
Sermon 3-5f-2022 

“Jesus takes your place” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

Romans 3:23-26 
 

23 since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; 24 they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood, effective through 

faith. He did this to show his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously 

committed; 26 it was to prove at the present time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has faith in 

Jesus 

 

Prayer: 

Dear God, as we come before you as a congregation – online and in person – this Lenten season. Bless our hearts as we 

try to better understand what you’ve done for us in Jesus Christ on the cross. Help us to grow in love and faith - we lift 

these 6 weeks of Lent up to you and ask for you blessings. In Jesus name.  Amen. 

 

1.1)  It is a warm and humid summer day. This man is pulling up at the local gas station: 

 He opens his tank lid, takes off the gas cap, puts the nozzle in the tank and fills it up to the brim. 

What a beautiful day it is – one more shut in visit and he gets to go home. See, he is the senior pastor 

of the local Methodist church and he’s looking forward to spending the rest of the evening with his 

family. 

Two weeks later, Pastor deVega goes back to his local gas station. Another beautiful summer day. 

After filling up he goes into the station to pay. The cashier takes his money, gives him a receipt and 

Pastor deVega is about to head out when the cashier said: “You realize you didn’t pay when you 

came here two weeks ago?” “What?” Pastor deVega says. “Me, not pay – I don’t believe it?” 

But it turns out it’s true. Two weeks ago the pastor of the local Methodist church drove off without paying. The cashier 

explains to him not to worry about it: “I got you bro, I paid for you – it’s covered.” Pastor deVega offered to pay him back 

but the cashier turned it down and said it was ok… 

Let me ask you a couple of questions: 

- Was it wrong for him to pump gas and leave without paying? 

- What’s the punishment for a drive-off these days? (You can lose your license) 

- Do you think the pastor did it on purpose? 

- Does the fact he didn’t do it on purpose mean it was ok for him to do it? 

- Could he have lost his license over this issue? Even though he didn’t do it on purpose? 

He could have, but someone else paid the price for him. The cashier, out of the kindness of his heart, made payment for 

Pastor deVega. The cashier didn’t know if he’d get his money back, he just did it.  

 

1.2)  This Lenten season we will explore six powerful biblical ways to understand what Christ did for us on the cross – 

what it means.  Christ paid a price for us on the cross, he was obedient unto death because of his great love for us. The 

fancy word for what Christ did for us is: Atonement 

In Christian theology atonement means: 

…the reconciliation of God and humankind through Jesus Christ. 

It is the most central theological aspect of the Christian faith and we should not be surprised that the Bible has different 

ways to explain it.  

I want to make one thing very clear: Of the six different atonement theories/understandings, there will probably be some 

you like better than others. Some will be more familiar to you, some may be new to you. Some may warm your heart, 

others may not.  

But please don’t make this an activity of picking and choosing. Among the six understandings of the atonement there is 

not one that is more correct than another – all six of them are biblically solid and have been identified as such throughout 

history.  

While you may have definite preferences at the end of this series, it is my hope that all 6 of them will enrich our 

understanding for what God did for us in Christ. The Bible itself doesn’t draw explicit lines between the six approaches – 

there are no sections with headlines that spell out: so here is how atonement is understood as Christus Victor, and here is 

the chapter that explains atonement as ransom. Our passage from Romans today, while it is a standard passage for 

substitutionary atonement, also contains elements of the ransom theory that we will learn about next week. 

But today, let’s talk about 1 of 6: Substitutionary Atonement. It may be the understanding of Christ’s deed that you are 

most familiar with. It is found in a ton of Christian hymns and songs and in numerous biblical passages both OT and NT. 

SA means that Jesus took your place. 



 

 

2) Let’s check it out a little bit, shall we? 

1 Peter 2:24 says:  

He [Jesus] himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that, free from sins, we might live for righteousness; by 

his wounds you have been healed. 

Jesus paid the price – in it you may recognize the story of Pastor deVega and the gas station. Because the cashier paid, 

deVega could live unprosecuted – the cashier paid a price he wasn’t responsible for. The comparison may not perfect, the 

Methodist pastor could have paid, had he not forgotten; we on the other hand cannot pay the price for our sin – it’s a price 

only the sinless son of God was able to pay for us. Nevertheless, I appreciate understanding the complex issue of SA in an 

easy gas station analogy.  

It's called substitutionary because this is what God did through Jesus, Jesus became the substitute for our sin. It was his 

wounds that healed us, he bore our sin on our behalf.  

2 Corinthians 5:21 Brings out this substitutionary process further: 

For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 

We all are sinners, according to the Bible there’s not one of us that doesn’t need this substitutionary act of God for we “all 

have sinner and fall short of the glory of God” it said in our scripture passage today. But Jesus was not a sinner, so God 

made him sin as a substitution.  

All of this is based on God’s grace, we did not deserve to being substituted for – God did it through Christ as a gift for us 

so that we might be free from separation and lostness in sin. 

[Background: The foundation of the SA understanding of Christ’s cross is the sacrificial system of the OT. We find SA all 

the way back in the OT in stories like Abraham’s swarted sacrifice of Isaak or most prominently the Exodus of the 

Israelies from Egypt. On the first Passover, God’s angel of justice passes over the houses of the Israelites if they put the 

blood of lambs on their door posts. This passing over, the substitutionary offering of a lamb, became a key understanding 

for Christ’s death. That’s why Jesus is called the Lamb of God (e.g. John 1:29).] 

 

3) Please don’t beat yourself up when you find yourself struggling with SA. If you grew up in a Christian tradition that 

predominantly focuses on the love and grace of God it can be hard to be open toward images of a vengeful God, a God 

that demands justice. 

Yet this is at the same time something that helps us to embrace SA because most of us like justice! Right, we don’t like 

injustices, we live in a world in which we want justice to be served because otherwise there’d be anarchy and that ain’t 

good! 

Justice means that injustice gets held accountable. You can’t fill up your car and drive away and expect that there are no 

consequences – someone has to suffer, even if it’s a friendly cashier that pays for you out of pocket. Justice makes sense! 

Have you ever tried playing UNO with a 6 year old that doesn’t like losing – Oh my goodness…! For a while you may let 

the “alternative” made up rules go, but in the long run you’d ruin the game and never enjoy UNO. 

The Romans passage we hear today said that God “in his divine forbearance [he had] passed over the sins previously 

committed.” This means that God did not always apply his justice to us people when we miss the mark, but being a God 

of justice he could not forever be ignorant about it. In Christ he wasn’t, justice was served but at the same time, while 

upholding his justice, he also showed us the greatest gift of grace.  

You may also struggle with the need for blood in this SA understanding. I do too actually. Christian songs and hymns that 

contain a lot of blood language don’t speak to me that well – but at the same time I have to admit: I live in a world of 

bloodshed.  

As we speak the blood of innocent people in the Russian war against Ukraine is being shed and many, many more places 

in this world have the shedding of the blood of innocent people. While we may not care for Christian blood language, we 

live in a world that is trenched in blood, figuratively as well as literally. 

May we not get stuck in the blood, but may we move to the paradoxical truth that Jesus’ righteous blood is not staining 

but cleansing (which is actually another understanding of the atonement that we’ll look at in week 5). 

  

As we come to the close of this message on SA, may it cause us to be active, not passive. The worst thing that could 

happen about our understanding of SA is if we said: “Well, I don’t need to do anything because Jesus did it all, he 

substituted for me and now I’m good.” No! Now we get to respond and live the freedom God intended for us.  

May you be free to live justly and righteously as the Lord has called you to be. 

Amen. 


