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19 Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that 

every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. 20 Therefore no 

one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we 

become conscious of sin. 21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been 

made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God 

comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the 

redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, 

through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his 

forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to 

demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those 

who have faith in Jesus. 27 Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On 

that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. 28 For we maintain that a man is 

justified by faith apart from observing the law.  

 

 I remember watching a Martin Luther movie. Luther grew up thinking that he had to be a 

good person and do good works to earn heaven. He became a monk because he was terrified of 

God’s righteousness, which he felt condemned him no matter how hard he worked. In the 

monastery, his first worship service was a 3:00 am and his last one was at midnight. He prayed 

countless prayers. He scrubbed floors. He beat himself with sticks till he bled. But none of this 

could give him peace. When he was done with his training they sent him to Wittenberg to teach 

theology.  

In one scene in the movie, he is bent over his Bible and studying the book of Romans. He 

is reading this portion of Scripture from Romans chapter three. When he reads the words, “For 

we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law,” he pauses to 

think for a few moments. His eyes finally open wide in understanding, and he writes in his Bible 

next to the words “justified by faith” a single word. In German, it was the word “allein.” In 

English, it is the word alone. A man is justified before God by faith alone and not by his good 

works, not by anything that he can do, just by faith alone.  We will study these words this 

morning and come to the same conclusion.  

 

JUSTIFIED BY FAITH ALONE 
 

1. Not by works 

 

The predominant religion in the world is salvation by good works. All the major religions of 

the world have it wrong. Muslims believe that dying in a holy war will earn you heaven 

immediately. Buddhists believe in meditation to achieve a state of bliss. Mormons teach that 

repentance is really no more than working harder to be a good person. But is it even possible for 

a person to live such a good life that you can gain God’s approval?  

Paul makes it crystal clear in his letter to the Romans that no one can work his way to 

heaven. In chapter one Paul says that the Gentiles, who don’t have God’s written law, still break 

the law because God wrote his law into their hearts and conscience. So they have no excuse. 

Then in chapter two he points out that the Jews had the law of God, and they were very proud 



that they were people of the law. But they didn’t obey it either – not perfectly, as God intended. 

The very law in which they made their boast condemned them. In the verses just before our text, 

it says: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one 

who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one 

who does good, not even one.”  

Then we come to the words of our text.  “Now we know that whatever the law says, it says 

to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world 

held accountable to God. 20 Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by 

observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.” Every mouth will 

be silenced. When you confront your child with doing something wrong, how does your child 

react?  “But… but… but my sister started it!” Or some other excuse. So you patiently point out 

that his actions are wrong. You might even say, “Shut your mouth. There is no excuse!” And 

that’s what the law says. You have sinned against God. You have no excuse.  

In verse 23 it says, “There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the 

glory of God.” To fall short of God’s glory means to fall short of God’s approval. Or in other 

words, you fall under God’s wrath and condemnation. And who falls short of God’s glory?  

ALL. NO ONE does good and ALL fall short.  

The problem is that we are wired to think that we can win God’s approval.  After all, it works 

with everyone else, doesn’t it?  Isn’t that how we please our parents, our spouse and our boss? 

Because this is how we get right with everyone else, we try it with God.  “I can impress God.  I 

can go to church.  I can give money.  I can help kids and the elderly.  I pray.  I don’t talk behind 

people’s backs.  I haven’t hurt anyone.  I use good language.  I do my job well.  Aren’t I doing 

what God expects of me?”  You might think you are, but remember that God expects you to be 

perfect. You can’t get it right just once, but every single time.   

 Secondly, you don’t keep God’s laws as well as you think.  Let’s look at the same list.  

After an honest evaluation, the average Christian could say, “Well, I go to church (most of the 

time, and I’m usually happy about it).  I give money (but I hold back sometimes when I really 

need it), I help kids (when they’re not bugging me) and the elderly (when it’s convenient for 

me).  I pray (continuously, like the bible says? No.  But maybe for 2 minutes a day).  I don’t talk 

behind people’s backs (except when they really deserve it).  I haven’t hurt anyone (except maybe 

with my words).  I use good language (well, at least I do now because I’m a pastor).  I do my job 

well (except when I don’t, but I just ignore that). 

All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. Imagine that you are standing in front of a 

high jump bar that’s set at ten feet. The world record is eight feet. No one in the world could 

jump over ten feet. Every single person would fall short. In the same way, every single person, 

including you and including me, fall short of the glory of God.  

 

2. And are justified freely by his grace   

 

Only let’s look at the second half of this sentence.  There is no difference, for all have 

sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the 

redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”  All have sinned and all are justified. What?  What 

just happened? What changed God’s mind? What gave you God’s approval instead of his 

disapproval?  Who changed your sentence from death to life? 

Paul explains his words. “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in 

his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the 



sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the 

present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.”  This 

explains our Old Testament lesson from Genesis 15, doesn’t it? How could Abraham be justified 

and righteous in God’s sight even before Jesus died? God says that he left all those sins 

committed beforehand unpunished. He piled them up with all the sins that you and I and 

everyone in the world will ever commit. 

He piled them on Jesus and he punished Jesus for them. He made Jesus a “sacrifice of 

atonement.” The word atone means to make satisfaction for. It means to pay a price that takes 

away a someone’s anger. God was angry because of sin. God was really angry because of sin. 

God determined that every sin ever committed has to be punished. Remember that God is a just 

and holy God. God’s justice demands that sin be punished. And God did punish sin.  God chose 

to vent his anger, not against you, but against his only Son, Jesus.  

Do you remember the words which Jesus spoke from the cross? “My God, my God, why 

have you forsaken me?” When Satan rebelled against God, he cast him out of his presence. 

When Adam and Eve sinned, he cast them out of the garden. Because of our sins, we deserve to 

be cast away from God’s presence forever. That’s what hell is. Hell is to be in a God-forsaken 

place and never to see the light of God’s face. In those hours of darkness on Calvary, Jesus felt 

the God-forsakenness and punishment for your sins in his body. He died for you.  God punished 

him for you. So God can be just and the one who justifies those who believe in Jesus.   

What Jesus did for you should do two things in your heart. First, you can never look at the 

sin the same way. There will never be just a little sin in your life, because Jesus died for little 

sins as much as he died for big sins. There will never be a harmless sin, even if you say you are 

not hurting anyone, because your sin hurt Jesus. There will never be a sin that you can cherish in 

your heart because Christ’s death for you means that you hate sin as much as God does. Christ’s 

atonement will always make sin disgusting to us. 

Secondly, never, ever, ever think that your sins are not forgiven. Listen to the words God 

moved Paul to write.  All have sinned … and all are justified by his grace through the 

redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”  If all are justified, that I am justified. If all are 

justified, then I can declare that you are justified. I can say in the beginning of our worship 

service, when you confess your sins, that your sins are forgiven – because Jesus’ death paid for 

every sin every committed.  Don’t EVER think in your heart that you are not forgiven! 

 

3. By faith alone 

 

As Paul concludes this section, he says these words. “Where, then, is boasting? It is 

excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. 28 For 

we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.” It’s interesting 

that Paul does not compare faith to unbelief, but faith to boasting. Remember the parable of the 

Pharisee and the tax collector?  The Pharisee stood by himself in front of everyone and prayed, 

“God, I thank you that I am not like other men are.  I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all that 

I possess.” The tax collector stood by himself and beat on his chest and said, “God, be merciful 

to me, the sinner.” Jesus said that the tax collector went home justified and the other did not. 

Why not? Because he boastfully believed in his own performance and not in God’s mercy.   

Imagine sending out a questionnaire to a thousand people with one simple, fill-in-the blank 

question. Believe in ___________.  How would they answer that question? I think that the 



majority of the people would fill in the blank with the word, “Yourself.” That’s the most popular 

religion today. Believe in yourself.  

When I was a vicar in Redwing, MN, my pastor asked me to visit the husband of one of the 

members of the church. He was in the hospital and he was dying and he was an atheist. When I 

started asking him about what was going to happen to him when he died, he said, “Don’t worry 

about me.  I have faith.” I asked him what he believed in.  He said, “That doesn’t matter. I just 

have faith.” The Pharisee would have said the same thing. “Don’t worry about me, because I 

have faith.” He believed in himself, in his own good works, in his own righteousness. 

That’s not the faith that Paul is talking about in our text, is it?  It is not the faith that will save 

you. Saving faith is simply this. Faith is to believe that there was a real moment in the history of 

this world when God’s only Son died on a real cross and fulfilled all the demands that the law 

makes of us. Faith is believing that there was a real empty tomb on Easter morning, and that on 

that day, the devil’s work was destroyed and death was rendered powerless. Faith is not feeling 

good about yourself, but believing even in those moments when your conscience is torturing you, 

that you are still under God’s divine approval because he can only see the righteousness of Jesu. 

Faith is confessing, “Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to thy cross I cling.” Faith is singing, 

“Jesus, your blood and righteousness, my beauty are my glorious dress.  Midst flaming worlds 

with these arrayed, with joy shall I lift up my head.”  Faith is not putting an anchor in my own 

heart and believing in myself, but putting my anchor in the Rock of ages, cleft for me.   

Let’s close with a prayer Luther loved to pray: “Lord Jesus, You are my righteousness, I 

am your sin. You took on you what was mine; yet set on me what was yours. You became 

what you were not, that I might become what I was not. Amen.” 

 


