
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Romans 3:21-25a,27,28 – 

 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, 

has been made known, to which the Law and the 

Prophets testify.  This righteousness from God 

comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who 

believe. 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.  God presented him as a 

sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood...    

      Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On 

what principle? On that of observing the law? No, 

but on that of faith.  For we maintain that a man is 

justified by faith apart from observing the law. 

 

 

OPENING: SKIT ON “JUSTIFICATION” 

BY THE TEENS 

 

Years ago, an NFL coach would begin the 

first practice of the year the same way.  He 

would hold up a football in front of all of those 

professional players on his team and he would 

say, “Gentlemen, this is a football.”  The point 

was clear.  The team would be starting with the 

basics.  It was the best place to start. 

Today we are beginning a summer sermon 

series called “Key Words from Romans.”  This  

summer we will be looking at various sermon 

texts from this vital book of the New 

Testament.  Each week we will focus on a key 

word that will set the tone for our service that 

morning.  Today we begin this series with a look 

at Romans 3:21-28, and we will begin with the 

“basics.”  Our key word for the day is 

“Atonement,” and we will see three basic 

truths about this concept this morning.   

1.  The basics about sin  
Verse 23 says, “All have sinned and fall short 

of the glory of God.”  This is our first basic 

concept.  Our reading is chock full of vivid 

words and illustrations, and this short phrase 

has two illustrations: 

• “have sinned” – The picture of this 

Greek word is “to miss the mark.”  It is 

an archery word.  The archer draws 

back his bow and lets his arrow fly, and 

it completely misses the bulls-eye that 

he was aiming for. 

 In the same way (and worse), as sinners  we 

have completely missed the target  of keeping 

each of God’s Ten  Commandments.  Ten times 

out of ten,  we have failed to hit the target of 

how  God would have us act. 

• “Fall short” – This is another interesting 

word.  It comes from the root word to 

“be last.”  Have you ever been last?  

Was there ever a race you ran or an 

academic contest?  How did you feel?  

No one likes to come in last!  This word 

has the derived meanings “to come 

late, be behind, come short, lack, am 

inferior, am deficient,  am depleted, 

couldn’t meet goal, be broke, be left 

out.”  This is the picture of what we are 

by nature.  We are sinners standing 

before a holy God who deserve to be 

sent away from him forever! 

2.  The basics about atonement   
Our second basic lesson today comes from 

vv. 21,24,25: “But now a righteousness from 

God, apart from law, has been made known, to 

which the Law and the Prophets testify…  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.  God 

presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, 

through faith in his blood.” 
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How has God changed our situation?  First of 

all, he has done this “apart from law.”  This will 

be a novel concept to our way of thinking.  

Deep inside every human being is feeling that 

“you get what you earn.”  Theologians call this 

the opinio leges (“opinion of the law”).  Perhaps 

there would be some benefits from having our 

atonement depend on our works of the law.  

We would then have control of our situation.  

We all like to be in control!  And we could feel 

good about our good works and charitable acts.  

We could take some pride in these. 

However, how tragic our end would be if our 

salvation depended on own works.  Deep down 

inside, we know we could never be good 

enough to stand as righteous saints in God’s 

court.  We have failed miserably, as our first 

basic lesson today teaches us.   

Our church body has done much in recent 

years to reach out with the true gospel to 

Mormons.  We have a ministry in our synod 

called “Truth in Love to Mormons.”  The 

Mormon faith teaches that Jesus has died for 

the sins of the world, but you must perfect 

yourself to become worthy to receive God’s 

forgiveness.  Salvation depends on your works 

and on the law.  Therefore, we reach out to 

Mormons and start a conversation with them 

by asking them if they feel worthy.  Have they 

done enough?  Have they perfected 

themselves?   

How different that “gospel” is from the 

gospel that Scripture speaks about in our 

reading today!  The Apostle Paul states that we 

have been “justified freely!”  God’s act of saving 

us does not require any payment or work on 

our part.  Perhaps this may be too much to 

believe for some people.  After all, what do you 

think when someone contacts you saying they 

have a “free gift” for you?  What do you do 

when you get e-mails with free offers?  Yet this 

is God’s truth!  Isaiah 55 says, “Come, all you 

who are thirsty, come to the waters; and you 

who have no money, come, buy and eat! Come, 

buy wine and milk without money and without 

cost. Why spend money on what is not bread, 

and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen, 

listen to me, and eat what is good, and your 

soul will delight in the richest of fare.” 

However, this free gift of salvation did not 

come without a cost.  It came by a “sacrifice of 

atonement.”  That phrase is one Greek word: 

HILASMOS.  This is the same word that is used 

for a noun for the “mercy seat” in the 

tabernacle.  You might remember that in the 

Most Holy Place, the ark of the covenant rested.  

Here God told Moses that his presence would 

remain.  Once a year the high priest could enter 

that sacred room, but only after sprinkling 

blood on the cover of the ark, called the mercy 

seat.  In a fulfillment of that picture, Paul tells 

us that Christ’s sacrifice is our mercy seat.  

When he shed his blood and died on the cross, 

he made a sacrifice of atonement for our sins!  

He paid the price that we deserved to pay.  

What a cost was paid for our free gift. 

We call this payment for the sins of the 

world “objective justification.”  Look how 

clearly Paul states this: “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 been justified by this 

redemptive act of Christ! 

3.  The basics about faith  
That leaves us with one last basic fact to 

learn about this morning.  How does that 

forgiveness won by Christ become ours 

personally in our lives?  Paul said it’s “by faith.”  

Sola fide, for those of you who are familiar with 

that Latin phrase.  It does not become our 

possession by our works.  It is by faith.  Faith is 

not the cause of our salvation.  It is simply the 

receiving hand that now has the gift that God 

has given.   

We could compare it to a ticket.  Some of 

you may know that the Seattle Seahawks begin 

their football season in September by hosting 

the Green Bay Packers in prime time.  Can you 

imagine if someone would pass you in the hall 

at work and press a ticket into your hand to go 

to that game?  You did not earn the ticket.  You 

did not pay for it.  But it’s yours because 

someone has put it into your hand!  Such is 

faith.  We call this doctrine “subjective 

justification,” the truth that at some time in 



your life God gave you the gift of faith through 

baptism or the Word.  This is how you received 

his atonement. 

God’s gift certainly can be rejected.  The 

ticket can be thrown away.  An unbeliever can 

discard this.  But it does not mean that it has 

not been won for them.  How tragic that many 

will not receive the benefits of Christ’s 

atonement! 

Finally, what role will “boasting” have in our 

lives?  Paul says that it is excluded.  He tells us 

we have no reason to boast or have pride in 

ourselves.  In Galatians 6 he also says, “May I 

never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, through which the world has been 

crucified to me, and I to the world.” 

 So today, we have gone “back to the basics.”  

In fact, many of you here today may not have 

heard anything novel or new that you did not 

know!  Yet how good it is for us to review this 

blessed, old story that we have known!  And 

how good it is for our sermon series in the book 

of Romans to begin with the basics.  These facts 

are especially important because one day we 

will all have to stand in God’s court and give an 

account for what we have done. 

 Therefore, may God increase our faith in the 

basics we have reviewed today.  May God 

continue to strengthen our faith in him all our 

lives.  And may God bless us in the weeks ahead 

as we look at more “Key Words from Romans!”  

Amen.   


