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21 But now, completely apart from the law, a righteousness from God has been 
made known. The Law and the Prophets testify to it. 22 This righteousness from 
God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all and over all who believe. 

In fact, there is no difference, 23 because all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that 
is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God publicly displayed as the atonement seat through 
faith in his blood. God did this to demonstrate his justice, since, in his divine 
restraint, he had left the sins that were committed earlier unpunished. 26 He did 
this to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so that he would be both 
just and the one who justifies the person who has faith in Jesus. 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed in Christ, 

To some degree, we all know how a legal trial works.  Some of us have been there 
ourselves, but even if we haven’t, most of us have seen a court case depicted on 
television or in a movie.  But no matter how much or how little experience we 
have with court cases, we know that the biggest moment, the most intense point 
of the whole proceedings, what everything else builds up to, is the announcement 
of the verdict.  At the time of announcement, the verdict is the only voice that 
matters.  

Today, as we begin our summer series on Paul’s letter to the Romans, it is no 
overstatement to say that these are some of the most important verses in the 
whole book.  Some would go so far as to say that these are some of the most 
important verses in the whole Bible, which would, in turn, tell us that these are 
the most important words that human ears can hear.  They are words that teach 
us about a verdict that has already been announced, and a voice that will one day 
resound before all humanity as everyone who has ever lived will be gathered for 
judgment.  

So…who is on trial today?  You are… and I am.  What is the charge?  Well, we see 
a summary of the case right in the middle of our sermon text, where Paul writes, 
There is no difference, 23 because all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God… Now, maybe we are used to hearing that.  But this one verse isn’t all that 
Paul said about sin.  No, if we have our Bibles open, we can take a peek back and 
see that Paul has been talking about sin for about two chapters in this book.  We 
certainly don’t have time to read the whole thing, but look back and see the flow 



of thought… For now, look back at the section headings: Chapter 1:18 “God’s 
wrath is being revealed from heaven against all the ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of people…”  Chapter 2: “God’s righteous Judgment…” Paul is 
making the case that God hates sin, that a just God cannot tolerate sin; he must 
punish the sinful.  Skip to chapter 3:9, where the heading tells us what the verses 
confirm:  No one is Righteous.  According to God’s character and his standard of 
holiness, and his judgment of sin, this is where we stand.  Here we will read the 
verses.  Follow along as I read chapter 3:9-20… 
9 What then? Are we any better off? No, not at all! In fact, we have already 
made the charge that all (both Jews and Greeks) are under sin. 10 Just as it is 
written: There is no one who is righteous, not even one. 11 There is no one who 
understands. There is no one who searches for God. 12 They all turned away; 
together they became useless. There is no one who does what is good; there is 
not even one. 13 Their throat is an open grave. They kept deceiving with their 
tongues. The poison of asps is on their lips. 14 Their mouth is filled with cursing 
and bitterness. 15 Their feet are quick to shed blood. 16 They leave a trail of 
destruction and suffering wherever they go. 17 The way of peace they did not 
know. 18 There is no fear of God in front of their eyes. 19 Now we know that 
whatever the law says is addressed to those who are under the law, so that 
every mouth will be silenced and the whole world will be subject to God’s 
judgment. 20 For this reason, no one will be declared righteous in his sight by 
works of the law, for through the law we become aware of sin.   

About whom is Paul talking?  Everyone.  You, me, himself, and everyone else.  The 
evidence is overwhelming, and it isn’t just Paul writing these accusations, these 
charges against us.  He is quoting from 13 Old Testament Words of God that 
represent all the rest of his law.  So think about this in our courtroom 
setting.  God is the Judge, God is the prosecuting attorney, and God is the witness 
as well.  There will be no loophole here that gets some testimony or some 
evidence thrown out.  The law of God reveals not just what we do, but what we 
are—as I’ve heard it put before, we are “hopelessly sinful.”  We are guilty.  By 
ourselves, all we are is sinful, and all we can reasonably expect is for God’s wrath, 
his righteous anger, to be poured out on us for all eternity.  

That’s what Paul is saying in verse 23 when he writes, “All have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God…” not just that we have done some things that kind of 



upset God, but that we are fully deserving of the fullness of his wrath.  We have 
not, and we cannot keep God’s law, because he demands holiness and perfection 
like his, and we are the opposite.  Hopelessly sinful.  Guilty.  What kind of a 
verdict can we expect?  

Most of us have heard it before.  But let’s all pray that the newness of the gospel 
never wears off.  21 But now, completely apart from the law, a righteousness 
from God has been made known. The Law and the Prophets testify to it. 22 This 
righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all and over all 
who believe. In fact, there is no difference, 23 because all have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25 whom God publicly displayed as the 
atonement seat through faith in his blood. 

There is only one human being who has ever lived who measured up to God’s 
standards of holiness and perfection.  Elsewhere in Scripture, in St. John’s first 
letter, he is called just that: Jesus Christ, the righteous one.  At the same time, 
Jesus Christ was once called the guiltiest man who ever lived.  In fact, when he 
was where we sit, when he was on trial (not before men, but before God), he was 
judged to be guilty of every sin that was ever committed.  God the Father looked 
directly at his own Son, and said, “you are found guilty.  You are guilty of eating 
from the tree I told you not to eat from.  You are guilty of murder, and adultery, 
and idolatry.  You are guilty of hatred and pride and lust and gossip and 
slander.  You are guilty of coveting and disobeying your parents and stealing, of 
being envious and greedy.  In fact, you are guilty of so much sin that I can’t even 
stand to be called your Father.  You are sentenced to suffer my wrath—all of it.” 

And so, the verdict on Jesus was announced.  He is guilty of our sin.  His blood, his 
life, was demanded as payment.  He would go to the cross, but that wasn’t the 
worst part.  The world went dark as God’s wrath was poured out upon him, and 
he was forsaken by God, separated from his Father, as we deserved to 
be.  Why?  Because God publicly displayed [him] as the atonement seat through 
faith in his blood.  What does that mean?  It was either him or us.  And just as 
every Old Testament animal sacrifice served as a substitute that would die for the 
guilty, Jesus became our substitute, fully human as we are, but God in the flesh 
who could bear the world’s sin and offer the one payment that would satisfy the 
wrath of God—his life in exchange for ours, his righteousness for our guilt.  



And what is the result?  What is our verdict?  You know that God cannot leave sin 
unpunished, right?  God cannot just forget about sin or ignore it or look the other 
way.  Sin demands punishment.  All have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God… and we rightly expect a guilty verdict at this point… 24 and are justified 
freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.  God doesn’t 
call you innocent.  But he does declare you righteous, all because Jesus has fully 
satisfied the payment for sin that God demanded of us and every sinner.  

What have we done to bring about such a verdict?  Not a single thing.  When Paul 
says that all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus, he is assuring us that we had nothing to do with our 
righteousness.  In this transaction, all we brought was the debt, the need, the 
guilt.  But because of the payment of Christ Jesus, his life, his blood, the debt is 
fully paid, the need for justice is fully met, the guilt is fully punished, and his 
righteousness is fully ours as an absolute gift of his love for sinners.   We can sum 
it all up in one word: grace.  God’s grace is his unmerited kindness, his undeserved 
love, his unearned favor that leads him to love the unlovable and call us his 
beloved children for the sake of Jesus Christ.  

Now, we cannot finish our discussion of this section without mentioning one 
more thing.  In order to receive the benefits of this verdict that has been 
announced, we do need something.  We heard it earlier, but it is reinforced in the 
last verse.  26 He did this to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so that 
he would be both just and the one who justifies the person who has faith in 
Jesus.  We can’t deserve it.  By definition, God’s grace is a gift.  The one thing we 
need to possess in order to be declared righteous is faith.  We need to believe, to 
trust that God’s Word is true and Jesus is our Savior.  The good news, though, is 
that faith, too, is a gift that shows just how gracious our God is, that what it takes 
to receive his grace, he also gives by his grace through his Holy Spirit.  

You put it all together, and you have the foundation for the book of Romans, and 
the foundation of all Scripture.  The verdict is announced.  Through faith in Jesus, 
you are declared a righteous child of God.  Treasure this truth.  Take it with you as 
you go, and never let it go.  May God keep us faithful to this gospel message in 
our church and in our lives.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 


