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Romans 3:21-31
Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  Last week, we were privileged to begin looking at the second section of the book, which begins with verse 21 of Chapter 3.  Let’s just read those verses again before we move on:

 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. 

Recall that we spent a fair amount of time breaking these verses down, considering the nature of this new righteous from God that has been revealed; defining the key terms Paul uses in this passage—justify, redeem, grace, righteousness, atonement;  considering why it was necessary for God to offer Christ as a “sacrifice for atonement;” contrasting the hop offered in these verses with the hopelessness of the verse that came just before;  and marveling at the unbelievable gift that God has given us.  We concluded by realizing that that 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—a life in exchange for a sin—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 (that’s redemption) and suffered that penalty (that’s atonement). God’s divine wrath had to be appeased, due to man’s sin; Christ has appeased His wrath (that’s called propitiation).
You know, Romans 8:34 tells us that Christ is seated at the right hand of the Father, continually interceding for all of us.  The image is that Christ is like a defense attorney, pleading our case before the Great Judge.  On what basis is he pleading our case?  Is he appealing to God’s justice or God’s mercy?  Take various answers.   He appeals to God’s justice.  I imagine him saying, each time one of us commits a sin, “Remember, Father, that has already been paid for.”  Because God is perfectly just, he only demands one payment for any sin.  Since the price of our sins—all of them—has been paid—fully paid—by Christ at the cross—because His sacrifice for atonement was sufficient to pay the price for every sin—there is no more price left to pay.  We are free from condemnation not because God is merciful—although he is—but because he is just.  And I don’t know about you, but somehow it makes me feel a little more secure to know that it is God’s justice on which my salvation depends.
OK, let’s move on to verse 27. 
27Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. 28For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law. 29Is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, 30since there is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith. 31Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law.

In this passage, Paul refers back to his discussion of the Jews and Gentiles in Chapters 1, 2, and 3.  Although the wording here is a little awkward, the passage is really pretty straightforward.  Paul’s just saying, “Since salvation is by grace through faith, no one is in a position to boast about it; it has nothing to do with us, so what would we boat about? It doesn’t matter whether you are a Jew or a Gentile; salvation is a gift of God through faith in Jesus. ” It’s the same idea that Paul expresses in Ephesians 2:8-9:

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.

Jews were accustomed to boasting about their righteousness under the law—of making a show out of keeping the law.  We see example of this throughout the gospels in the actions of the Pharisees.  For example, there’s the guy Jesus talks about in Luke 18:

 "Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: 'God, I thank you that I am not like other men—robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.'”
Paul says that this kind of self-righteousness has no place in the church.  It is “excluded”—literally, shut out.  And, Paul says, it isn’t excluded because boasting would be a violation of the law, but because to boast makes no sense.  He says,

On what principle (is boasting excluded)?  Because observing the law (would prohibit boasting)?  No, but (because we are saved) by faith.

He goes on to say, “we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.”  For purposes of our salvation, it makes no difference whether we keep the law well or poorly, since it isn’t through the law, but though faith, that we are saved.  And it doesn’t matter whether we are Jews of Gentiles, because “there is only one God,” who is both the God of the Jews and the Gentiles, and who will “justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith.”  One God, one plan of salvation, available to all, the only way to obtain the “righteousness that comes from God.”
When Paul says, “We maintain,” he’s not using the royal “we.”  He’s making a  statement of doctrine, and he uses the word “we” to indicate that the view he’s expressing is shared by all believers.  The word translated, “maintain” is logizomai, from logos, an interesting verb that means "our reasoned conclusion.”  It conveys the idea of confident, thoughtful assurance.
When Paul says, “For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law,” what do you suppose he means by “observing the law?”  Take various answers.  Is he referring to the ceremonial law?  The 10 commandments?  Is it more than that?  Take various answers.  Really, “observing the law” refers to anything we DO in an attempt to get a right standing with God.  This can include the law of God, but it can really be just about anything, including moral standards that we have inherited from our parent (be frugal!) or that we’ve made up for ourselves.  We’re self-righteous creatures, our desire is to earn our own righteousness, and there is almost no limit to the wacky schemes of law we can invent in our attempt to do that.
The idea that there is but one God would not have troubled Paul’s Jewish readers; nor would the idea that there was just one way of salvation.  But the idea that that way of salvation was equally available to both Jews and Gentiles, would have been radical.  Still, The Old Testament is filled with allusions to the Gentiles being included in God's plan of salvation.  For example, Genesis 17:7 says, 

I will establish my covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you
Psalm 67:2 says,

 2 that your ways may be known on earth, 
       your salvation among all nations (literally, goyim, Gentiles). 

And Psalm 72:17 says,

 17 May his name endure forever; 
       may it continue as long as the sun. 
       All nations (again, goyim) will be blessed through him, 
       and they will call him blessed.

Do you see how Paul catches his Jewish readers on the horns of a dilemma?  The oneness of God was a belief basic to Judaism and proclaimed by every devout Jew each day. Paul appeals to this doctrine, claiming that since God is one, which would have made sense to his Jewish readers; but Paul goes further, claiming that the One God must have the same concern for the salvation of the Gentile as he does for the Jew. The Judaism of Paul’s day, however, did not draw the same conclusion from God’s essential unity. They taught that the only way a Gentile could be rightly related to God was to become a proselyte to Judaism, including coming under the yoke of the law. And even then, they were always Gentiles, never quite up to the level of Jews by birth. In the eyes of the Jew, they had no natural claim on God. Paul says, however, that God is interested in the Gentiles apart from the law and that contrary to certain Jewish expectations, the Gentiles are saved through the same faith that saves a Jew. 

Notice that Paul says in verse 30, “30since there is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith.”  Commentators seem to agree that it’s a difference without a distinction—that Paul chose slightly different words simply in a desire for rhetorical variety.  But even if there is a subtle difference, there is no real difference: it is faith that justifies in both cases 

Now, let’s stop and think about how this applies to us.  We don’t ever boast about our righteousness, do we?  Oh, we do?  What does that look like?

· Looking down on, condemning, and judging unbelievers who are struggling with sin.  Like who?  Homosexuals.  Adulterers.  Criminals.  Why should we not do that?  They are just as we were.  Except for the gift of righteousness we’ve received from God—a gift we didn’t earn and that had nothing to do with our own righteousness under the law—we would still be just like them.  When we condemn those who are still as we were, we are boasting, as though the new lives God has given us wre somehow the result of our effort.  Instead, what should we do?  Carry the good news to these folks.  Have pity on them.  Love them.

· Looking down on, condemning, and judging our brothers who are struggling with sin.  Like who?  Adulterers.  Addicts.  People who succumb to temptation.     Why should we not do that?  Because the assurance of their salvation has nothing to do with how well they keep the law or fail to keep it.  They are just as saved as we are, an they are saved just as we are:  through faith in Christ.  Because we also struggle with sins—maybe not publicly, but just as certainly, and maybe even worse things they struggle with.  Thank goodness OUR salvation doesn’t depend on obeying the law!  And we should have just the same attitude toward our struggling brothers.  Instead, what should we do?  Have pity on them.  Love them.  Encourage them.  Help them.  
· We attempt to us our good deeds to gain leverage on God.  We keep careful track of our good deeds (being equally careful to forget our sins!), expecting that, when God is presented with such a list of accomplishments, He’ll be obliged to reward us, bless us, give us health, prosperity, happiness, or whatever else we desire.

· We dwell on our failures and sins.  And while this doesn’t look like boasting, in a way it is:  it is because we still have hope in our works—our good deeds—that we are so depressed and discouraged by our failures.  If we really believed that we were saved entirely by grace through faith, apart from observing the law, we would still regret our sins—especially to the extent that they harm us or others—but we would not be surprised by them nor weighed down by them.  
This principle—the absolute rejection of the law as having anything to do with our salvation—is a crucial part of the Gospel.  In the book of Galatians, Paul goes so far as to say that if we put any hope in obeying the law, we are alienated from Christ.  He says,

 2Mark my words! I, Paul, tell you that if you let yourselves be circumcised, Christ will be of no value to you at all. 3Again I declare to every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law. 4You who are trying to be justified by law have been alienated from Christ; you have fallen away from grace.

When we find ourselves “boasting”—either by comparing ourselves to others, or when we build up our reputations in our own minds—we need to repent and retreat to the security of the righteousness from God that comes by faith as a gift from God, apart from the law.  We don’t want to depend on our own righteousness!  Further, we should be the most humble people on the face of the earth, completely aware that our sin merited condemnation, that the condemnation that we deserved was place on Christ as an act of mercy and justice by the father, and that we have received his righteousness in exchange, freely, as a gift.  There is only one thing we should ever boast about:  Jesus Christ!  As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 1:
Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. 27But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. 28He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, 29so that no one may boast before him. 30It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption. 31Therefore, as it is written: "Let him who boasts boast in the Lord."[d]
Next, Paul anticipates and addresses an objection:  Paul, are you arguing that the law is meaningless?  That it no longer applies?  That it has been nullified by this “faith” you’re preaching about?  That it doesn’t matter how we live, since we are saved by faith?  Throughout the NT, Paul responds to the charge that he is an antinomian—a teacher who is against the law—and that he advocated immorality.  He’s already hinted at that kind of accusation a few verses ago, in 3:8:  “Why not say—as we are being slanderously reported as saying and as some claim that we say—‘Let us do evil that good may result’?”  Later in the book, in Chapter 6, he’ll address this accusation in detail.  For now, though, he just gives a short, emphatic answer:  Not at all!  Remember that word genoito (gen oy to) we first talked about early in Chapter 3?  The word that means, “By no means!” or “Never let it be!” or “No way?”  Same word here.  Paul could not reject the accusation of antinomianism any more emphatically.  
In fact, notice what he says:  “Rather, we uphold the law.”  How does the doctrine of justification by faith uphold he law?  Take various answers.  
· It puts the law in its proper role:  revealing sin.
· It honors the law by recognizing how impossible high its standard is.

· It establishes the law by recognizing that the severe penalty for disobedience—death—had been poured out on Christ. 

· It completes the law—only through the power of the gospel are we enabled to live in accordance with God’s law. 

So here’s a question for us:  Does it matter how we live?  Since we’re saved by grace through faith, apart from observing the law, do our good and evil deeds mean anything? Since our salvation has nothing to do with our obedience to the law, why shouldn’t we do whatever we want?  Why?  Why does it matter?  
· Our behavior reflects on our Savior.  Our sinful behavior brings shame on him.
· Sin is damaging to us.  Why would we pursue it?

· To continue to sin is inconsistent.  We’ve been freed from sin.  As Paul says in Romans 6, “We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?”
· It is ungrateful.  Having been rescued by God from death, should we not live in a way that reflects our gratitude toward him?

· It raises questions about the truth of our belief and thus of our salvation.  James says that our works are a demonstration of our faith;  hence, no works, no faith.  
The question is really a stupid question, based on the presumption that we ought to want to sin, implying that we are missing something when we obey God, that real life is found in doing what we want and not what God has commanded.  That’s foolish:  we know that God’s way for us is best, and that sin leads only to alienation, destruction, and death.  Sin was our wicked slave master, and we’ve been set free from it.  Why in the world would we want to return to it?  

OK, that’s enough for this week.  Next week, we’ll move on to Chapter 4, where Paul makes an argument from the OT, using Abraham as his case study, to demonstrate that faith has always been the way to obtain God’s righteousness.
Chapter 4 stuff

nevertheless knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through faith in Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Christ Jesus, that we may be justified by faith in Christ, and not by the works of the Law; since by the works of the Law shall no flesh be justified. (Galatians 2:16) (Comment: Morris states that "Some have argued that James contradicts Paul at this point, saying that Abraham and Rahab, for example, were "justified by works" (James 2:21,25). However, they were not justified by the "works of the law." Abraham lived before God gave the Mosaic law, and Rahab lived in a culture that had not heard of it. As a matter of fact, they were justified by faith in the eyes of God (James 2:23; Hebrews 11:31) and justified by works in the eyes of men (James 2:18) (Ed note: In other words their works demonstrated taht they were already justified by faith). There is no contradiction, for genuine saving faith is inevitably demonstrated before men by "works of righteousness" (Titus 3:5; Ephesians 2:8-10). In any case, Paul makes it clear to the Galatians, and to us, that no one can ever be justified by keeping the law; James himself makes it plain that no one can keep the law fully (James 2:10). (Morris, Henry: Defenders Study Bible. World Publishing)
