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In what situations is a guilty man acquitted in a court of law?

What's wrong with the following defense argument?

“Members of the jury, I am not asking for mercy or pardon. I want justice. I am demanding full acquittal. Yes, I committed the murder of which I am accused. But I am not guilty. Members of the jury, you must consider all my good deeds—not merely as mitigating circumstances but as reason for exonerating me. The goodness of my other deeds outweighs the crime I committed. My good deeds require a 'not guilty' verdict. If justice is to be done, you must find me innocent” (169).

I. The Context of Romans 3:21-26

– Paul's argument from 1:18-3:20 is that regardless of your heritage or ethnicity, you are guilty before God. If you're a Jew and have access to all kinds of revelation, then you're a guilty lawbreaker before God. If you're a Gentile with little access to revelation, then you're a guilty lawbreaker who can't live up to even meager, extrabiblical standards. Whoever you are, you have no excuse: you're guilty of sinning.

– What about the good deeds done by unbelievers?

– On one level, many “good” things are done by believers and unbelievers alike: hospitals built, disaster recovery efforts (Katrina, Haiti earthquake, et al.).

– The question is not whether helpful things are done, but what is the state of the human heart?

– We try to use the defense argument from earlier to excuse our guilt before God, but when we see that God deals with the heart and not the surface, using that defense before God is as stupid and useless as using it in human courts.

II. The Revelation of God's Righteousness in its Relationship to the Old Testament (3:21)

– “But now” refers to this point in the storyline of history, that is, now that Jesus has come.

– “Apart from the law” refers to the law given to Moses as described in the beginning of the Old Testament.

– God's very character, his righteousness (right-ness, holding to a standard, law-abiding-ness, perfection) has been revealed or made known apart from the law given to Moses, now that Jesus has come. In simple terms, we're not in the Old Testament anymore—the New Testament is here.

– The Old Testament is not worthless or useless now, because the Old Testament prepares the way for what has come in the New. What is in the New makes sense because of the Old; the Old Testament “bore witness to this new state of affairs and anticipated this day” (175).

III. The Availability of God's Righteousness to all without Racial Distinction but on Condition of Faith (3:22-23)

– How does Romans 1:18-3:20 fit with the “all” statements in 3:22-23?

– “But now, we are told, this righteousness from God that is in some ways detached from that old covenant, is given through faith in Jesus Christ. It is not given on the old covenant grounds where you were supposed to be born into the nation or adopted into the nation in some sense. No, it is 'given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.' In other words, the grace is extended as far as the need, and the need is everywhere: Jew and Gentile alike” (176).

IV. The Source of God's Righteousness in the Gracious Provision of Christ Jesus as the Propitiation for Our Sins (3:24-25)

A. Redemption

– In our day, we don't use “redemption” language much outside of God-talk. We still do in terms of redeeming a mortgage (paying it all off) or redeeming coupons or redeeming something we hocked at a pawn shop.

– In Paul's day, there were no bankruptcy laws, so you got out of unpayable debt by selling yourself (and perhaps your family) into slavery. A wealthy relative could go through the process of paying for your freedom—redeeming you from slavery.

– Paul is saying in Romans, then, that we have been bought and freed from slavery in a sense. We aren't slaves economically or financially in this sense, but slaves to sin. Jesus has bought our freedom and redeemed us from that slavery.

– We are freed from the slavery of sin because we are justified freely as a gift. Justified means to be declared not guilty, to be found in complete obedience to and perfectly within the bounds of the law.

– To know how this is possible, we have to know what Paul means by “propitiation.”

B. Propitiation

– To propitiate means to make favorable. Christ is our propitiation to God; he is the one who makes us favorable to God.

– Given that we are so desperately and inescapably guilty of breaking God's law, God's wrath and judgment are against us. That wrath and judgment must be turned away from us somehow, and Christ's self-sacrifice on the cross does exactly that.

– It's important to point out that the Father and Son are not in conflict when we speak of propitiation. It's not as though the Father is furious with us, but Jesus the Hippie comes along and convinces him to chill out. We have sinned against God; against Father and Son and Holy Spirit. God must be propitiated.

– God stands against us in his holy, wrathful judgment. While we were his enemies, Christ died for us and demonstrates God's love for us.

V. The Demonstration of God's Righteousness through the Cross of Jesus Christ (3:25-26)

– God demonstrates his justice in punishing Jesus on the cross. If there is ever a question about whether God takes sin seriously, then the answer is simply to point to the cross. That is how seriously God takes sin. If ever the question is asked, “How can God let this evil happen and do nothing?” The answer is, “God hasn't done nothing. God has shown his justice on the cross.”

– “Do you want to know where God's justice is most powerfully demonstrated? On the cross. Do you want to know where God's love is most powerfully demonstrated? On the cross. There Jesus, the God-man, bore hell itself, and God did this both to be just and to be the one who declares just those who have faith in him. There is thus a sense in which God views me...through the lens of Jesus. That is to say, my sin is now viewed as his, and he has paid for it. And his justice, his righteousness, is now viewed as mine. God looks at me and declares me just, not because I am (I am guilty!) but because he has set forth his Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (181-182).

VI. Pauline Emphases on Faith (3:27-31)

A. Faith Excludes Boasting (3:27, 4:1-2)

– We have no grounds to say we are accepted by God because we are superior. Why?

B. Faith is Necessary to Preserve Grace (3:28, 4:3-8)

– If I earn pardon from God by law-keeping, grace is no longer grace. Why?

C. Faith is Necessary if Jews and Gentiles Alike are to be Saved (3:29-30, 4:9-17)

– How does the idea of God reigning as King explain the fact that Jews and Gentiles alike must be saved by faith?

D. Christian Faith, Far from Overturning the Old Testament, Fulfills and Upholds It (3:31, 4:18-25)

– Paul “is emphatically insisting that the whole Bible hangs together. God's purposes have been unified all along—layered, complex, interwoven, but wonderfully unified, so that now, in the cross and resurrection of Jesus, the law-covenant is fulfilled and its long-term purpose in the plan of God spectacularly fulfilled. Guilty men and women are declared just and reconciled to God, not because they are just, not because they try to balance up good deeds and bad deeds, but because by faith they trust Christ's sacrifice on their behalf—a sacrifice that simultaneously pays for their sin and establishes God's justice” (183).

VII. A Final Word on Faith

– Faith has two common uses in our culture:

(1) faith = religion, i.e., you have your faith and I have mine = you have your religion and I have mine.

(2) faith = personal, subjective, religious choice

– In the Bible, however, the object of faith is what matters most, i.e., who or what do you believe in, not the simple fact of believing in something.

– The Bible never encourages or promotes believing in spite of the falsity of something; Paul says we are rightfully the laughingstock of the universe if Jesus didn't actually get raised from the dead.

– When Paul commends faith, he's commending a God-given gift to see, understand, appreciate, and appropriate what God has done in the cross and resurrection of Jesus.

