
 
 

“Justified by Grace through Faith” + Romans 3:19-28 

Festival of the Reformation (Observed) October 27, 2022 

Pastor Tim Mueller, serving on behalf of the  

Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod (Southern Illinois District) 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 Five years ago, we marked the 500th anniversary of the Reformation.  

Five hundred five years ago Monday, October 31, 1517, Dr. Martin Luther 

pounded those nails to post the 95 Theses on the church door in Wittenberg, 

Germany.  What is all the hoopla about, anyway?  It is important because it 

centers on the most crucial questions in a person’s life:  How is it that you can 

have a relationship with Almighty God?  How can you know that God loves 

you?  How can you be certain as to what will happen to you when die?  How 

can you believe that there is a God out there who hears your prayers?  In short:  

How can I be saved?  This is the heart and center of a person’s life.  St. Paul 

answers these questions with some technical terms in his Letter to the Romans.  

He is writing this letter because he wants to visit Rome and go from there to 

preach the Gospel in Spain.  The systematic teaching here of the Good News of 

Jesus is the launching pad for his mission to reach the nations, and our 

foundation for living in faith each day.  In common everyday language we like 

to say, “I am going to heaven someday because Jesus died on the cross for my 

sins.”  Here the Lord Himself, through Paul His apostle, teaches us more 

precisely what we are to believe and teach about this all important question:  

How can I be saved?  He describes it this way:  We are justified by grace 

through faith.  Let’s take a deeper look. 

---  I  --- 

 First of all there is that word “justify.”  You recognize the word “just” in 

there.  To be just is to be fair and upright; there is no crookedness in the one 

who is just.  If you do some writing on your computer you know what it means 

to “justify” text:  it means that the first and last letters in each line are all 

aligned in a perfect row from top to bottom on both the left and the right-hand 

margins, the way a newspaper column is set up.  Therefore, if you are justified, 

everything in your life is perfectly aligned with the word and will of God.  
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There is nothing out of order.  Every thought, desire, word, and deed is in line 

with what God says a human being should be.   

 Back in the days before personal computers, some of us used to try justify 

the text on a typewriter.  There was a way to do it; it involved typing and then 

counting spaces and then retyping.  However, it was a very difficult, slow, and 

tedious process.  There was not room for one single spacing error if you were 

going to justify the text and make it look good.  How much more difficult—yes, 

impossible—to live a justified life before God.  Who is there who can make all 

the letters line up in a perfect row from top to bottom?  No one is able to say 

before God:  “I am just.”  We might try to justify ourselves, to make some 

excuses to try to make it look like we are not as crooked as the next guy, or by 

saying, “At least I haven’t done this or that sin.”  But none of us measures up to 

what God says a human being should be.   

 The text says, “Whatever the law says it speaks to those who are under 

the law, so that every mouth may be stopped, and the whole world may be held 

accountable to God.  For by works of the law no human being will be justified 

in his sight, since through the law comes knowledge of sin” (vv.19-20).  We 

know what accountability is.  It is when you work for somebody and they are 

going to check up on you.  You are accountable to make sure you get the job 

done.  Even the boss, the CEO of a large company, is accountable, because he 

or she must answer to the board, and can be fired by the board.  This says that 

every human being is accountable to the God who made us.  We are the work of 

His hands; He has the right to tell us how we are to live, what we are to do and 

what we are not to do.  He says, “There is no distinction: for all have sinned and 

fall short of the glory of God” (vv.22-23).  No one has the image of God; we all 

lack that perfect holiness and righteousness that our first parents had when 

they were first created.   

 If we are going to be justified, it cannot come from within us.  It has to be 

something that comes from outside of us.  God through Jesus justifies us, that 

is, He counts for us, or imputes to us, Jesus’ own righteousness.  This is the 

Great Good News that God brought to light again 500 years ago.  We heard in 

our Old Testament reading that Josiah, hundreds of years before Jesus was 

even born, began a reformation of the worship of Israel based on the Book of 
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Moses that was found while the temple was being repaired.  Similarly, 500 

years ago the reformers were used by God to rediscover the Bible and translate 

it into the common language of the people so that the message of salvation by 

grace could be read and heard by all.  In fact, the New Testament first 

appeared in the language of the people 500 years ago last month, when Dr. 

Luther’s translation into German was published. 

---  II  --- 

 Text says that “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and [all] 

are justified by his grace as a gift” (vv.22-23).  One year we studied the Book of 

Romans in our 6th grade religion class at our school.  The children were taught 

how justification works:  that we are declared “innocent” because of Christ, 

even though we really are guilty.  We reviewed the concept of God’s grace, His 

undeserved love toward us.  The kids were given the assignment of 

demonstrating how this process works by means of a short skit.  They came up 

with some very interesting ones.  One group chose to portray a classroom.  In it 

several children were talking, throwing things, and breaking many rules.  

However, one student sat carefully doing her work.  The teacher turned around 

and warned the disruptive students several times.  Finally one got so brazen as 

to throw something at the teacher.  The teacher turned around and glared and 

said, “Who threw that?”  The quiet little girl who had been so studious raised 

her hand and said, “I did.”  Then she was given the punishment in place of her 

innocent classmates.  Another skit took place in a courtroom.  The defendant 

was accused of bank robbery and murder.  He sat on the witness stand while 

the prosecuting attorney came with one piece of irrefutable evidence after 

another:  the defendant was found with the murder weapon in his hand; the 

stolen money was on his person; several eyewitnesses could identify him as the 

robber and murderer.  What is more, the whole thing was captured by a 

security camera!  There seemed no way that the defendant could possibly 

escape the punishment he deserved.  But, then, the defense attorney approached 

the bench and whispered something into the judge’s ear.  Immediately the 

judge pronounced the defendant “not guilty” and he was free to go.  That’s the 

pardon that Jesus has won for us!  The devil himself wants to be that 

prosecuting attorney wagging his finger in front of God and dredging up all our 
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sins and guilt to try to induce the Father to send us to hell for all eternity.  But 

we have one who speaks in our defense, Jesus Christ the Righteous One.  He is 

the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not for ours only, but also for the sins of 

the whole world. 

 Speaking more technically, Paul tells us more:  “All have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the 

redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by 

his blood, to be received by faith” (vv.23-25).  Redemption is the process of 

redeeming, by which a price is paid to set someone free from slavery.  Christ 

spent His holy precious blood and thereby set us free from sin, death, hell, and 

the power of the devil himself.   

 Then Paul describes Christ as the One put forward by God as a 

“propitiation by His blood.”  To really understand and appreciate this word 

“propitiation,” it is necessary to review some things from the Old Testament, to 

go back to the “Law and the Prophets” that bear witness to Christ.  The term 

that the Apostle Paul uses here, inspired by the Spirit of God, is the same term 

used to describe the lid of the Ark of the Covenant.  That lid was often called 

the “mercy seat.”  You recall that the Ark was that wooden chest, covered with 

gold, built under Moses’ supervision according to plans given by God Himself.  

Inside this ark, or chest, were placed the stone tablets on which God had 

written the Ten Commandments, a pot of manna, and Aaron’s rod which had 

budded.  On top of this lid, the mercy seat, were two golden cherubim (angelic 

beings) carved out of gold, each facing the other, with wings outstretched.  God 

said that on that lid, the mercy seat, between the two cherubim, He would 

appear in a cloud and meet with Moses, and from that spot He would speak to 

Moses instructions for the whole nation.  (See Exodus 25:22, Leviticus 16:2, and 

Hebrews 9:1-14.) 

 The Ark was placed into the “Most Holy Place” also called the “Holy of 

Holies,” that special place behind the veil in the Holy Place of the tabernacle, 

and beginning in the time of Solomon, in the temple.  According to the 

commands given Moses, only the High Priest was eligible to go before the Ark 

in the Most Holy Place, and He could enter only on one day of the year, the 

Great Day of the Atonement, which falls about this time of year.  (Modern-day 
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Jews still mark this day on the calendar, which fell on September 30 this year, 

though the sacrifices are no longer carried out since the temple in Jerusalem 

was destroyed many years ago.  It is called Yom Kippur.)  We read in the 

sixteenth chapter of Leviticus that on that day the high priest, after he had 

made sacrifice for His own sins and the sins of his house, was to kill a goat as a 

sin offering for the sins of the people.  The high priest was to take the blood of 

that goat behind the veil into the Holy of Holies.  There, while the mercy seat 

was shrouded in a cloud of incense, he was to take some of the blood and with 

his finger sprinkle it on the mercy seat (the lid of the Ark of the Covenant) and 

then sprinkle some more blood in front of the mercy seat seven times.  The rest 

of the goat was to be taken outside the camp and burned up in its entirety.   

 What was the result of all this?  When God commanded that this be done, 

He explained:  “For on this day shall atonement be made for you to cleanse you.  

You shall be clean before the LORD from all your sins” [“you” is plural 

throughout] (Leviticus 16:30). 

 Now we can picture what is written here about Jesus Christ Himself.  He 

is the mercy-seat, the place where God meets with man.  God wants us to seek 

Him in no other place, no other person, than through His Son Jesus Christ.  

God is gracious to us only because of Jesus Christ and what He has done.  The 

blood that Christ brings into the presence of His Father is His own precious 

blood.  And, in view of the holy life of Christ in our place, His death on the 

cross and His resurrection, God looks at us and says, “You are clean before the 

Lord from all your sins.”  That is the message we cherish, we teach to our 

children, and we want the whole world to know it.  You are a sinner, but in 

Jesus you are clean before the Lord from all your sins.   

---  III  --- 

 Although this gift has been obtained for all people, it does not personally 

benefit you unless it becomes yours through faith:  God put Jesus forward “as a 

propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith” (v.25).  

 People often say, “You gotta have faith!”  Indeed, but faith in what, or in 

whom?  Before there can be faith, there has to be Someone who is faithful.  

Before we can trust, there has to be Someone who is trustworthy.  Faith is only 

as good as the one in whom the faith is placed.  I can sincerely believe with all 
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my heart that you are all ready to make me a millionaire, but it won’t happen 

unless you have a million dollars and are willing to give it to me.  God is 

faithful.  He is trustworthy.  His word is to be believed.  This word produces the 

faith and trust in us which enables us to grab hold of Christ and trust in Him 

for ourselves.   

 Even faith is a gift:  “For it is by grace you have been saved, through 

faith--and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God--not by works, so that 

no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8).  To say that we are justified (declared just) 

by grace (as a free gift from Him) through faith is a way of saying that it is all 

apart from our works.  “We hold that one is justified by faith apart from works 

of the law” (v.28).  The reformers described it this way:  “We believe that in 

spiritual and divine things the intellect, heart, and will of unregenerate man 

cannot by any native or natural powers in any way understand, believe, accept, 

imagine, will, begin, accomplish, do, effect, or cooperate, but that man is 

entirely and completely dead and corrupted as far as anything good is 

concerned” (Tappert, p.521).  And still God gives it to us as a gift! 

 This, dear friends, is why we rejoice today.  This is what is worth teaching 

to our children.  This is what we want to share with the world.  This, frankly, is 

what gets me up in the morning:  We are justified by grace, through faith.  

Amen. 
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