
 

 

“The Just Shall Live by Faith” 
(Romans 1:16-17) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  As you know, over the past four weeks, we have been looking in the 
evenings at the five points of Calvinism, otherwise known as the biblical Gospel.  The 
reason why we chose the month of October to do this was because, not only did this 
month in God’s Providence have five Sunday evenings, thus giving us the number of 
Sundays we needed to lecture on the five points, but also because this is the month when 
our attention is particularly drawn to that great revival of true Christianity which 
happened almost five hundred years ago, known as the Protestant Reformation.  It was at 
that time, on October 31, in the year 1517, that Martin Luther nailed his now famous 
Ninety-Five Theses on the church door in Wittenburg, asking for a public debate, not on 
the use, but on the abuse, of indulgences.  Actually, Luther himself had not yet come to 
understand that very truth which would later free his soul from sin.  But that debate 
became the catalyst which sent him back again and again to the Scriptures, forcing him to 
dig deeper and deeper into its pages, until the Spirit of God, in His sovereign timing, was 
pleased to reveal Christ to him in the Gospel.  It is this soul liberating truth the Spirit 
revealed to him that I would like for us to consider this morning.   
  Now this comes at a very Providential time, for it will help us to round out the five 
points, at just the right place in our series of lectures.  The first point, total depravity, 
reminds us that man is born dead in trespass and sin.  He comes into the world 
completely unable -- because he is unwilling -- to receive the grace of God in Christ.  The 
second point, unconditional election, reminds us that since man is dead and would never 
come to God on his own, that God must intervene if anyone is ever to be saved.  This 
God was pleased to do by graciously choosing some to everlasting life.  The third point, 
limited or particular atonement, reminds us what it was that God did to save those whom 
He chose:  He sent His Son into the world to be born of the Virgin -- thus becoming one 
with us--, to keep His Law perfectly -- thus fulfilling the righteousness of the Law for us -
-, and to sacrifice Himself on the cross -- thus satisfying the justice of God for us.  The 
fourth point, irresistible grace, reminds us that though we were dead in sin and 
completely unable to receive the free gift of salvation which God now offers to all men, 
God was pleased to give us the gift of His Spirit to make us willing and able to embrace 
Christ, and to believe on Him for everlasting life.  Tonight, we will look at the fifth point, 
the perseverance of the saints, which reminds us that those whom the Lord saves, He will 
keep for all eternity.  But the one thing the five points really don’t focus on is the result of 
that irresistible grace.  Those who receive it come now to Christ willingly.  But what 
happens to the sinner once he comes to Christ?  This is the very heart of that truth which 
Luther discovered these many years ago, that which is also the very heart of the Gospel, 
namely, that  
 
  A sinner is declared to be just by God when he comes to Him through faith in the 
Lord Jesus Christ.  This is what we will look at this morning.   
 
I.  Paul begins by telling us that he is not ashamed of the Gospel of our Lord Jesus 



 

 

Christ.   
A.  It is sad that in the churches of our Lord today, that this is not the case.   

1.  Many professing Christians are ashamed of the Gospel.   
a.  They may not say that they are if you were to ask them.  But you can tell that 

they are by their unwillingness to tell others about it.   
b.  It’s not very much in vogue today to be a Christian, at least to be a biblical 

Christian.  And for this reason, many of Christ’s sheep are ashamed to 
identify themselves with Him.  They are afraid of what the consequences will 
be in their families, in their neighborhoods, and from their friends.   

c.  The world is becoming darker and darker at the present time, and as it does, 
even what little light shines from the church is unacceptable.   

 
2.  Many ministers are also ashamed of the Gospel.   

a.  You would almost think it was the unpardonable sin to preach today about 
sin, or hell, or about the atoning blood of Christ, for there are very few 
ministers who will do so anymore.   

b.  The reason they don’t is because people don’t like to hear these things.  Most 
people believe that hell is just a superstitious belief that was done away with 
years ago.  The Enlightenment, which they believe moved us from the 
superstitions of the Middle and Dark Ages into the truth of the Modern Era, 
supposedly put those fires out.  God no longer threatens to condemn us to 
hell, because there is no God and there is no hell.  And, of course, if these 
don’t exist, why worry about whether or not you do what is right or what is 
wrong?  Except that if you do something against the law, you might be put in 
jail, and that would spoil your fun.   

c.  Whether we care to accept it or not, our culture influences the church.  It 
influences us.  It influences what we think is right or wrong, what is 
acceptible or not acceptible, what is good or bad.   

d.  And as a result, few ministers are willing today to speak the truth, for once 
they commit themselves to proclaim it, they are at the same time committing 
themselves to having very small churches.   

e.  Far more times than not, the reason a church becomes large is that the pastor 
is catering to the world, and not being faithful to God.  There are some 
exceptions to this rule, but the rule still stands.   

f.  Many professing Christians and ministers are ashamed of the Gospel.   
 

B.  But the point is that Paul was not ashamed of the Gospel.   
1.  He rejoiced in the fact that the Lord had set him apart, even from his mother’s 

womb, to be Christ’s slave and to have the privilege of proclaiming the Gospel 
on His behalf.   
a.  He begins this letter to the Romans by saying, “Paul, a bond-servant of Christ 

Jesus, called as an apostle, set apart from the Gospel of God” (Rom. 1:1; Gal. 
1:15).   

b.  There are very few who really like the idea of being someone’s slave.  But 
Paul took pleasure in being Christ’s bond-servant.  Why?   

 



 

 

2.  Paul rejoiced that he was called by Christ to suffer for that Gospel.   
a.  He wrote to the Colossians, “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, 

and in my flesh I do my share on behalf of His body (which is the church) in 
filling up that which is lacking in Christ's afflictions” (Col. 1:24).   

b.  Most of us try to avoid pain and suffering whenever we can.  Rarely will we 
ever open ourselves to situation where we will be persecuted.  But Paul 
rejoiced in his sufferings.  Why?   

 
3.  Paul was eager to preach that Gospel, even though he knew it might mean more 

persecution.   
a.  He rejoiced that now, he was coming to Rome, that he might proclaim the 

same message to them.  He wrote to the Romans, “Thus, for my part, I am 
eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome” (1:15).   

b.  But why was Paul so eager to preach a Gospel which offends man and brings 
about persecution?  Why was he so zealous to go to Rome to declare it there, 
while many today in Christ’s church wouldn’t even cross the street to tell 
their neighbors about it?   

c.  The reason is that Paul was not ashamed of the Gospel, but many of us are.   
d.  But why wasn’t Paul ashamed of it, and why shouldn’t we be as well?   

 
II.  The reason Paul gives is that “It is the power of God for salvation to everyone 

who believes.”   
A.  The simple message of the cross is that which God has chosen to be the means by 

which He would gather His people into His kingdom.   
1.  This is the message which was lost in Luther’s day.   
2.  This is the message which is in danger of being lost in the churches today as 

well.   
3.  But it is the only message which God has been pleased to use to bring salvation 

to His sheep.   
 

B.  What is that message?  It is the message that a man may only be justified by the 
grace of God alone, through faith in Christ alone.   
1.  Believe it or not, this is the simple gospel which Paul preached, but which had 

become buried in church dogma at the time of Luther.   
a.  Now certainly there were pockets of truth in the church.  The Lord never 

allows His truth to be completely lost.  Even in the darkest times of the 
church, the Lord still preserves those who are His elect.  He still has His 
remnant.   

b.  But they were isolated pockets.  The Gospel, for the most part, had been lost 
to the church.   

c.  Now the funny thing is that the church at that time did believe that a person 
may only be saved by the grace of God.  They believed that salvation was by 
grace alone, at least, this is what they would say.  But the way they worked it 
out actually turned grace into a work.   

d.  They believed that Christ did what He did to save those who would believe 
on Him.  Without going into any detail at this point, they had what we would 



 

 

call an Arminian view of the Gospel.  Christ is offered to all who will have 
Him, and all who want to will come to Him.   

e.  But they believed that this grace which Christ merited was put into the 
treasury of merit -- along with the excess merit of the saints, again, another 
point which I will not have the time to explain--, and that this merit, infinite 
as it was, was dispensed, or doled out, through the sacraments.   

f.  A person would receive his very first dose of grace at his baptism.  This 
would give him just what he needed to begin to cooperate with God, partake 
of more grace through the sacraments, do more good works which were 
rewarded by God’s grace with more grace, and that through this process, he 
would eventually arrive at justification.  Justification, for the most part, was 
viewed in those days as a declaration on the part of God that you were just, 
because you were in fact just, on the basis of your works in cooperation with 
the grace of God.  You could not become just without God’s grace, but you 
also could not without your cooperation.  You can see that they added works 
to salvation.  The Arminian Gospel does exactly the same thing.  It actually 
looks at faith as an act or work that you do in order to receive the grace of 
God.   

g.  But Luther did not find the peace that he sought for his soul through this 
doctrine.  No matter how many times he received the sacrament of the Lord’s 
Supper, confessed his sins, did penance, and venerated the relics of the saints, 
he could find no peace.  He even resorted to fasting and self-flagellation, but 
it did no good.  Everywhere he turned, he still saw God as the awesome 
Judge who would not overlook his sins, but only condemn him.   

 
2.  But it was in this passage in Romans that Luther finally found his relief.   

a.  He saw in chapter 1, verse 17, that “in it,” that is, in the Gospel, “the 
righteousness of God is revealed,” that righteousness by which alone a man 
might be just before God.   

b.  He saw that this righteousness was revealed by faith, and to faith, that is, a 
person must have faith in order to see this righteousness.   

c.  And he saw that it was through faith that a man received this righteousness 
and was given a right to inherit eternal life.   

d.  He saw in it, in other words, the power of God to salvation, the salvation 
which he had been seeking for so long in the wrong places.  And this is what 
made the gospel to him something to treasure, to defend, to live for and to die 
for.   

e.  This was the same thing Paul saw in it that made him commit his life to the 
proclamation of its truth as well.   

 
3.  What is that Gospel?   

a.  It is the message that what you could not do for yourself, Jesus Christ has 
done for you.   

b.  All of us were born into the world dead in sin, as I already said.  Because of 
this, we were all born into the world sentenced to eternal damnation in hell.   

c.  And there was nothing we could do to save ourselves, for God requires 



 

 

perfect obedience from us from the very beginning to enter into heaven.  We 
not only were born guilty of Adam’s sin, the sin he committed in the garden 
of Eden, but we have also committed many many more sins since we were 
born.  We cannot obey God perfectly now.  But even if we could, we would 
never be able to make up for all of the sins we have already committed.  Each 
one of them, by themselves, makes us guilty enough to go into the eternal 
fire.   

d.  But God, in His infinite mercy, because of His love for His people, sent His 
Son into the world to do what we could not do.  Christ obeyed His Father’s 
Law perfectly, to earn a perfect righteousness for His people.  And He died 
on the cross to pay for those sins which His people could only pay for 
imperfectly by their suffering forever in hell.   

e.  The only thing God requires is that we believe in Christ.  Paul writes, “I am 
not ashamed of the Gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to 
everyone who believes. . . .  In it the righteousness of God is revealed from 
faith to faith; as it is written, ‘But the righteous man shall live by faith.’”   

f.  Paul does not mean by this that if you simply know the facts, or even believe 
that these facts are true, that you are saved.  No.  The word “believe” in the 
Greek is an active word.  It means to believe the facts, but it means much 
more.  It also includes the idea of trust, trusting in Christ, and obedience, 
obeying His commandments.   

g.  The Lord says to you that if you will trust in Christ to save you, if you will 
turn from all of your sins and all of your own supposed good works to trust in 
Him and His righteousness alone to save you, then you will be saved.   

h.  You can do nothing to save yourself.  You can’t even believe in Christ, as we 
have seen over the past four Lord’s Day evenings.  This too can only come 
from God, and He gives it to whomever He wills to give it.   

i.  But when He does give it, it causes a change in the heart of the man who 
receives it, so that he no longer looks to himself to save himself, but to 
Christ.  Faith is not a work which entitles us to heaven, it is only the act of 
looking away from ourselves to Christ alone who can save us.   

j.  And once we look to Christ, once we savingly believe on Him, at that 
moment, everything which Christ has done for us becomes ours:  our sins are 
washed away by His blood, and His perfect righteousness is given to us.  At 
that instant, we are justified, we become just.  The last part of verse 17 here 
might better be translated, “But the one who is just by faith shall live.”  We 
do not become justified -- which means just as though I have never sinned 
and as though I have done everything right -- because we are in fact just in 
ourselves.  But we become just on the basis of Christ’s righteousness.  This, 
please note, is the only way that the salvation which Christ offers can be by 
grace alone through faith alone.  Salvation doesn’t depend on our works at 
all, but only on Christ’s works.  If you add works at all to salvation, you have 
destroyed the Gospel.  Paul writes, “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on 
the basis of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace” (Rom. 11:6).   

k.  But we mustn’t forget that Luther, who discovered this marvelous truth so 
many years ago, would also be the first one to point out that even though we 



 

 

are not saved by our works, good works must follow salvation.  Paul wrote, 
“For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10).  If we 
say that we savingly believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and yet our lives are not 
bringing forth love and obedience to the Savior, then we have not received 
the salvation that we thought we had.   

l.  In closing this morning, I would ask you if you have made this same 
discovery that Luther did so many years ago.  Have you found peace for your 
souls?  Do you have peace with God, a peace which comes not from watering 
down and denying what God’s Word says so that it no longer threatens you, 
but from seeing its truth and running to Jesus Christ for His salvation?  If you 
don’t have this peace, then I would urge you to come to Him now.   If you do 
not turn from your sins and trust in Jesus, you will one day perish forever in 
hell.  But if you will trust in the Savior, you will have everlasting life.  Don’t 
turn away from Him.  Don’t look for peace in any other place.  God offers 
peace to you in Christ and in Christ alone.  Come to Him.  Put away 
everything which keeps you away from Him.  Ask Him to renew your heart 
and to make you willing to come.  He is the only One who can.   

m.  And for those of you who have savingly received Christ, let this be an 
encouragement for you not to be ashamed of the Gospel.  No, it isn’t popular 
today to talk about the message of the cross.  Yes, you will be persecuted by 
those who hate the Lord and His Christ.  But if you at all realize how 
important this message is, if you at all love the One who called you by this 
truth into His own family, then you realize that cannot be silent.  You must 
speak, and you must do so without shame.  Don’t forget, Jesus said, “Blessed 
are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is 
the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 5:10).  Amen.   


