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Grace Church Larbert 
Sunday 17th September 2017, 10:30am 

 

Romans 1:16-17 
‘The Gospel in Six Words’ 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Out of every book, in every library, in every country, in every age, what is the one sentence which has 

changed the world more than any other?  Well I would make the case that, unlikely as it may seem, it’s 

found in a book that most people have probably never even heard of nowadays.  It’s a book of the 

Bible.  And not only that, but it’s a book of the Bible that many Christians would take a while to find – 

but not you, of course – not if you were with us in the spring when we studied the book of Habakkuk.  

You’ll remember the prophet in Judah who complains to God about the horrible wickedness of his 

own people, and then wishes he had kept his mouth shut as God announces judgment through the 

even more wicked Chaldeans.  It seems as if the nation is to be destroyed altogether.  But through 

Habakkuk, the vision comes – write it down, make it plain, says the LORD: “The righteous shall live by 

faith.” 

 

Fast-forward about 650 years.  When the Apostle Paul comes to write his great theological 

masterpiece, and when he wants to summarise at the outset the entire gospel which he is about to 

unfold in sixteen chapters, where does he go?  He goes to Habakkuk, chapter 2, verse 4.  That great 

plan of salvation that we were thinking about last week, stretching through the whole of time & space, 

encompassing all things – that plan which has now come together, and which has so captivated Paul – 

the whole thing is encapsulated in this one verse.  It’s the gospel in six words: “The righteous shall live 

by faith.”  And it’s really through Romans that these words have changed history. 

 

We saw last week how the church, later in the first millennium & into the second, had lost sight of the 

gospel & become corrupt.  But we also saw how, as the fourteenth & fifteenth centuries wore on, God 

quietly put the pieces in place for a momentous revolution.  In the early years of the sixteenth 

century, the young Martin Luther became an Augustinian monk.  With scrupulous care, he threw 

himself into all the religious observances he had been taught by the church of his day.  He did 

everything asked of him, and genuinely sought to obey God in all things.  “If ever a monk could win 

heaven by monkery, I must have reached it,” he declared.  But all the time, he was aware of his 

failures.  And whenever he turned to the Bible, he found himself confronted by the absolute & 

terrifying righteousness of God – his holiness, his moral perfection, his uncompromising rejection of 

everything that contradicts his character in any way. 
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And so Luther trembled before the holiness of God.  He was like the Hunchback of Notre Dame who, 

when he speaks to Esmeralda, begins to weep.  “I never knew how ugly I was,” he says, “until I saw 

how beautiful you are.”  That was Luther before God: the glorious righteousness of this God only 

served to shine a spotlight on the wretched sinfulness of this monk.  And so he would fast more, and 

pray more, and scourge himself more, and deprive himself of sleep more, until his body almost 

collapsed.  “When I was a monk,” he later recalled… 

…I wearied myself greatly for almost fifteen years with the daily sacrifice, tortured myself with 

fastings, vigils, prayers, and other very rigorous works.   

He would spend hours confessing his sins, always remembering more & more sins that he had 

committed and which he could not allow to go unconfessed.  He spent so long in confession that his 

confessors became frustrated & impatient with him – which no doubt gave them plenty to confess 

later about the thoughts they were harbouring about ‘Brother Martin’! 

 

On & on all it went, this cycle of guilt & shame & fear, this dreadful sense of accountability to God 

lying stubbornly & heavily upon him.  And as he contemplated it all, his mind & heart & conscience 

were tortured & tormented by one expression more than any other.  This is how he later described it: 

I greatly longed to understand Paul’s Epistle to the Romans and nothing stood in the way but 

that one expression, ‘the justice [or righteousness] of God’, because I took it to mean that 

justice whereby God is just and deals justly in punishing the unjust.  My situation was that, 

although an impeccable monk, I stood before God as a sinner troubled in conscience, and I had 

no confidence that my merit would assuage him.  Therefore I did not love [this] just and angry 

God, but rather hated him and murmured against him. 

You see, it wasn’t just that Luther trembled before the law of God, but could turn to the gospel for 

relief & release.  When he turned to the gospel he discovered (verse 17) that “in [the gospel] the 

righteousness of God is revealed”.  Here, too, he is face-to-face with searing holiness.  Here, too, he 

faces a hopeless standard of purity, and it crushes him.  Luther knows that God will show grace to the 

penitent, but this is conditional upon confession & true repentance.  What if Luther forgets sins, and 

fails to confess them?  What if he commits sins, but is so sinful that he doesn’t even realise it?  What if 

his repentance isn’t fully sincere? 

 

And so Luther sought every opportunity to appease this holy God, and around 1511 he had the 

opportunity to take that troubled conscience of his to Rome.  That thrilled him.  Rome was home to 

thousands of relics & shrines & all manner of opportunities to do penance for sins & earn merit with 

God.  Luther raced around the city, visiting as many of these sites as he could – and I think I mentioned 

back in the Spring how he eventually made his way to St John’s Lateran Church, the site of the scala 
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sancta, or holy staircase.  Do you remember how the steps in Jerusalem which Jesus walked up to face 

judgment before Pontius Pilate – how these, according to Roman Catholic tradition, had been 

transported from Jerusalem to Rome?  (Depending on who you listened to, it was either a miracle, or 

it was the Emperor Constantine’s mum.)  Glass panels covered markings said to be the bloodstains of 

Christ himself.  What Catholic pilgrims did – and do to this day, because I’ve seen it with my own eyes 

– is that they came & kneeled at the bottom of these steps; and they prayed; and then, still on their 

knees, they edged up to the next step, and prayed; up & up, one step at a time – the discomfort proof 

of their devotion; they paused at the glass panels, and kissed them; and they did this all the way up 

the 28 marble steps of the staircase.  Why?  Because the Pope had promised indulgences to all who 

performed this penance.  I’ll say more about indulgences next time, but an indulgence could shorten 

the time which, according to Catholic teaching, you would spend in purgatory after your death, being 

punished & purified in preparation for heaven. 

 

The details of what happened next are disputed.  Some imply that something happened 

instantaneously in Luther’s mind – as if he suddenly became Reformed in that moment.  That’s not 

what happened, but something seems to have happened which contributed to a process of thought 

which developed over a number of years.  As Luther painfully edged up the steps on his knees, saying 

the usual prayers, some words came to his mind from nowhere: the righteous shall live by faith.  

Depending on who you believe, he either got to the top of the steps contemplating those words, or he 

actually stopped half way up, stood up, turned round, and left.  In any event he returned to 

Wittenberg; and over the next few years he studied Bible.  He studied the Psalms, and found Christ 

there.  He studied Galatians.  And he studied Romans. 

 

Well we’ll come back to Luther just in a moment, but I want to look at these two verses today, at 

Romans 1:16-17.  These verses are Paul’s theme statement for the entire letter; and in fact that theme 

is further condensed into those six words, so that we can use them to open up what he’s saying here.  

I should say that in the Biblical languages the word order is not as significant as it is in English – you’ll 

see if you have an ESV that there’s a footnote with an alternative translation: the one-who-by-faith-is-

righteous shall live.  That’s central to Paul’s thinking in this letter: there are those who are righteous 

and who will live – how does this come about? – it comes about by faith.  That’s the heart of Romans: 

righteousness comes by faith and leads to life. 

 

THE RIGHTEOUS… 

 

So we begin with...the righteous.  It’s the righteous who shall live by faith.  And to that Luther would 

have replied: who are these people?  What comfort is this meant to be to me?  Paul is about to spend 
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a couple of chapters establishing that there is no-one righteous, not even one.  Habbakuk is the 

prophet who describes God as “You who are of purer eyes than to see evil, and cannot look at wrong”.  

Luther knew himself to be an unrighteous man confronted by a righteous God – that was precisely his 

problem.  How could he possibly be accepted? 

 

And at first sight, it seems to get worse.  In the gospel, says Paul in verse 17, “the righteousness of God 

is revealed”.  Luther hated that.  The righteousness of God revealed in the law of Moses was bad 

enough – he couldn’t meet that standard.  But where the law had said “an eye for an eye and a tooth 

for a tooth”, the gospel demanded that we love our enemies.  The demands of God’s righteousness, 

revealed in the gospel, seemed to increase. 

I wished always [said Luther] that God had not made the gospel known, because this fuller 

revelation of the righteousness of God seemed to make me utterly hopeless and helpless, and I 

did not know what to do with myself; the ‘righteousness of God’ blocked the way. 

 

This is where Luther found himself.  Some who disagree with his theology have tried to suggest that he 

was just one man with a bizarrely morbid & introspective conscience.  The truth is that he had simply 

recognised in himself the fundamental problem which faces all men & women – how sinners are to be 

reconciled to a righteous God. 

 

And so he continued to pray, and to wrestle, and to study God’s Word.  And it was as he did that, that 

something glorious happened: in these very words – these six words which had tormented him for so 

long – Martin Luther found the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Over time, it dawned on him that Paul in this 

letter was saying something different from what he had always believed. 

 It’s true that ‘the righteousness of God’ is revealed in the gospel, in the sense of God’s righteous 

character.  But look at how this happens – turn over to 3:21, where Paul expands on his meaning.  

“But now the righteousness of God has been manifested” – there it is again – and at verse 25, Paul 

explains how.  God redeemed us through Jesus, he says, by putting him forward as a propitiation 

by his blood – that is, by offering up Jesus as a sacrifice to turn away God’s wrath at our sin.  “This 

was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over former 

sins.”  God’s righteousness was, in a sense, in question; this was the God who had said that he 

would by no means acquit the guilty, and yet it seemed often that sin went unpunished.  Was God 

then unjust?  No, says Paul, because his justice is seen in the gospel.  At Calvary we see God giving 

full vent to his rightful anger against sin, punishing it with perfect justice; and yet the grace of this 

gospel is that he finds a way to punish sin while simultaneously forgiving sinners.  The punishment 

of sin in the person of his Son shows that God is just (or righteous), even as he justifies (or declares 
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righteous) those who trust in Christ.  What a stunning gospel plan to come together!  

Righteousness is revealed, but revealed in mercy. 

 And the way that works opened up to Luther a whole new meaning of the term ‘the righteousness 

of God’.  Because this righteousness of God can refer not only to righteousness which belongs to 

him, but also to righteousness which comes from him. 

If you refer at Christmas to “Jemima’s present”, you might be referring to something that belongs 

to Jemima – in this case because it’s been given to her – or you might be referring to the present 

which Jemima was kind enough to give to someone else.  ‘Really, was that Jemima’s present?  

Didn’t know she was so generous…’ 

So God’s righteousness is the righteousness which belongs to him as his own, but also the 

righteousness which comes from him.  It’s not only the character he possesses, but also the gift he 

gives.  The editors of the NIV decided to put the emphasis on that second sense, which is why it 

says (both at 1:17 and at 3:21) that in the gospel “a righteousness from God” is revealed. 

 

This is the greatest glory of the gospel: God demands righteousness of us, yes, but he also gifts to us 

the very righteousness which he demands.  This too is ‘the righteousness of God’ – the righteous 

status which he confers upon us, freely, on the basis of Christ’s achievement and not ours.  This is why 

the late John Stott loved to describe the gospel as “God’s righteous way of righteoussing the 

unrighteous”.  It is his achievement, made over to us by gift, and it has two consequences. 

 Those of us who are like Luther, helpless & hopeless in our troubled conscience, are lifted up.  We 

realise that no, we are not able to be righteous in ourselves – but that we do not have to be.  

That’s not what Christian faith is about – it’s what many other religions are about, but in truth the 

only way to be righteous is to be righteous in Christ.  And so striving ceases.  Those of us who are 

like Luther are lifted up. 

 Others of us are not like Luther at all.  Others of us are tempted to believe that we can establish 

our own righteousness.  Here, we are humbled.  Let me read from chapter 10 – this is Paul 

speaking about his fellow Jews: “I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not 

according to knowledge.  For, being ignorant of the righteousness that comes from God, and 

seeking to establish their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness.  For Christ is the end of 

the law for righteousness to everyone who believes.” 

This gospel of gifted righteousness levels us all.  Because now, salvation has nothing to do with Paul, 

actually; it has nothing to do with Luther; it has nothing to do with us – we do not save ourselves.  The 

gospel is the power of God for the salvation of all who believe. 
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In the sixteenth century, the church had lost sight of these great truths.  Their rediscovery was the key 

that unlocked Luther’s chains, and the spark that ignited the Reformation.  This is how he later 

described the impact of the dawning of this truth: 

Night and day I pondered until I saw the connection between the justice of God and the 

statement that ‘the just shall live by his faith’.  Then I grasped that the justice of God is that 

righteousness by which, through grace and sheer mercy, God justifies us through faith.  

Thereupon I felt myself to be reborn, and to have gone through open doors into paradise.  The 

whole of the Scriptures took on a new meaning – I ran through their contents as far as my 

memory would serve, and compared them, and found that this righteousness really was that 

by which God makes us righteous, because everything else in Scriptures agreed with this also.  

And whereas before the ‘righteousness of God’ had filled me with hate, now it became to me 

inexpressibly sweet in greater love.  This passage of Paul became to me a gate to heaven… 

 

Here Luther found that it was possible, inconceivably, for him to stand before God faultless – not 

because of anything in him, but because he could say, “Behold him there, the risen Lamb, my perfect 

spotless righteousness…”  This is how ordinary men & women can number themselves among ‘the 

righteous’ whom Paul describes here. 

 

…SHALL LIVE… 

 

And the righteous, he says, shall live.  Or, in the slightly expanded version, at verse 16 – the gospel is 

the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.  Our basic problem is that our sin cuts us off 

from the God who is the source of all life, and it therefore inevitably leads to death.  Quite simply, 

sinners cannot live – not in the end.  It’s a contradiction in terms.  For a time, God may graciously give 

us an opportunity of repentance, but our sin will kill us if it’s not dealt with.  Eternal death awaits all 

men & women – that’s what we need to be saved from.  The path we have chosen for ourselves is sin 

leading to death & hell. 

 

But in the gospel we discover that there is another path, only ever followed by one man – the path of 

righteousness leading to life; and that he offers us the glorious exchange of the gospel. 

 His righteousness is covered by our sin, so that the life he deserves is replaced by the death he 

dies. 

 Our sin is covered by his righteousness, so that the death we deserve is replaced by the life he 

wins. 

The righteous shall live: this lies at the heart of what salvation means. 
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And again, you can tell that this is a theme statement, here at the beginning, because this promise of 

life is something that’s picked up on significantly later in the letter.  Take, for example, 5:17. 

If, because of one man’s trespass [Adam], death reigned through that one man, much more 

will those who receive the abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness reign in life 

through the one man Jesus Christ. 

Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads 

to justification and life for all men. 

[And at verse 20] …where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, so that as sin reigned in 

death, grace also might reign through righteousness leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ 

our Lord. 

You can sense Paul just glorying in this.  Here he is with this message of a crucified Saviour – this word 

of the cross which is folly to those who are perishing.  Jesus the Jewish Rabbi, killed at the instigation 

of the Jewish leadership, by Roman execution – the very definition of an utterly ignominious and 

shameful end.  And here Paul writes to believers in Rome.  I wonder if you can imagine what Rome 

would have been like in those days, when the circus maximus was brand new and the 45,000-seater 

Colosseum was being planned & built?  The city must have been magnificent, the parades for 

victorious generals are the stuff of legend: Rome was the epitome of power & glory. 

 

But what does Paul see?  With the eye of faith he sees through it all, and he clings to this message 

which he knows will eclipse it all.  You never have any sense with Paul that anything else is of any 

significance, other than the gospel of Christ.  It’s as if he says, All of this grandeur & glory will pass 

away.  And this message which has been entrusted to me – this weak & foolish message – well, I am 

not ashamed of this gospel, because it is the explosive power of God for the eternal salvation of his 

people.  The powerful will die.  The generals will die.  The senators will die.  The emperors will die.  

The righteous – those who are nothing in themselves, but righteous in Christ – these shall live! 

 

…BY FAITH. 

 

And this comes about, finally, by faith.  It’s through faith that righteousness & eternal life are received.  

You see that over & over in these verses: 

 The gospel is the power of God for salvation…to whom?  To everyone who believes (has faith). 

 God’s righteousness is revealed – how?  From faith for faith.  It’s not an easy expression – literally 

he says, “out of faith, into faith”.  I won’t go into all the possible interpretations, but on the whole 

I think it’s most likely that this is just an expression that means it’s faith all the way through.  It’s 

by faith from first to last, from beginning to end. 

 And then of course those six words: the righteous shall live by faith. 
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The New Living Translation renders verse 17 in this way: 

This Good News tells us how God makes us right in his sight.  This is accomplished from start to 

finish by faith.  As the Scriptures say, It is through faith that a righteous person has life. 

 

This understanding of the place of faith in the Christian gospel was really the heart of Luther’s great 

discovery.  The Roman Catholic church didn’t deny that faith was important, or even that it was 

central – they simply denied that it was enough.  Faith had to be accompanied by certain actions; 

certain standards had to be achieved; certain things had to be done.  Luther’s discovery, which we’ll 

be returning to in a few months’ time, was that none of this was in the Bible.  According to God’s own 

Word, salvation was by faith alone.  Nothing needed to be, or should be, or could be, added to it.  

Imagine him climbing up those steps on his knees, that day in 1511, and suddenly freezing, suddenly 

hit with these words.  The righteous shall live by faith.  Not by works, not by obedience, not by law, 

not by effort, not by penance – but faith from first to last.  This is exactly the point that Paul makes in 

the other place in the New Testament where he cites Habakkuk 2:4.  In Galatians 3 he says, “Now it is 

evident that no-one is justified before God by the law, for ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’”  As we 

saw a moment ago, these six words destroy all self-righteousness.  Faith does not establish its own 

worthiness, but simply receives the gracious gift of God. 

 

The loss of this gospel clarity is a heart-breaking thing, because it’s an enslaving thing.  To think of 

people told that God is angry with them but that they can appease that anger by means of rosaries & 

hail Marys & penances of different kinds – it’s heart-breaking.  To go to the scala sancta today, and to 

see men & women come in their hundreds & hundreds, and inch up those steps, thinking that God will 

be impressed – it is a heart-breaking thing.  You want to shake them.  Leaving aside the question of 

whether those steps have any actual connection with Jerusalem, the whole point is this: the fact that 

Jesus climbed those steps is the reason you don’t have to.  He went there & stood before Pontius 

Pilate in your place, to receive your judgment, to die your death – and to free you from all of the 

consequences of your sins, because he able to save to the uttermost those who draw near to God 

through him.  Righteousness & life are not to be found in doing these things, or in doing anything else, 

but only through faith in what he has done for you. 

 

Martin Lloyd-Jones described it like this: 

The man who has faith is the man who is no longer looking at himself, and no longer looking to 

himself.  He no longer looks at anything he once was.  He does not look at what he is now.  He 

does not [even] look at what he hopes to be….He looks entirely to the Lord Jesus Christ and His 

finished work, and he rests on that alone….‘Yes, I have sinned grievously, I have lived a life of 
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sin….yet I know that I am a child of God because I am not resting on any righteousness of my 

own; my righteousness is in Jesus Christ, and God has put that to my account.’ 

 

The righteous shall live, from beginning to end, by faith. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Remember that cowering monk?  Terrified of the righteousness of God, desperate to meet the 

standard & prove himself worthy?  Fearful of judgment, profoundly lacking in assurance, his 

conscience tortured?  Well let me read to you what Martin Luther wrote a few years later – this is 

from the preface to his commentary on Galatians.  It’s quite a long section, but it’s worth hearing this 

– it demonstrates the profound power of the gospel, and the absolute transformation that it brings: 

I abandon myself from all active righteousness…of my own…..I rest only upon that 

righteousness which is the righteousness of Christ….. 

Do we then do nothing?  Do we do nothing at all for the obtaining of this righteousness?  I 

answer, Nothing at all.  For this is perfect righteousness…to know and believe this only, that 

Christ…sits in heaven at the right hand of his Father, not as judge, but made unto us…wisdom, 

righteousness, holiness and redemption….sin has here no place, there can be no anguish of 

conscience, no fear, no heaviness…. 

Although I am a sinner by the law and under condemnation of the law, yet I die not, because 

Christ lives, who is both my righteousness and my everlasting life.  In that righteousness and 

life I have no sin, no fear, no sting of conscience, no care of death.  I am indeed a sinner as 

touching this present life…but I have another righteousness and life, above this life, which is 

Christ the Son of God….[I have] a Lord in heaven, at the right hand of his Father, who has 

abolished the law, sin, death, and has trodden under his feet all evils, led them captive, and 

triumphed over them in himself… 

 

And that is how the gospel in six words sparked a Reformation and changed the world. 

 


