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Romans 3:19-28 (NLT) “Obviously, the law applies to those to whom it was given, for its purpose 

is to keep people from having excuses, and to show that the entire world is guilty before God. For no one 

can ever be made right with God by doing what the law commands. The law simply shows us how sinful 

we are. But now God has shown us a way to be made right with God without keeping the requirements of 

the law, as was promised in the writings of Moses and the prophets long ago. We are made right with 

God by placing our faith in Jesus Christ. And this is true for everyone who believes, no matter who we 

are. For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard. Yet God, in God’s grace, freely 

makes us right in God’s sight. God did this through Christ Jesus when God freed us from the penalty for 

our sins. For God presented Jesus as the sacrifice for sin. People are made right with God when they 

believe that Jesus sacrificed his life, shedding his blood. This sacrifice shows that God was being fair 

when God held back and did not punish those who sinned in times past, for God was looking ahead and 

including them in what God would do in this present time. God did this to demonstrate God’s 

righteousness, for God is fair and just, and God makes sinners right in God’s sight when they believe in 

Jesus. Can we boast, then, that we have done anything to be accepted by God? No, because our acquittal 

is not based on obeying the law. It is based on faith. So we are made right with God through faith and not 

by obeying the law.” 
 About 500 years ago, a Roman Catholic monk felt unworthy of God’s love, so he did more and more 

trying to earn God’s love. Despite his best efforts he still felt undeserving. Making matters even worse, he was 

also being crushed by his sense of sinfulness. He desperately tried to find a way to eradicate his sins. He tried 

confession, and confessed frequently, often daily, and for as long as six hours at a stretch. The problem was that 

he could never be sure that he had confessed everything, and often he would remember additional sins as he was 

walking out of the confessional. When he realized that his entire self — his entire being — was corrupt and in 

need of forgiveness, he came right up to the edge of despair. He realized no matter how many good works or 

confessions or spiritual disciplines he engaged in he could never do enough to save himself or merit God’s love. 

As this monk read the Scriptures, meditating on Romans, he had a powerful experience of God’s grace. He 

discovered that the God who judges him and rightfully convicts him for his sins is the same God who graciously 

sent Jesus to save him from his sins. We are saved not by works rather by the grace of God. One is righteous not 

because they themselves are righteous and not because they earn or can some how fulfill the requirements of the 

law, rather we are righteous because Jesus gives us his righteousness as a free gift. We are forgiven, washed 

clean, and beautiful in God’s sight because Jesus loves us. God’s saving love is free to us, because Jesus paid 

the price for us not because we deserve it and there is certainly nothing we can do to earn it. As the monk 

studied scripture thoroughly he realized that we are saved by God’s grace alone. When this monk, Martin 

Luther, went public with this breakthrough, he started the Protestant Reformation, the rediscovery of God’s 

grace. 

 The truth that we are saved by grace alone is so shocking, so radically life changing, that most people 

prefer some type of legalism, some type of works righteousness. We are tempted to collapse back into a human 

centered religion with a checklist of things we can do to earn God’s favor rather than living our relationship 

with God.  Right from the start the early church tried to add some requirements to the new covenant. Over and 

over again, in Paul’s epistles he refutes work’s righteousness and divisions. People argued to be saved you need 

to have works, be circumcised, or Jewish or male or have a certain status. One time he responded, Romans 

1:16b “the gospel is the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith” Another time he said, 

Galatians 3:28 “There is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female; for all of you are one in 

Christ Jesus.” 
Biblical scholar, Charles Talbert, believes there is no issue in Pauline theology more difficult to 

understand than his understanding of faith. In order to peel away layers of faith misinterpretation we need to 

engage in a series of negations. First we are not saved by faith. God saves. We are saved by grace, God’s 



initiative. Faith is the human reception of salvation. So we are saved by grace through faith. Second faith is not 

a work, something we do to initiate a favorable response by God to us. Faith responds. Even justification by 

faith can be understood legalistically if faith is looked upon as the necessary precondition required for salvation. 

Faith is our openness to experience, receive and accept God’s grace. Third, faith is not a belief system or 

adhering to certain doctrines rather faith is a relationship with Jesus. Fourth, faith is not a one time event. It is 

both an act that begins the Christian life and an orientation by which the Christian life continues. The Christian 

life does not begin with faith and then progress on to something else like love or knowledge or works. The 

Christian life is a journey of continuous faithful responses to God. Faith may deepen but it is never superseded 

by something else. Fifth, faith is not a partial response. Faith involves all of our being. Faith is making our 

whole self-receptive to God’s grace. Finally, “Faith is not only a decision to follow Jesus. It is God’s gift. Just 

as one cannot decide to fall in love with another person because the time seems right or because the person 

meets all the specifications, so one cannot merely decide to have faith. For a love relation to exist, something 

has to happen. An event has to take place that enables one to enter into a loving relationship. Likewise, for a 

relation with God to exist a happening has to take place. There must be an event that enables one to lovingly 

respond to God. The event is the grace nature of the relationship. The enabled response is the faith dimension.”  

Martin Luther put it this way, “There are two ways of believing. One way is to believe about God. This 

is knowledge or observation rather than faith. The other way is to believe in God as I do when I put my trust in 

God and surrender myself to God.” Have you noticed in the gospels that it is Jesus who comes to the people and 

meets them where they are at and loves them in whatever state they are in? Jesus urged them don’t worry, relax, 

open yourself and receive the gift of healing and saving grace. There were some people who couldn’t do this, 

mainly the Scribes and Pharisees. They were constantly worrying about the law. They couldn’t relax, therefore 

they were unable to listen to open themselves to receive Jesus gift of grace. Faith occurs when one shifts their 

trust from self to God. Reformer John Calvin believed anyone who adds the slightest human merit to faith 

places themselves on an endless, anxious treadmill of works. Since humans can never be good enough to merit 

justification then those who add a work, will never be secure in their salvation. Calvin said, “We see that our 

whole salvation and all its parts are comprehended in Christ. We should therefore take care not to derive the 

least portion of it from anywhere else.” For Calvin, books like James that speak of works are not at all in 

conflict with faith alone. Calvin writes, “For the question with James is not how a person attains righteousness 

before God, but how they prove to others that they are justified.” How do you know if you or someone else has 

accepted God’s grace? By their fruit, their works, for falling in love with God, changes us and the way we live. 

Even after we accept God’s grace, our works never come close to making anyone righteous, rather it is always 

Christ’ righteousness gifted to us that makes us righteous. As a person embarks on a journey of accepting God’s 

grace, they yield grateful works. Works are not a requirement rather a by-product of receiving God’s grace.    

 Martin Luther began his lecture on Romans saying; "This epistle is in truth the most important document 

in the New Testament, the gospel in its purest expression. Not only is it well worth a Christian's while to know 

it word for word by heart, but also to meditate on it day by day. It is the soul's daily bread, and can never be 

read too often, or studied too much. The more you probe into it the more precious it becomes, and the better its 

flavor... in essence it is a brilliant light.” 

 

One’s understanding grows as they understand the Apostle Paul’s terminology.  

law - fulfilling the law is a matter of the heart; a heart graciously given by the  

Holy Spirit; that follows the law in gratitude freely and willingly. We love, because God first 

loves us. If we follow the law out of duty, it is the law of the unfaith. If we try through works to 

meet the requirements of the law we are unfaithful, for the law is fulfilled by the faithfulness of 

Christ who gives his law fulfillment to us.  

 sin - is trusting in works, our human actions.  

grace - the free gift of God’s love, that forgives, heals, transforms and renews us. Grace restores 

all relationships with God and each other. Grace puts the righteousness of Christ in us.  

faith - not a thought of our mind; not believing "things" even things about God; not a feeling of 

our heart, rather faith is given to us by God; faith is a transforming journey yoked to Jesus; faith 

is being reborn from God. Faith is receiving the grace of God which fills us with gratitude and 

inspiration to love. It is impossible for one to believe without God graciously giving us belief. 



Even more stunning is when you look at the Greek it is unclear if it should be translated “faith in 

Christ” or the “faithfulness of Christ”. There can be a significant difference between a person 

who interprets it as, “we are saved by the faithfulness of Christ” and then one who interprets it as 

“we are saved by faith in Christ”. Especially if the one who interprets it “we are saved by faith in 

Christ” defines faith as a work, a human initiated belief that involves some sort of action, rather 

than faith being a gift of God.       

righteousness – impossible for us to achieve by human actions. Righteousness is a gracious gift 

continually given by Jesus.  

 

Perhaps even one’s quest to understand grace is a work, so if you find this confusing then let it all go 

and let come God’s grace.    

John Knox who led the reformation in Scotland and was the father of Presbyterianism had a terrible 

nightmare. When his friends inquired about his nightmare Knox replied that “I had just been tempted to believe 

that I had merited Heaven and eternal blessedness, by the faithful discharge of my ministry, but blessed be God 

who has enabled me to beat down and quench the fiery darts, by suggesting to me such passages of Scripture as 

these: What have you that you did not receive?  By the grace of God I am what I am not I but the grace of God 

which was with me.”   

As Presbyterians we still boldly state this today in our constitution. “The incarnation of God in the life, 

death and resurrection of Jesus Christ gives the church not only its mission but also its understanding of 

membership. One becomes an active member of the church through faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and 

acceptance of his Lordship in all of life.” 

Perhaps this sermon with all its words is drifting into a work instead of being a conduit for you to rejoice 

in God’s grace. 

On the third weekend in January 1997 a young man was helping lead a Deep Freeze Retreat for a group 

of youth at the Wilderness Fellowship camp near Frederic, Wisconsin. Everything was going exceptionally 

well. He had a wonderful marriage, a successful career and was just settling into his brand new house. He was 

studying the Sermon on the Mount. He realized despite all his accomplishments, stewardship, and service to 

God in a variety of ways he was still pathetic, not even close to living up to God’s standard. Jesus said in his 

sermon we are to Matthew 5:48 “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” Then the 

magnitude of God’s grace filled his being. He realized that Jesus knew when he left heaven that we would never 

get it or even ever come close to fulfilling the law. Yet Jesus came, taught, healed and died on the cross doing 

for us what we can’t ever do for ourselves, fulfilling the law. Now Jesus longs to give us his righteous if we will 

but open ourselves and accept Jesus’ gift. He savored this amazing grace. For years he had gone to church, bible 

study, retreats, conferences and mission trips. He was ordained as an elder. People had been urging him for 

years to go to seminary and become a pastor. He knew a lot about God but for the first time had an 

overwhelming, unexplainable experience of God’s grace. He was then flooded with gratitude for all the people 

who helped him get to this point where he could open himself to savor God’s grace. He was filled with passion 

to make his sole focus to help others get to a point where they also could experience God’s grace. He realized 

that his strength comes from Jesus and not from self or anywhere else. This person went on to seminary and 

learned about the reformation and the doctrines that try to explain his grace-filled relationship with God. Later 

at his ordination, his mom presented him with a banner that hangs in his office with the symbols and 

watchwords of the reformation; sola faith, sola grace, sola scripture. This is a constant reminder that ministry is 

not about a beautiful church building, a balanced budget, number of worshipers, pleasing people, a well 

preached sermon or any other work. What is really important is helping another experience God’s grace. He 

answered the call to be a pastor to do one thing; help others experience grace. This pastor believes that all his 

service will be worth the effort if he has enabled one person to savor God’s grace. Amen 

 

 

 


