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This morning we continue our series in the book of Romans. Last week we heard the terrible news that 
all people, Jewish and non-Jewish alike, are in the path of God’s wrath. When God’s justice meets the evil of 
sin, a tornado forms that uproots yard signs and levels houses. In Chapters 1 and 2 of Romans Paul focuses on 
a God who is fully just, whose creatures live under the fallout of failing to worship him as gracious Creator and 
lord. And as people start to recognize the ruin of living apart from God – the life for which they were made – 
they start to recognize each other too. Earlier in this series Pastor Jonker showed us how the church in Rome 
was made up of Jews and Gentiles, and during the five-year absence of Jews in Rome the church’s culture and 
accent had become more Gentile.   

As they hear this news about God’s justice, both Jewish church members who have always belonged to 
the people of God and Gentiles who have just joined the church can see in a fresh way that they’re more alike 
than different. They’re both in great need. Both unable to crawl out and rebuild from the ruins. Both needing 
rescuing help from the outside. But now…. Now, in our passage for this morning, Paul turns the page of history 
on the tornado to a new and glorious chapter: Deliverance in Jesus.  

Romans 3 introduces us to Paul’s understanding of salvation. It’s a summary of the gospel – the good 
news – many Christians memorized or learned as children. “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God: 
and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. God presented 
Christ as a sacrifice of atonement through the shedding of his blood – to be received by faith.” Maybe because 
the words are so familiar, when we hear the great news of these verses, we encounter static. White noise.  
We’re almost lulled by the familiarity of salvation in Jesus. We’ve heard that before. Others of us hear the 
reverberations of the Reformation – justification by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone. But then 
we wonder about how the security of being made right with God once and for all could motivate anyone 
toward a living faith that demonstrates itself in action. Still others of us, if we’re paying attention to our 
emotional registers, experience dissonance between the idea of a good and loving God and the idea of a 
“sacrifice of atonement.” Maybe the thought of needing to be saved almost offends us. Or we are put off by 
the idea of a God whose wrath would need satisfaction. We wonder how God’s justice and his mercy fit 
together.  

Maybe precisely because what Jesus accomplished on the cross is so comprehensive, so wide ranging, 
Paul’s flow of language hardly stops. He refers eight times to different forms of “being made righteous” or 
“justified” – words that are the same in Greek, but different in our English Bibles. And the tiny words Paul uses 
– words like “in” and “of” and “for” – can be translated in different ways in English. So, the relationships 
between words in this passage are open-ended, frustrating those of us who would like linguistic or theological 
clarity. For example, in verse 22, when Paul says, “This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all 
who believe,” is the righteousness given “of God” or “from God?” Is the faith mentioned “in Jesus Christ” or 
“of Jesus Christ?” Because the Greek is open ended, some commentators just translate this faith, “Jesus 
Christ-faith. The language we’ve got to work with doesn’t conform to neat thought categories. 

Not only does the language leave room for wonder; the pictures do too. Paul’s snapshots of 
justification shape-shift like mandalas transforming with each ninety-degree turn of a kaleidoscope. In one 
frame, righteousness “of God” or “from God” looks like a “redemption.” A third party coming into the Roman 
marketplace to buy a slave's freedom. Gentile church members would find that picture familiar. In the next 
frame, Paul turns to a scene from a long time ago in a place far, far away: Righteousness from God looks like 
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“a sacrifice of atonement,” what happened in the Holy of Holies in the Israelite Tabernacle on the day of 
atonement – a very familiar picture for the Jewish believers.   

We’ll come back to that picture of the sacrifice of atonement. For now, just notice how far Paul 
stretches his language and his pictures. He reaches deep and wide to show the huge, new-but-faithful thing 
God is up to when Jesus comes to the cross. People long before us have struggled to wrap their heads and 
hearts around justification. 

1500 years after the time of Paul, Martin Luther found himself in the weeds of Romans. Luther’s 
inheritance was a Latin Bible and a church tradition that fed some “static” into the idea of God’s justice, and 
how people are made right with him. For Luther and the other Christians of his time, the idea of God’s justice 
was pictured through a punitive lens. Religious people worked hard to measure up, confessing sins, doing 
penance, and even paying money to avoid future punishment for forgiven sins. Luther’s understanding of 
God’s justice was almost entirely negative. He had wrestled and studied and tried hard to “get right”. But try 
as he might, Luther never felt he could measure up.  

Luther read Romans in the language Paul used – Greek. He took in a passage like the one we read 
today, or a passage like Romans 4:5, which says, “To the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies 
the ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness.” Luther meditated especially on Paul’s purpose statement 
for the entire letter: “In the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed – a righteousness that is by faith from 
first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”   

It was incredibly difficult for Luther to see, when he came to a passage like Romans 1:17, how God’s 
righteousness or justice could be “gospel” – good news. But there it was ‒ good news, and righteousness or 
justice, together. And Luther began to see something he hadn’t seen before. He began to see that the Greek 
word “dikaos/dikaiosune,” – which means righteous or just and shows up a lot in today’s passage ‒ didn’t 
mean what he had always thought it meant. He thought it meant the threat of God’s retributive justice.  
Instead, Luther discovered, it meant the justice “by which the merciful God justifies us by faith,” he wrote.  

Could it be that God’s justice justifies us; and that faith, not effort, was the channel by which God 
justified people because of Jesus’ sacrifice? Could it be that the faith was the receptacle of grace, the hand 
open to receive a certificate of acquittal from the divine judge? Was justification, righteousness conferred 
through “Jesus Christ-faith,” what God’s justice had meant all along? God’s justice had terrified Luther before.  
But then the light of the good news dawned. Luther thought so.   

In the Preface to his Latin Works in 1545, Luther reflects on this discovery: I meditated night and day 
on those words of [Romans 1] until at last, by the mercy of God, I paid attention to their context…. I began to 
understand that in the justice of God is that by which the just person lives by a gift of God, that is by faith…" 
All at once I felt that I had been born again and entered into paradise itself through open gates. Immediately I 
saw the whole of Scripture in a different light.” Luther saw that God’s justice was not something to fear, nor 
was it something he himself could achieve or enact. It was something God did. Justification meant God’s 
action to confer a status, not a human action to meet an impossible standard. Status conferred, not 
achievement earned.   

Now ‒ Luther and the Catholic church – which called the Reformers’ view of justification out of bounds 
at the time – weren’t wrong to struggle with the shadow side of justification. The Heidelberg Catechism – 
notably written after Luther’s discovery – says that God “is terribly angry about the sin we are born with as 
well as the sin we personally commit.” (Q&A 10), and “his justice must be satisfied” (Q&A 12).   

There is chaos in the Power of Sin. To bring in a lighthearted image, the chaos is like Thing One and 
Thing Two in Dr. Seuss’ The Cat in the Hat. They run roughshod over Sally and her brother while their mother 
is out. And when their mother returns, what do the kids and their pet goldfish worry about? Mom will be mad.   

God is angry about sin because the ruin it causes grieves him. Sin runs roughshod over God’s good 
creation. It makes it groan. It disrupts the open, worshipful relationship between God and humans, creation’s 
crown. It entraps and harms and dehumanizes and misleads. Because sin is power and a warping of the human 
heart, mind, and will - humans are totally unable to rectify it on our own. The very best we could possibly do 



 

would be no match for the power that has trapped us. We can’t free ourselves or untangle our minds and 
hearts from sin’s tentacles of sin. Sin’s power really is beyond human ability to overcome. Only a human 
should deal with it; only God could deal with it. God who has always been faithful to provide covering for his 
people - from the garden of Eden on - remains faithful to do it once and for all in Jesus. 

Our branch of the global church inherited the rallying cry: “justification by faith alone.” This tectonic 
shift in Luther’s understanding ended up sending shockwaves through the church. The shift that happened is 
part of why you’re sitting in a church in the Reformed tradition today. We believe justification, being made 
right, by grace through faith in Christ alone means: It’s finished. Case closed. Name cleared. Not merely 
acquittal, but acquittal plus a clearing of all charges. Identity restored through Jesus’ perfect obedience. The 
Reformers saw this doctrine as the hinge of salvation - the point at which God’s dealings with humanity 
opened in a new direction through Jesus’ atonement.       
 Look again at Romans 3:25: “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of 
his blood—to be received by faith. He did this to demonstrate his righteousness….so as to be just and the one 
who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” This is Paul’s tabernacle image. It would make his Jewish audience 
think of Leviticus 16 and the Day of Atonement. The word for the sacrifice of atonement refers to the pure 
gold cover of the Ark of the Covenant where God’s Presence dwelled among his people. Once a year the 
Israelite high priest carried out special instructions to offer sacrifices for the people for the forgiveness and 
removal of their sins. Sacrificial blood was sprinkled on the atonement cover, shielding the people through 
acceptable sacrifice from the just penalty for their sin. Paul shows that at the cross, Jesus freely willed to stand 
in as the ultimate sacrifice to rectify sin and break its power. God’s presentation of his perfect Son on sinful 
humanity’s behalf met the requirements of justice for sin’s wreckage. The Trinity’s integrity of against the evil 
of sin holds.  And at the same time, the boundless love of God means God himself is willing to pay what 
humanity never could. God’s presentation of his perfect son on humanity’s behalf actively justifies - makes 
right - those who could never do this but instead trust in Jesus to do it for them. 

It’s fascinating to me that God was determined to do this once-for-all declaration of justice so publicly.  
That it wasn’t some quiet out of the way sacrifice that happened, which, if we wanted to speculate, God might 
have chosen to do. But so that in our times of doubt and discouragement, just in case we ever wonder…. So 
that we and all the world would know, 2000 years after Jesus’ life, the tenacity of his promise to be faithful to 
us, he says, “I will keep my covenant with you. Sin will not have the last word over you. I will deliver you, even 
if it costs me my life. I have engraved you on the palms of my hands. You are mine. All you have to “do” is trust 
my grace for you.” 

Friends, in Christ we are really justified. Me and you. Gentile and Jew. Immigrant and citizen. 
Resourced and underserved, in a stage of life full of service and contribution and in times of simply receiving 
with open hands. All of us coming by grace through faith in Christ for our justification. Justification is God’s 
word into the chaos of a fallen creation. It is his declaration, “Let there be righteousness,” and there was 
righteousness. The blood of the new covenant speaks. The good news of God’s justice and the living work of 
the Spirit of Jesus will bring that creative, constituting word to life in us until Jesus returns.   
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