
“But Now...” 
Romans 3:21-31 

The theme of this whole book of Romans can be found in 
Paul’s own words.  His theme is the gospel. 

Rom. 1:16  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for 
it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes, for 
the Jew first and also for the Greek. 17 For in it the righteousness 
of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “The just 
shall live by faith.” 

But in the last four sermons since we studied that theme of the 
gospel, we have studied God’s condemnation upon all men; that 
is, his condemnation upon both Jews and Gentiles.  

Verses 18-32 of chapter 1 are a horrible description of the 
sinfulness of the Gentiles, those who suppress the truth by their 
wickedness and are given over to a depraved mind and their 
sinful desires.  Chapter 2 is a description of God’s judgment upon 
the Jews, the hypocrites who judged others but lived in sin 
themselves, and those trusting in their merely external rituals 
such as circumcision.  Chapter 3 begins with a condemnation of 
the Jews who had rejected their privileges by rejecting God.  And 
then Paul summarizes the universal condemnation of God upon 
all men. 

And so we ended last week with, 
v.19-20 

Notice the very next two words Paul writes, in verse 21.  “But 
now…”. What an abrupt change.  What a glorious transition.  All 
men, Jew and Gentile alike, face God’s condemnation.  There is 
none righteous, none who seeks after God.  But now, we return to 
the message of the gospel.   

v.21-24 

According to the law, everyone is guilty.  No one is righteous 
before God on the basis of their own law-keeping.  “But now” Paul 
moves to a description of how sinful men can be made righteous 
before God.  But what is righteousness?  I asked that question 
when we studied Romans 1:17. 

The word “righteousness” comes from the same Greek word 
as the word justice, or just.  The one who is righteous is the one 
who is just.  He is the one who is right with God.  Righteousness 
is used as a synonym for salvation.  To become righteous is to be 
saved.  Righteousness means to be acceptable to God, and 
accepted by him.  It refers to the state or condition of our heart. 

But we read last week that “there is none righteous, no, not 
one.”  So the obvious question, which becomes the essence of 
the gospel itself is the question, “How?”  “How can a man be 
made right with God?”  How can a man be made righteous? 

Answer--By himself, he can’t.  Because of sin.  That’s last 
week’s message.  This morning's message, the glorious truth of 
the gospel, is that, 

I. GOD HAS PROVIDED THE RIGHTEOUSNESS WHICH 
SINFUL MAN COULD NOT ATTAIN FOR HIMSELF. 

God has provided the righteousness.  God makes us 
righteous.  God declares us to be righteous.  God credits the 
righteousness of Jesus Christ to us.  God imputes, or reckons, 
the work of Jesus Christ to us, and puts into our account his 
righteousness.  So that it becomes our righteousness. 

We have tonight the doctrine of justification.  This doctrine is 
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the crucial foundation for understanding the message of salvation.  
Paul has a very specific theological meaning in mind when he 
uses the word “justification,” or “justify.”  He uses that word first in, 

v.24 

Our catechism defines justification so very well.  It’s a question 
well worth memorizing.  “Justification is an act of God’s free 
grace, wherein he pardons all our sins, and accepts us as 
righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed 
to us, and received by faith alone.” 

“God accepts us as righteous in his sight, only for the 
righteousness of Christ imputed to us.”  Or in the language of a 
popular children’s catechism, “Justification is God’s forgiving 
sinners and treating them as if they had never sinned.”  Or the 
familiar expression, to be justified means that I am treated by God 
“just as if I’d” never sinned. 

One of the best ways to understand the meaning of a word is 
to understand its antonym, or opposite.  The opposite of 
justification is condemnation.  Both are technical legal words, 
referring to the judgment of a judge.  Condemnation is easy to 
understand.  Eternal condemnation is an easy concept to grasp.  
As a payment and penalty for sin, unbelievers are condemned to 
an eternal experience of God’s wrath and justice in hell.  It is the 
verdict of a judge. 

Justification is the exact opposite of that judgment.  It, too, is 
the verdict of a judge.  A verdict of “not guilty.”  God pardons our 
sin. 

It was Martin Luther’s rediscovery of this doctrine that ignited 
the Protestant Reformation.  It is this doctrine that separates true, 
biblical Christianity from every other false religion imagined by 

men.  It is this doctrine which gives us true freedom as Christians.  
It is this doctrine that guarantees our eternal inheritance in 
heaven. 

To be justified is to be made righteous in God’s sight.  That’s 
what Paul is making known. 

v.21   

I just can’t stress strongly enough how important it is to 
understand justification!  And how important it is to understand 
how are we justified?  By what means do we receive this 
favorable judgment in the courtroom of Almighty God?  By faith. 

A.  We are justified through faith in Jesus Christ. 
v.22 

Notice the end of, 
v.21 

The law and the prophets, that is, the OT, testify to this gospel 
of Jesus Christ.  Justification is not a NT idea, created as a 
replacement for an old system of salvation by works.  NO, Jesus 
Christ was proclaimed to the Old Testament saints, by means of 
promises, prophecies, sacrifices and the whole ceremonial law, all 
of which prefigured and fore-signified Christ. 

Paul is just explaining the OT.  And the clear explanation is 
that we are justified through faith in Jesus Christ.  Notice, 
however, that this justification is not universal, in that all men are 
eventually saved.  Only those who believe are justified.  Only 
those who believe in Jesus Christ. 

v.22 

The gospel is universal in that it comes to Jews and Gentiles--
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to all who would have faith.  But salvation comes only to those 
who have faith.  It’s not enough to be religious, or spiritual.  It’s not 
enough to be sincere.  Faith must find its object in Jesus Christ, 
or it is dead faith. 

And, v.24 
But notice again, 
v.23 

You may well know that verse by memory, with good reason.  
The truth that Paul has been teaching for three chapters is 
summarized in one verse.  All have sinned.  All have violated 
God’s law.  All have incurred guilt and are subject to his wrath.  By 
nature, Paul would write to Ephesus, we are all children of wrath. 

And by our sin, we all fall short of the glory of God.  We all fail 
to reflect his glory and conform to his image, as we did before the 
fall of Adam.  As human beings, we were created in his image, we 
were created as a perfect reflection of the fullness of his glory.  
But we have grossly violated that image.  Because of sin, we now 
lack what we once had, the reflection of God’s glory in ourselves 
and therefore the approval of his praise. 

Now, in sin, we meet only his disapproval.  Yet, despite that 
sin, we are justified.  The glory of the gospel is that, 

B.  We are justified through faith in Jesus Christ despite 
our sinfulness. 

Yes, we “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”  
But, nonetheless, in the words of verse 24, “being justified freely 
by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” 

Notice two words in that verse.  The word “freely” and the 
word “grace.”  Those words define the basis of our justification. 

II. GOD HAS PROVIDED THE ONLY POSSIBLE BASIS 
FOR OUR JUSTIFICATION. 

He has done it freely.  There are no strings attached.  That 
means that he offers justification as a gift, without a payment 
attached.  It’s that payment that we so often want to offer God, 
and when we do, we miss the whole point.  We are justified freely.  
That is, by grace.  Grace means a gift.  To receive grace is to 
receive a gift, it is to receive something that you have not earned 
and that you do not deserve. 

We seldom receive gifts that are truly given freely, with no 
strings attached.  And we seldom give gifts that are truly received 
by grace, with absolutely no sense of deserving on the part of the 
receiver.  Usually we do think about what someone deserves, and 
we often attach expectations in return for the gift. 

The emphasis of those two words “freely” and “grace” is to 
establish the completely unmerited character of God’s justifying 
act.  Above all else in your understanding of justification and of 
salvation, you must understand that there is no merit in you.  
There is no merit, nothing deserving, in what you have done.  
There is nothing in us, nothing at all whatsoever, that would move 
God or stir God to save us.  There is nothing in us that provides 
even a portion of merit or reward. 

Now, that’s a bit humbling, and it should be.  Let me say the 
same thing in different words, in words I often quote, 

Titus 3:3  “For we ourselves were also once foolish, 
disobedient, deceived, serving various lusts and pleasures, living 
in malice and envy, hateful and hating one another. 4 But when 
the kindness and the love of God our Savior toward man 
appeared, 5 not by works of righteousness which we have done, 
but according to His mercy He saved us, through the washing of 
regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit, 6 whom He poured 
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out on us abundantly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 that 
having been justified by His grace we should become heirs 
according to the hope of eternal life.” 

“He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, 
but because of his mercy.”  By grace.  Freely. 

But it was not free for God.  That is, our salvation was very 
costly to God, because our salvation was a redemption.  A 
redemption is a deliverance, freeing someone by paying a 
ransom.  To redeem something is to buy it back. 

That ransom, or redemption, was paid by God himself, in the 
person of his son. 

v.24  “through the redemption...” 

Through the ransom.  Jesus understood that, saying of 
himself, 

Mark 10:45  “For even the Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” 

A.  Jesus Christ has redeemed us from our sin. 
He has paid a ransom with his own blood to redeem us from 

our sin, from the guilt and slavery of that sin. 

But let me ask, to whom did Jesus pay that ransom?  Some 
people might answer, the devil.  They would say, Jesus bought us 
back from the devil.  He paid a ransom to buy us out of the devil’s 
dominion.  But that answer is entirely wrong. 

God, the almighty, omnipotent creator of heaven and earth, 
would not have sacrificed his own son to appease the sinful 
desires of the devil!  That would seem even blasphemous to give 
the devil that much authority over God.  So no, the ransom that 

was paid was not the wickedness of the devil, but to the glory of 
God’s own justice.

God had explained his perfect system of justice to Adam and 
Eve. 

Gen.2:17  “…but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely 
die.” 

In other words, Adam learned that “the wages of sin is death.”  
The punishment for sin is death.  That punishment was necessary 
because of God’s holiness and God’s perfect glory.  He cannot 
behold sin.  He must punish it.  His wrath must be poured out, 
unto the death of the sinner. 

Jesus redeemed us from that wrath.  Jesus paid a ransom to 
the demands of justice. 

B.  Jesus Christ has satisfied God’s wrath for our sin. 
And that is precisely the meaning of, 
v.25 

A sacrifice of atonement.  The big word is propitiation.  A 
propitiation is a sacrifice which removes the wrath of justice.  It 
removes the curse of condemnation, not by overlooking the sin 
but by perfectly satisfying the demands of justice. 

Illus:  When a man is condemned by a judge in our court 
system, and sentenced to a prison term, his so-called “debt to 
society” is established.  The measure of justice which a judge 
believes that he deserves is inflicted upon him.  Suppose that 
sentence is 20 years.  If he stays in prison those 20 years and is 
then released, justice has been fully satisfied.  The demands of 
justice have been met, the wrath of the law has been propitiated. 
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But suppose he is let out on parole after 10 years.  Or he is 
placed on probation.  In that case, the demands of justice have 
not been fully met, and his freedom is contingent upon his 
continued good behavior.  And for the least infraction of his parole 
agreement, he can be sent back to finish out his sentence.  Under 
parole, the sentence is not cancelled, just suspended. 

My point is this, that justification is not “parole.”  It is not a 
suspended sentence.  Rather, it is a cancelled sentence.  Or 
more accurately, a completed sentence.  When I was a chaplain 
in Mississippi that had an expression for that, they would call “flat 
time.”  If you flat-timed your sentence, it means you are done.  
Free and clear. 

So it is with God.  God does not hold our sins against us like a 
parole officer, ready and perhaps even eager to violate that parole 
and send us back to prison.  No, justification is the full and 
complete satisfaction of the demands of justice, so much so that 
the offense can not, and will not, be held against us ever again.  
And the amazing thing is that God sent his own son to be that 
propitiatory sacrifice.  God sent his own son to pay a ransom in 
our place.   

2 Cor.5:21  “For He made Him who knew no sin to be sin for 
us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.” 

That was God’s eternal plan.  Notice the beginning of, 
v.25  “God set forth.”   

It can mean that God set him forth publicly.  But it also means 
that God set him forth unto himself, that is, he purposed in himself 
to send Jesus as the atoning sacrifice for our sins.  It was, 
therefore, God’s purpose, God’s decree, God’s own internal 
decision to atone for the sins of his people through the blood of 
Jesus Christ.  It was God’s design in the eternal counsel of his 

own will. 
Here, too, is a reference to his predestinating love. 
Eph. 1:4  “just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of 

the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in 
love, 5 having predestined us to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ 
to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, 6 to the 
praise of the glory of His grace, by which He has made us 
accepted in the Beloved. 7 In Him we have redemption through 
His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His 
grace.” 

The absolutely amazing part of the gospel is that Jesus Christ 
has satisfied God’s wrath for our sin.  Jesus was the propitiation, 
the atoning sacrifice, for our sin, according to the eternal purpose 
of God’s will.  Could God have possibly loved us any more 
deeply? 

1 John4:10  “In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He 
loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” 

John also writes, 
1John 2:1  “My little children, these things I write to you, so 

that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate 
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. 2 And He Himself is 
the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the 
whole world.” 

Jesus Christ has satisfied God’s wrath for our sin, the sin of 
his people through all the ages. Notice carefully what Paul says 
in, 

v.25 

The sins of the OT saints were paid for by Jesus on the cross!  
Not by those OT sacrifices.  They were just a symbol, a type.  The 
gospel of the OT is the gospel of the NT.  The salvation of God’s 
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people in the OT, the Jews, is accomplished the same what as 
the salvation of God’s people in the NT, the church.  It is 
absolutely foolish to think that Jews will be saved, or ever have 
been saved, in any other way than through faith in the shed blood 
of Jesus Christ the Messiah!   

God does not have one plan of salvation for the Jews and 
another plan for his church, as so many people today would 
claim, those who go under the name of “dispensationalism.”  Until 
Christ, God simply withheld his wrath and the demands of his 
justice.  “He left the sins committed beforehand unpunished.”  
Until Christ. 

But in Christ, he punished every sin of believers.  And he did it 
demonstrate the glory of his justice. 

v.26 

When God justifies a sinner and accepts him as righteous, he 
is still just.  The penalty for that sin was paid.  The demands of the 
law were fully met.  And God’s wrath was satisfied.  God is just, 
and the one who justifies. 

So how should we respond to such a proclamation of the 
gospel?  How should all of this affect your life?  How should it 
affect your thinking today? 

The remaining verses of this chapter answers that question. 

III. GOD DESCRIBES THE INTENDED RESULTS OF OUR 
JUSTIFICATION. 

There are three results that Paul identifies, three specific 
applications to this great doctrine of justification by grace through 
faith in Jesus Christ.  The first I’ve already alluded to.  We are 
humbled. 

A.  Because God has justified us through faith, we have 
no ground for boasting. 

v.27-28 

When it comes to our salvation, there is not the tiniest bit of 
credit that we can claim for ourselves.  Boasting is excluded, cut 
off and banished for God.  In verse 28, Paul goes back to his 
main theological point, and he does so to make the application 
very pointedly.  Because you are saved by faith, entirely by faith, 
by faith alone, you have nothing of which to boast.  SO STOP 
BOASTING!  

1 Cor.1:30  “But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became 
for us wisdom from God--and righteousness and sanctification 
and redemption-- 31 that, as it is written, “He who glories, let him 
glory in the LORD.” 

That, too, comes from the OT. 
Jer. 9:23  “Thus says the LORD: “Let not the wise man glory in 

his wisdom, Let not the mighty man glory in his might, Nor let the 
rich man glory in his riches; 24 But let him who glories glory in 
this, That he understands and knows Me, That I am the LORD, 
exercising lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness in the 
earth. For in these I delight,” says the LORD.” 

The second application addresses the issue of the distinction 
between Jew and Gentile, so frequently a troublesome issue in 
the churches of his day.  Paul’s point is that, 

B.  Because God has justified us through faith, all other 
distinctions among men are eliminated. 
v.29-30 

The Jews will be justified through faith.  Faith in Jesus.  The 
Gentiles will be justified through faith.  Those who have been 
circumcised will be justified through faith.  Faith in Jesus.  Those 
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who have not been circucized will be justified through faith. 

And so, Paul says to that troubled church of Galatia, 
Gal. 3:26  “For you are all sons of God through faith in Christ 

Jesus. 27 For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have 
put on Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you are Christ’s, then you are 
Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.” 

There is only one distinction between all people, the justified 
and the unjustified.  Believers and unbelievers.  Sheep and goats.  
All other distinctions are gone, distinctions of gender, of race, of 
nationality, of economic status.  They are all gone. 

And finally, as a third application, Paul answers an objection 
that he anticipates to this doctrine of salvation by grace through 
faith.  It is the common question, still common today, about the 
law. 

v.31a 

In other words, if we are saved through faith, are we still 
subject to the law of God?  If we are saved by grace through faith, 
doesn’t that eliminate the need to follow God’s law?  Many 
Christians today will say “yes.”  Ask them about select laws that 
they don’t want to keep, and they will say, “we’re not under the 
law any more.” 

Ask some people about tithing, and that’s exactly the answer 
you will get.  Ask some people about keeping the sabbath day 
holy, and that’s exactly the answer you will get.  Ask some people 
about God’s regulations for worship, or his regulations for 
marriage and divorce, his standards of sexual morality, his 
precepts regarding the sanctity of life as it applies to euthanasia 

and abortion--and you will hear, “We aren’t under the law any 
more.” 

Well, in terms of our justification, in terms of our merit and our 
ability to earn or deserve the gift of salvation, that’s true.  When it 
comes to justification, we are not under the law. 

v.31a 

And the answer. 
v.31b    

C.  Because God has justified us through faith, we ought 
to uphold the law.  

Law-keeping becomes the evidence of justification.  It 
becomes the loving response to justification.  Being justified by 
grace through faith, we should not, then, go on sinning by 
breaking the law so that grace may increase.    

As sinners, the law points us to Christ.  It is our schoolmaster, 
leading us to Christ.  It convicts us of our sin and brings us to 
repentance.  And when we come to Christ, he points us back to 
his law, as the means of demonstrating our love to God. 

Jesus himself was pretty emphatic about upholding the law. 
Matt. 5:17  “Do not think that I came to destroy the Law or the 

Prophets. I did not come to destroy but to fulfill. 18 “For assuredly, 
I say to you, till heaven and earth pass away, one jot or one tittle 
will by no means pass from the law till all is fulfilled. 19 “Whoever 
therefore breaks one of the least of these commandments, and 
teaches men so, shall be called least in the kingdom of heaven; 
but whoever does and teaches them, he shall be called great in 
the kingdom of heaven. 20 “For I say to you, that unless your 
righteousness exceeds the righteousness of the scribes and 
Pharisees, you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven.” 
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As those who are justified by grace through faith, with no 
sense of your own merit, as those freed from the curse of the law 
which actually condemns you for your sin, learn to say with the 
psalmist, 

Ps. 119:97  “Oh, how I love Your law! It is my meditation all the 
day.” 

And so, dear ones, learn to uphold the perfect law of God, 
remembering that you have been justified freely by his grace, 
apart from that law.  Learn to uphold the perfect law of God, even 
as you sing these great words of Horatius Bonar, 

“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 Sn 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.” 
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