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“All the manifold New Testament images of salvation – with their richness,  

complexity and depth – come together as one to say this: the righteousness  

of God is revealed in the cross of Jesus Christ.”  (Fleming Rutledge) 
 

 

This week, the scheduled readings in the “Long Story Short” would have us 

read about the Apostle Paul’s missionary journeys around the Mediterranean 

Sea, preaching Jesus Christ to Gentiles and planting new churches 

throughout the Roman Empire.  But we’re going to go off book this week, 

for two reasons.  First, in the Fall of 2016 we did an outstanding 6-week 

study of Paul’s life and travels, studying Adam Hamilton’s book The Call – 

so we’ve already covered the material in this week’s readings.  Second, we 

decided to spend this week reading through Paul’s most important writing – 

his Letter to the Romans.   
  

Romans fits in so perfectly because it’s Paul’s version of the “Long Story 

Short”, his understanding of God’s story from Adam through Abraham 

through Moses, as well as his new understanding of God’s story in light of 

Jesus Christ.  But first, I want to talk about “substitutes”. 
 

*   *   * 
  

Nobody ever gets excited about a substitute.  Whenever we hear the word 

“substitute”, we usually feel let-down, like we’re getting something that’s 

second-best: 

• Every morning, when I sweeten my tea with “sugar substitute”, it 

feels kind of fake. 
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• When I’m at a basketball game, and the coach puts in a substitute, it’s 

time to go for a hot dog because the star – the guy I paid to see – is 

sitting on the bench. 

• There was a five-year period when Becky and I lived in New Jersey 

that, whenever we went into New York to see a Broadway show, 

before the curtain came up, we always heard the same announcement 

over the PA: “This evening, substituting in the role of …”, 

accompanied by an audible groan from the audience. 

• And don’t even get me started with substitute teachers! 
 

*   *   * 
  

We’re not happy with substitutes.  I want us to be aware of this fact because, 

in this morning’s passage from Romans, Paul tells how God’s Story reached 

its climax decisively and savingly in Jesus Christ – and the only way Paul 

can express it is to talk about substitutes. 
  

Paul opens his Letter to the Romans by stating his theme – “the 

righteousness of God.”  Paul says God is righteous, that God created us to be 

righteous, and that the Gospel reveals God’s righteousness. 
   

But the next point Paul makes is that no one, in fact, lives a righteous life.  

That all of us have sinned, all of us do sin, all of us are sinners.   

• In chapter 1 Paul argues that the Gentiles have sinned and fallen short 

of God’s righteousness. 

• And in chapter 2 he argues that the Jews – even though God has given 

them His Law – have also sinned and fallen short of God’s 

righteousness.   
  

Which leads Paul to sum up with this: 
  

All people, whether Jews or Gentiles, have fallen under the power of sin.  As 

the Scriptures say, 

       “No one is righteous — not even one. … 
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    All have turned away; all have become useless. 

    No one does good, not a single one.” (3:9-12) 
  

Paul is saying that if righteousness is what God wants from us, then 

we’re all in trouble – because righteousness is precisely what we don’t 

have. 
  

*   *   * 
   

 “But now”, Paul writes in chapter 3, verse 21, and this is the turning point 

in his argument, as he turns his focus away from the bad news of our sin and 

judgment to the good news of God’s grace and salvation.  Paul says that in 

the life of Jesus Christ, God has established His righteousness in a definitive 

and unexpected manner.  Whereas before God had been patient with 

humanity, holding back His judgment, now – in the crucifixion of Jesus 

Christ – we see God executing His judgment on our sin and establishing His 

righteousness.  Because on the cross, God provided a substitute for us, in the 

literal, dictionary meaning of the word: “someone who takes the place of 

another.”  And in the tight confines of one sentence, Paul puts before us 

three different metaphors, three different images, three different stories 

about this substitute and what he’s done to save us. 
   

Listen to God’s word from chapter 3 of Romans: 
   

   But now, apart from the Law, God’s righteousness has been made known – 

his righteousness that the Law and the Prophets pointed to.  Through the 

faithfulness Jesus Christ, God’s righteousness is given to all who believe.  

There is no difference between Jew and Gentile – all have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by God’s grace through 

the redemption that came by Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a 

sacrifice of atonement through the shedding of his blood.  In doing so, God 

demonstrated both that He is just and He is the one who justifies those who 

have faith in Jesus.    
    

In one very dense, tightly-packed sentence, Paul tells three stories:   

1) “All are justified freely by God’s grace  
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2) through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus 

3) whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement 

  through the shedding of his blood.”  
  

*   *   * 
   

First, Paul says that in the death of Jesus Christ, God has justified guilty 

people.  Now, the word “justify” isn’t a religious word – it’s a legal word.  

“To justify” refers to the action of a judge when he declares a defendant “not 

guilty”.  That’s what “justify” means – to declare not guilty.  Paul says that 

because of the death of Jesus Christ, God has declared us “not guilty” – even 

though every one of us is as guilty as sin. 
    

Paul is saying, “This is the story of the Cross.  Our lives are on trial before 

the judgment seat of God.  The evidence of our lives is presented, and it’s 

quickly established that we have sinned and fallen short of God’s 

righteousness – we’re guilty.  And the punishment for our guilt is death: 

spiritual death, the ultimate consequence of having turned our backs on God 

– a final and terminal separation from God.  The sentence is read, the gavel 

is pounded, but as the bailiff starts to lead us away, God the judge stands up, 

takes off his robe, comes down from the bench and announces to the stunned 

courtroom, “I love this person so much that, even though he’s guilty, I offer 

myself to serve his sentence in his place.”  And so instead the bailiff takes 

the judge away in handcuffs, and we are set free.  That’s Paul’s first image: 

God has justified us, God has declared us not guilty, because in the death of 

Jesus Christ –- the only guiltless human being – God Himself has served the 

sentence for our guilt.  God has provided a substitute. 
   

Paul’s second story is this: in the death of Jesus Christ, God has redeemed 

us from sin.  And the word “redeem” isn’t a religious word, either: it’s an 

ancient military term.  “To redeem” refers to the action of a general who 

pays a price to the enemy to have his P.O.W.’s released.  That’s what 

“redeem” means: to buy a prisoner’s freedom.  Paul says that Christ’ death 

has paid the price to free us from imprisonment in sin. 
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Paul is saying, “This is the story of the Cross: Though we were created to be 

on God’s side, we’ve fallen into the hands of the enemy, and have been 

interned in a prison camp, a prison from which there is no escape – the 

prison of sin.  But then, one day, we’re suddenly assembled on the parade 

ground, given backpacks full of food and new shoes, the camp gates are 

thrown open, and we’re released from the camp on the road to freedom.  

And as we’re leaving the camp, we see why this unexpected turn of events 

has come about – we see the general himself, surrounded by enemy guards, 

being marched into the prison camp.  Our freedom has been bought, bought 

with the price of his life.”  That’s Paul’s second image: God has redeemed 

us, God has freed us from the grip of sin, because in the death of Jesus 

Christ God has paid the price for our freedom.  God has provided a 

substitute. 
    

Finally, Paul offers one more story about our salvation: in the death of 

Jesus Christ, God has atoned for our sin.  Now the word “atone” is a 

religious word, a powerful Old Testament word about God’s forgiveness.  

“To atone” refers to the central act of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  

The high priest did something on that day that he never did the rest of the 

year – he went behind the curtain at the back of the holy place, and stepped 

into the “holy of holies”, before the very presence of God.  And there he 

sacrificed a lamb and sprinkled its blood on the lid of the Ark of the 

Covenant, which was called the “mercy seat”.  And the blood from this 

innocent lamb was understood to invoke God’s mercy, to cover the sins of a 

sinful people. 
    

Paul is saying, “This is the story of the Cross: Jesus Christ is the lamb 

without blemish, for he lived his life in perfect conformity to God’s will.  

God sacrificed him on the Cross for our sins, and His blood has invoked the 

mercy of God, it has covered our sins, once and for all.”  That’s Paul’s third 

image: God has made atonement for us, because in the death of Jesus Christ 
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the perfect sacrifice was offered and accepted, showering us in God’s 

forgiveness.  God has provided a substitute. 
   

*   *   * 
    

Through these three “substitute stories”, Paul tells us that God has done two 

amazing things on the Cross of Jesus Christ.  First, God has forgiven sinners 

– not repentant sinners, not former sinners, not improving sinners, not 

sinners who mean well, but sinners – us – who continue to fall short of 

God’s righteousness.  In other words, the Cross demonstrates God’s love, 

God’s love for us no matter what.  The Cross proclaims a love that is 

unconditional, a love that is faithful, a love that is amazing. 
    

But the Cross also demonstrates God’s justice, His righteousness.  For while 

God forgives sinners, this forgiveness comes at a price, an incalculable price 

– the death of God’s Son.  You see, God’s love is not a mushy, lightweight, 

co-dependent love.  God’s love is strong and solid and saving.  In the Cross, 

we have to do with “nothing less than God’s costly forgiveness, a 

forgiveness completely appropriate to the just and faithful God, who doesn’t 

insult us or mock us by pretending our sin doesn’t matter, but instead 

provides a substitute, bearing Himself the full cost of forgiving us justly.”1 
   

*   *   * 
    

Friends: 

• In the Cross of Jesus Christ, we’ve been justified, declared not guilty, 

because Jesus Christ was declared guilty in our place.   

• In the Cross of Jesus Christ, we’ve been redeemed, our freedom from 

sin and death has been bought, because Jesus experienced 

condemnation and death in our place.   

• In the Cross of Jesus Christ, God has made atonement for us, made us 

“at-one” with Him, because Jesus Christ was sacrificed in our place.   

                                      
1 C.E.B. Cranfield, Romans: A Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), p. 68 (modified). 
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God has saved us through a Substitute, Someone who died our death that 

with might live, live as new people, people embraced by God’s grace.   
    

And that’s exactly what this meal about – it’s about substitute and sacrifice 

and salvation.  And the only response that makes any sense is what this meal 

asks us to do: to take and eat, to receive and believe, and to rejoice.  AMEN 
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