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Sermon Series // Romans
Supports Session 3: Saving Faith
Sermon Title: “The Heart of the Gospel” (Romans 3:21-26)
_____________________________________________________________________________
Connection to Session 3
Romans 3:21–4:5 is a section that is often described as the heart of Paul’s letter and the clearest explanation of the gospel in all of Scripture. After two chapters of exposing human sin, moral failure, and coming judgment, Paul altered his course slightly. Session three highlighted how God provides a righteousness that comes from God Himself.
What was examined doctrinally in the study will now be applied specifically to call hearers to salvation. Romans 3:21-26 answers how a righteous God can justify guilty sinners without compromising His justice. In this sermon, we will see that God does not ignore sin, lower His standard, or excuse guilt. Instead, He satisfies justice through the finished work of Christ by offering grace to all who believe.
Introduction/Opening
In the early sixteenth century, Martin Luther was tormented by the same question: How can a sinful person stand before a righteous God? Luther was religious, disciplined, and sincere. He fasted, prayed, and confessed his sins constantly, focusing especially on being faithful to the church's rituals and practices. But none of it gave him peace. The more he tried to make himself righteous, the more aware he became of his guilt.
What troubled Luther most was the phrase he encountered while studying the book of Romans: “the righteousness of God” (Rom. 3:21). To him, it sounded like bad news. He understood it as the standard by which God judges and condemns sinners. A righteous God, he believed, could only mean judgment for someone like him.
But while lecturing through Romans, Luther came to see something he had never seen before. The righteousness that Paul spoke of was not something God demanded from sinners, but it was something that God gives to them by faith in Christ. It was not earned by effort or obedience. It was revealed by grace.
That discovery changed everything. Luther later said it felt as though the gates of paradise had been opened to him. What he had feared most became his greatest hope, and the passage that unlocked that truth was Romans 3:21-26.1
Outline
Righteousness revealed (Rom. 3:21-22)
a. Paul began this passage by announcing something entirely new, yet deeply rooted, in God’s plan. Apart from the law, the righteousness of God has been revealed. This righteousness is not achieved by obedience to the law, but it is revealed by 
God Himself.
b. This does not mean the law failed. Rather, Paul wrote that the Law and the Prophets testified to this righteousness (v. 21). In other words, this has always been God’s plan. The law exposed sin, but it was never meant to save sinners. 
c. ILLUSTRATION: Let’s pretend that a new employee was given the assignment of cleaning a busy office bathroom. The employee received all that was needed: the cleaning chemicals, a mask, gloves, and the necessary cleaning tools. But for some unexplained reason, this employee had to clean the bathroom in the dark because the power was out. He tried his best to get this done, and after going over the room many times, he finally left feeling like he had cleaned it adequately. But when the power came back on, he saw the dirt (and sins) that he missed. The problem, of course, was never the dirt; it was the darkness. It’s not hard to make the connection here with what we’ve read. The righteousness of God is light to the darkness, revealing what we lack and providing what we cannot produce. God does not ask us to generate righteousness. He graciously reveals it and offers it to us through Christ.
d. This righteousness comes through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. The same righteousness is offered to every sinner in the same way.
e. TRANSITION: But why is this righteousness necessary for everyone?
Guilt acknowledged (Rom. 3:23)
f. Paul stated the universal problem plainly: everyone is in the dark. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. There are no exceptions, no qualifiers, and no exemptions based on our effort, intention, or background. We all stand equally before God as sinners in need of God’s rescuing grace. 
g. ILLUSTRATION: Like an archer aiming at a target, some arrows land closer than others. Some miss by a little, while some miss by a lot. But none hit the center. The distance does not change the result because every arrow misses the mark. That is Paul’s point. Sin is missing God’s standard.
h. Falling short of God’s glory means that we fail to reflect His character, His holiness, and His perfection. Sin is not merely breaking rules. It is failing to be what God created us to be. Romans 3:23 levels the ground beneath every person. The religious and irreligious alike stand equally guilty before God. No one can claim righteousness by comparison.
i. We are all guilty, and we must acknowledge this guilt before a holy God. 
j. TRANSITION: If all are guilty, then how can anyone be made right with God?
Grace accomplished (Rom. 3:24-26)
k. Paul provided the answer: sinners are “justified freely by [God’s] grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (v. 24). The term “justification” is a legal declaration. God declares the guilty righteous, not because the guilt is ignored, but because redemption has been accomplished. It is the ultimate act of grace! 
l. God is able to do this because the Father presented the Son as a sacrifice of atonement through the Son’s own blood. This means God’s wrath against sin was satisfied. Justice was not set aside; it was fulfilled. This shows God to be both just and the One who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. God remains righteous while making sinners righteous.
m. ILLUSTRATION: Imagine a judge faced with a guilty defendant who cannot pay the penalty. The judge does not dismiss the case or pretend the crime did not happen. Instead, the judge steps down, pays the fine himself, and then declares the debt satisfied. Justice is upheld, and mercy is extended. This is what God has done 
in Christ.
Conclusion
Salvation is given, not earned, achieved, or deserved. It is given by grace. God provides righteousness because we lack it, He acknowledges our guilt because we cannot deny it, and He accomplishes grace because we cannot save ourselves. The gospel does not ask us to defend ourselves. It invites us to trust Christ. It does not minimize sin. It answers it. And it does not compromise God’s justice; it fulfills it.
This is the heart of the gospel, and the call is clear: we must stop trusting ourselves. We must stop comparing ourselves to others, and we must stop hoping that effort or morality will be enough. We must turn to Christ and trust in what God has done. Receive the righteousness that He freely gives. “But now,” as Paul said in Romans 3:21, everything can change.
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1. “Luther’s Breakthrough in Romans” https://lutheranreformation.org/theology/luthers-breakthrough-romans.
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