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“Justification Explained”      Text – Romans 3:21-31      HC Q/A 21      OT Reading – Psalm 143

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
From time to time, in conversations with some of you, the title of one particular sermon I have preached here is recalled.  I am not sure how much of the sermon itself has been remembered, but the title, at least, made an impression on some (  It comes from the Ephesian series and it was a sermon on Ephesians 2:4.  And the title of that sermon was ‘The Most Important But in the Bible.’  
And the sermon was called that because in the first three verses of Eph. 2, the problem of man’s deadness in sin is laid out in all of its devastating clarity.  In and of himself, man is dead in sin and without hope.  
“BUT,” begins v4, revealing that that is not the end of the story, “BUT because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions-- it is by grace you have been saved.”  
And right there you have the gospel – the good news; because of God’s love, mercy, and grace, sinners can be raised to life from their deadness; resurrected, restored, redeemed, reconciled, ransomed, in and through Jesus Christ.
Well, here in Romans 3:21, we find another most important BUT in the Bible!  
Hopefully, most of you will remember that for some weeks we have been working through Paul’s (?) excursus of 1:18-3:20.  
· If you look back to 1:17, Paul said there, “For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."”  
· But then he pressed pause on his gospel remote-control, because he needed to explain why it is that the gospel is necessary.  And this is what he did in 1:18-3:20.  
· He demonstrated that every single human being does evil and is a guilty sinner.  And even the Jews, who were given God’s Law, broke His commandments.
· And so, as 3:20 says, “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.”
· The law cannot make us right with God.  It can only help us see that we are sinners who must seek someone who can make us right with God.
Well, Paul’s excursus point has been made, and it has been made very clearly.  So now he can press play on his gospel remote-control to continue to talk about the gospel again.  
And you can see, right away, how connected 3:21 is with 1:17.  1:17 talks about “in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed,” that is by faith, and 3:21 talks about “a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known,” that “comes through faith.”  
And so we see in this section of verses that beginning with the other most important BUT in the Bible, Paul explains justification by faith alone.  And what we have here, congregation, is nothing less than the diamond of salvation.  And so, we must take up one of those little magnifying lens that jewelers use to gaze at the facets of this diamond.  
And there are five of them.  And don’t be put off by the ‘big words’ I use because they will be explained as we go along!  We see its essential nature, its universal availability, its juxtaposed cost, its satisfying justness, and its divine necessity.

So firstly then, in vv21-22a, we see the essential nature of justification by faith alone.  And this will be the largest of the five facets because understanding this one is vital to understanding the other four.
Now, there is a sense in which I am going to put the cart before the horse, so to speak, because I am going to give you a definition of justification that I will repeat throughout the sermon.  But I think this will be helpful as we walk through these verses together.  
· Most simply, as some of you will have heard before, the word justification can be used to explain itself, as in justification means just-as-if-I- never sinned.  And that is a helpful definition especially for you boys and girls: Justification means just-as-if-I never sinned.  
· But a useful definition which explains more is this: Justification is an act of God’s free grace whereby He declares us righteous in His sight only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith alone.
And that definition comes pretty much straight out of the Westminster Shorter Catechism of 1648.
So let’s see how this definition helpfully summarizes exactly what we see here in these verses.
1. As we noted earlier, in the first several thousand years of human existence, God revealed Himself only in creation and in the OT.  And while there were gospel hints or gospel shadows, as we shall see, the substance of creation and the OT is law: Thou shalt not…!  
a. And what this teaches mankind is three things: 
What sin is – breaking God’s commands, 
I am unrighteous – I break God’s commands, 
I deserve God’s wrath, because I am a guilty sinner.  
i. And the law cannot fix this for me.  That is what Paul has made very clear in 3:20, “No one will be declared righteous in [God’s] sight by observing the law.”  
A. This is an absolute truth
2. However, by way of illustration, if I was to say to you that you can only come into my house if you have a green shirt on (an absolute truth), and you were not wearing a green shirt but really wanted to come in, two things would enter into your mind, immediately: First, to get in I need a green shirt.  And second, if I can get a green shirt from somewhere, I will get in.  
a. Well, this is exactly what Paul wants us to do and see with the truth he states in v20.  “No one will be declared righteous in [God’s] sight by observing the law.”  
i. So first, I need to be declared righteous in God’s sight.  
ii. Second, if the law cannot do this for me, can something else?  Is there another way that I can be declared righteous in God’s sight?  
3. And the answer of v21 is YES!  YES!  YES!  Why?  Because God has now revealed Himself, fully, finally, and perfectly in the person and work of Jesus Christ.  
a. Creation remains.  And the Law remains.  But what they could not reveal, God has now revealed in Jesus.  
i. The way to be declared righteous in God’s sight, which was hinted at in the law and the prophets, which is “from God,” and “apart from the law,” is the gospel – the person and work of Jesus, received by faith, alone.  
ii. And it is righteousness because it is Jesus doing what you could not do – keeping God’s law and paying for your sins.  And this we call His active and passive obedience – He actively came to earth, and He kept the law, perfectly, and He took your sins on His shoulders, and He went to the cross and He passively endured God’s eternal anger at your sin as He hung there on Calvary.  Active and passive obedience.
A. And God then declared His sacrifice acceptable and sufficient to make you righteous in His sight.  And He announces this in the gospel.
iii. And so, John 3:16, “Whoever believes in [Jesus] shall not perish but have eternal life.”  
iv. And when the Philippian Jailer said to Paul, “What must I do to be saved?” the reply was, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved.”  
v. It is justification by faith alone.  It is the act of God’s free grace whereby He declares us righteous in His sight only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith alone.  
4. At the young adults camp last weekend, a fairly new Christian asked me why we need the OT.  If Jesus is revealed in the NT, why do we need the OT?  Well, justification by faith alone is a good example of why the OT is necessary.  
a. You see, when Paul introduced the concept of justification by faith alone in 1:17, he did so by quoting Habakkuk 2:4 where it says, “The righteous shall live by faith.”  And Habakkuk fills out our understanding of what that means as the prophet puts his trust in the God of his salvation.  
b. But think also of Zechariah 3, which we have looked at before.  The high priest, Joshua, stands before God, as a symbol of God’s people, in filthy clothes, which are a picture of sin.  And Satan rightly accuses Joshua.  And there is nothing Joshua can do to fix this.  But God orders those standing before Him to take off the filthy clothes and to clothe him, instead, with clean clothes.  And God says to Joshua, “See, I have taken away your sin.”  
i. And there is no better picture of justification in the whole Bible than this one buried in a small prophet in the back of the OT!  
ii. But to understand it you need Romans 3, and to understand Romans 3, you need Zechariah 3.  
iii. And this why we say that the NT is what in the Old is concealed and the OT is what in the New is revealed – the full counsel of God’s Word.
Can you be declared righteous in God’s sight by keeping the law?  No.  
Can you be declared righteous in God’s sight by your act of believing?  Can that make you righteous?  No.  It must be “from God.”  
You can be declared righteous only by God putting your sins and His wrath on Jesus and His putting the righteousness of Jesus on you.  
And you receive this justification by faith – by knowing it, and by believing that it is so for you.  
And you cannot, you must not wait for some impression of this or some feeling of this or some vision of this.  1 John 3:23, “And this is His command: to believe in the name of His Son, Jesus Christ.”  
If you do not believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of your sins, you are demonstrating disobedient unbelief.
It is from God, it is by Christ, and it is received by faith alone.  Praise God from whom all blessings flow!

And I am sure that, having heard what we have heard, you can see why little needs to be said about the second facet of the salvation diamond, from vv22b-23, its universal availability.
1. We see it in the two uses of the word “all” in these verses – “This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.  There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  
a. There is not one way to be saved for Jews and another way for Gentiles.  There is not one way to be saved for those baptized as infants and another for those who are not.  
i. All have sinned.  All are guilty.  All deserve God’s wrath.  All are destined for hell apart from God’s love in and through Jesus Christ.  
A. John 3:16, “Whoever believes in [Jesus] shall not perish but have eternal life.”  
2. From the perspective of the sower in Jesus’ parable, salvation was available to all.  
a. Anyone who believed in Jesus for the forgiveness of his sins would be saved.  
b. It was not his job to analyze the soil before he planted a seed.  His job was to scatter the seed.  The rest was God’s business.
So brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, go and do likewise!  Share the good news of the gospel.  Tell all the people that they are all sinners who will all perish unless they believe in Jesus.  

But as we come to the third facet of the salvation diamond, we have set before us, in vv24-25a, its juxtaposed cost.

1. And juxtapose is a neat word, isn’t it!  I wonder who will be the first one to use it in the car on the way home or around the dinner table?  Juxtapose!  
a. One of my children knew of the word from work they are doing in the art room at school.  It means to set beside each other two contrasting things.  
i. For example, if you put a black and white photo next to a colour photo, you have juxtaposed photos.  By themselves, they are nothing special.  Next to each other, they stand out because of the contrast.  
ii. But the word applies to ideas as much as it does to things.  Placing the word ‘order’ next to ‘chaos’ is to juxtapose ideas.
2. Well, the cost of salvation is juxtaposed in these two verses. 
a. v24 explains what salvation costs you – zero, zip, nada.  You are justified “freely,” it says.  You don’t contribute .000000001% to your salvation.  
i. In Rev. 21:6, Jesus says, “To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life.”
b. But in v25 you see what your salvation cost God: “God presented him [Jesus] as a sacrifice of atonement.”  
i. John 3:16 speaks of this also, “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son.”  
ii. And Paul will speak of this later in Romans when he says, “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all.”
A. What costs you nothing cost God so much.

c. The Welsh preacher, G. Campbell Morgan was trying to explain free salvation to a coal miner, but the man just could not accept that it was free.  “I must pay somehow,” he argued.  Looking around, Morgan said to the man, how did you get down into the mine today?  The miner replied, “In the elevator.”  “Did it cost to ride down?” Morgan asked?  “Did you have to pay?”  “No,” said the miner, “It was free.”  “Well, that maybe,” said Morgan, “but while it costs you nothing to use the elevator, it cost the mine company a great deal to install it and operate it and maintain .”  And then the miner understood: It doesn’t cost me anything to be saved, but it cost God the life of His Son.
d. But before we move on to the last two facets of the salvation diamond, there is one other person we must consider as we meditate on the juxtaposed cost of salvation: Jesus, Himself. You see, what he accomplished on the cross is described here in v25 as “atonement for the sins of His people.”
i. And atonement means making you and God at-one; at-one-ment – atonement.  And again, that is a good way for you boys and girls to understand what atonement means.  But to fully understand atonement, we do well to know and meditate on two words, propitiation and expiation, because they surely enrich our love for Christ.  
A. It’s starting to feel like a bit of an English or Latin class, isn’t it (  
B. Propitiation and expiation are two closely related words, as you can hear.  But they have a different focus.  
1) Pro means towards and ex means away.  
2) So Propitiation has to do with God’s wrath towards your sin and expiation has to do with taking your sin away.  
a) You see, Jesus Christ not only had to fix you, He also had to appease or placate or satisfy the wrath of God against your sin.  It was His double agony.  
i) He had to take your sins on Himself and he had to endure God’s wrath against your sins in Himself.  
3) Can you see why there was never a darker moment in history than when Jesus cried out, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”  
a) And He endured this double agony for you.
And it is this zero cost to me and heavy cost to Jesus that is so wonderfully captured in the hymn,      In Christ Alone, as you may have read about in the bulletin today: 
Till on that cross as Jesus died, The wrath of God was satisfied - For every sin on Him was laid; Here in the death of Christ I live.  
Is this the love of Jesus that you know, from which flows your love for Jesus?
Well, briefly then, we see fourthly, in vv25b-26, the facet of salvation’s satisfying justness.
1. God’s love is something that people naturally enjoy thinking about and anticipating.  They like the idea that He is loving.  In fact, it is probably the aspect of God that they mistakenly think means they can live as they please and pay no attention to His Word and still be welcomed into heaven, because, after all, God is love.  
a. Well, they are right, in that God says in His Word that He is love and that He does show love.  
i. But to whom does he show His love? Exodus 20:6 continues, “To a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my commandments.”  
ii. And He says this of Himself having just said that He is “a jealous God who punishes the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate Him.”  
iii. So, yes, God is love.  But God is also holy and just and perfect and righteous.  And this is not an OT God/NT God thing because Hebrews 12:29 describes Him as a “Consuming fire.”  
iv. What this means then is that sin, which is rebellion against God, must be punished.  He cannot ignore it or forget about it.  He must pour out His wrath against it. 
b. Can you see, then, in all we have already explored, how salvation in Jesus so perfectly satisfies both the love and justice of God?  
i. Sin was punished in someone who took the place of or represented or substituted for sinners – Jesus.  So God’s justice was satisfied.  Jesus’ sacrifice was accepted.  
ii. And because of that, God is free to show His love to undeserving sinners like you and me.  
iii. Thus, as it says in v26, “God is just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.”  
And so, we have seen that the essential nature of the salvation diamond is justification by faith alone.  We have seen its universal availability, its juxtaposed cost, and its satisfying justness.  Finally then, we see, in vv27-31, its divine necessity.

And although we speak of 5 verses here, they can be summarized in this way: For God to save sinners of every race and sex and tongue and tribe and economic and social status, Jesus had to come and die on the cross.  Jesus was the only way that sinners could be justified, for if there were different ways to be saved, you know there would be boasting.
  I was away on Father’s day - got texts from children – sent generic reply to all - to avoid boasting!  

And this means that no one can boast.
· If you are a Jew, you cannot boast in your circumcision or your possession of the OT or your years of daily sacrifices and prayers or your 2000 year special relationship with the Lord.  None of those things has ever and can ever justify the sinner.  
· If you are Kiwi or Filipino or Ukrainian or Dutch or Scottish or South African or Cambodian or Fijian or Maori, you cannot boast in your heritage or your generational membership in the Reformed church or your baptism or your twice a Sunday church attendance.  None of those things has ever and can ever justify the sinner.  
· You cannot boast in your daily Bible-reading or the scores of men and women that you have discipled or your avoidance of drugs or your knowledge of doctrine or your refusal to watch movies.  None of those things has ever and can ever justify the sinner.  
Justification is the act of God’s free grace whereby He declares us righteous in His sight only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith alone.  
It is from God, by Jesus Christ, and received by faith alone.  
It is, as we sung earlier, 

Not what my hands have done can save my guilty soul.  
Not what my toiling flesh has borne can make my spirit whole.  
Not what I feel or do can give me peace with God; 
not all my prayers and sighs and tears can bear my awful load.  
Thy grace alone O God, to me can pardon speak; 
Thy power alone O Son of God, can this sore bondage break.  
No other work save Thine, no other blood will do; 
no strength save that which is divine can bear me safely through.  
Tis He that saveth me and freely pardon gives.  
I love because he loveth me; I live because He lives.
Amen?  Amen.
