebrews, the sacrifices performed by the OT priests were not sufficient to remove sin, but merely covered it over.  
 1The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—not the realities themselves. For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship. 2If it could, would they not have stopped being offered? For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins. 3But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins, 4because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.  (Hebrews 10:1-4)
The sacrifice of Christ, however, was fully sufficient to wash away sin, and thus provided perfect atonement:

The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean. 14How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death,[c] so that we may serve the living God!  (Hebrews 9:13-14)
Paul says that “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.”  What do you suppose that last bit means?  Why, “Through faith in his blood?”  Take various answers.  The idea here is that we trust that Christ’s sacrifice (his blood) has accomplished our redemption and made perfect atonement for our sins.  We trust in his completed work on the cross, a sacrifice sufficient to repay every debt we owe to God.  Instead of trusting on ourselves to earn our salvation, we by faith trust in Christ to provide that salvation to us.

Why was it necessary for Christ to shed his blood as an atoning sacrifice?  We’ve said that his blood was the payment of a ransom or a debt we owed, but what was the nature of that debt?  Paul turns to that question next:

He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. 

Why did God offer up his son as a sacrifice of atonement for us?  Because he had “left the sins committed beforehand unpunished.”  Because there was a debt that required payment.  For centuries, God had been leaving sins unpunished.  As Psalm 103:10 says, “He does not treat us as our sins deserve, or repay us according to our iniquities.”  And yet, there was a price to be paid for all of these sins—punishment was required.  God had declared that the penalty for sin was death, and although he had shown forbearance, not punishing each sin as it was committed, the penalty remained.  To dismiss the penalty outright would be a violation of God’s justice.  And while God can do anything, he cannot violate his own character.  His perfect justice required that he keep his word and that he punish sin as he had promised to do.  

But God is not only perfectly just; He is also perfectly loving and perfectly merciful.  In His love and mercy for us, he desire to save us and restore us to him.  But how to do that?  How could he both punish us and save us from punishment?  How could he, as Paul says, both “be just and the one who justifies?”

The solution to this dilemma was to offer his son as the sacrifice for our sins—to inflict on him the punishment that was rightly due to us—to make him the satisfactory atonement for the sins we had committed.  As Isaiah 53:5 says, “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.”
God has set us free through Christ, but He has not done so by setting aside the rules. He has set us free in Christ by obtaining satisfaction for his requirement for justice through the sacrifice of Christ.  Because of sin, a debt was owed; a penalty was due; a price was to be paid. Christ paid that price (redemption) and suffered that penalty (atonement). God’s divine wrath had to be appeased, due to man’s sin; Christ has appeased His wrath (“propitiation”).
At the cross, God demonstrated both his justice and his mercy.  How was his justice displayed?  By keeping his promise to punish every sin with death.  By extracting the full price that was due to Him for all of the sins of mankind.  But how is his mercy displayed?  By paying that price himself.  By imposing the penalty not on those who deserved it but on his perfect Son.  
At the cross, there was an exchange:  the perfect righteousness of Christ offered to God as satisfaction for the debts owed by mankind.  God took al of our sin and placed it on Christ, and then meted out the punishment that sin deserved on him.  At the same time, He took all of Christ’s righteousness and placed it on us, giving us as a free gift the righteousness of God that we could obtain in no other way.  As Paul said in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”
It is this idea—that God has taken on himself the penalty for our sins—that distinguishes Christianity from every other religion.  All other religions require men to earn their salvation through obedience to law—only Christianity claims that salivation is a free gift.  All religions acknowledge God as just; but only Christianity also recognizes Him as justifier.  

Have you ever thought about how much God had to love you to impose the penalty for your sin on his son?  It goes beyond all human understanding.  It goes beyond explanation.  When I think about myself—how rebellious, disobedient, and discontent I am and how many wicked things I’ve done—it just boggles my mind that God would give Jesus as a substitute for me.  How much he must love me!  How much he must love you!  It’s like the great old hymn says,

The love of God is greater far
Than tongue or pen can ever tell;
It goes beyond the highest star,
And reaches to the lowest hell;
The guilty pair, bowed down with care,
God gave His Son to win;
His erring child He reconciled,
And pardoned from his sin. 


Oh, love of God, how rich and pure!
How measureless and strong!
It shall forevermore endure—
The saints’ and angels’ song.
Could we with ink the ocean fill,
And were the skies of parchment made,
Were every stalk on earth a quill,
And every man a scribe by trade;
To write the love of God above
Would drain the ocean dry;
Nor could the scroll contain the whole,
Though stretched from sky to sky. 

Oh, love of God, how rich and pure!
How measureless and strong!
It shall forevermore endure—
The saints’ and angels’ song.

