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INTRODUCTION: 
 
 It’s hard to overstate the importance of the six verses that comprise our text 
this morning. The New Testament scholar Leon Morris goes so far as to suggest 
that this passage may be “possibly the most important single paragraph ever 
written.” This passage is particularly meaningful to me because these were the 
words of Scripture God used to bring me to faith in Jesus when I was a college 
freshman.  
 

Paul stated his theme back in 1:16-17. “For I am not ashamed of the 

gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, 
to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God 

is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by 
faith.’” In developing this theme, he first had to answer the question of why 
people need saving. Apparently, people in Paul’s day were much the same as 
people in our own day in not recognizing their spiritual peril. So the better part 
of three chapters was spent to make the single point of universal sin and guilt. 
Now that Paul has established the need of salvation, he begins describing that 
salvation. He will spend the next five and a half chapters doing so, followed by 
three chapters (9-11) dealing with the thorny issue of God’s attitude toward his 
people of the Old Testament, the Jews. Then the final chapters (12-16) contain 
Paul’s customary section of the practical implications of the doctrine developed 
in the first part of his letter.  

 
The paragraph before us today is a wonderful summary of the good news 

Paul preached. Proverbs 25:25 says, “Like cold water to a thirsty soul, so is 

good news from a far country.” This is the good news from the far country of 
heaven, and it brings refreshment to the soul. Let’s be refreshed today by 
considering the three main words of this passage. I would go so far as to say 
that there is no greater refreshment possible than understanding and 
accepting these three words.  
 
 
I. Righteousness 
 

Though it’s not apparent in our English translations, this word in its 
various forms appears seven times in these six verses. The Greek word 
dikaiosune, which is translated as “righteousness” in our versions, appears 
four times. Also, the word “justify” is a translation of the Greek verb dikaioo, 
which is just a verb form of the noun “righteousness.” To coin a word, we could 
capture this by saying “righteoufy,” or the word “justification” could be 



 2

“righteoufication.” Then, finally, the word “just” is the adjective form of the 
same Greek word, dikaios.  

 
This is an important word group both in our passage and throughout these 

chapters in Romans. It has two different senses in Romans. The first sense is 
the gift of righteousness God gives to believers in what we refer to theologically 
as justification by faith. This is a legal term that belongs in the courtroom. It is 
the pronouncement of the judge after the trial. Instead of condemnation, the 
judge declares an acquittal of the accused. This is what is being referred to in 
verse 24 when Paul writes of those who “are justified by his grace as a gift.” 
This acquittal has in view the judgment that will be rendered on the great Day 
of Judgment. But notice that this verb is in the present tense. It is something 
that happens now, not something in the distant future on Judgment Day. This 
means that for the Christian, Judgment Day has already happened. The Judge 
of all the earth has spoken a word of acquittal over you already, and no being 
in the universe will be able to challenge this judgment.  

 
This meaning of righteousness as the righteousness credited to the believer 

and his consequent acquittal will be developed further in the next chapter. The 
second meaning of righteousness is more common in today’s passage, and that 
is the righteousness of God in the sense of his fairness and justice. If everyone 
is guilty—a point Paul has clearly established already—and if God acquits 
those who are guilty, is he not being unjust? In the Old Testament, God 
repeatedly told Israel’s leaders that they must acquit the innocent and 
condemn the guilty. Proverbs 17:15 could not be more clear. “He who justifies 

the wicked and he who condemns the righteous are both alike an 
abomination to the Lord.” In the next chapter, it is a bit shocking to read the 
title Paul gives to God, calling him the God “who justifies the ungodly” (4:5). 
It is almost word for word what Proverbs 17:15 says is an abomination to God. 
John Stott words it like this. “How can the righteous God act unrighteously, 
and so overthrow the moral order, turning it upside down? It is unbelievable! 
Or rather it would be, if it were not for the cross of Christ.” 

 
The answer to this dilemma is given in the last two verses of our text. It is 

through the cross, indicated by that phrase “propitiation by his blood,” that 
God’s justice and fairness is upheld. We will look at that word “propitiation” in 
our next point, but for now we need to understand that it refers to the 
substitutionary death of Jesus. Justice has been satisfied. By the death of 
Jesus, God was able to overlook the sins of his people committed in Old 
Testament times. That’s what he’s referring to at the end of verse 25 when it 
says that “in his divine forbearance he had passed over former sins.” All 
the saints in the Old Testament were sinners deserving of God’s judgment. But 
he overlooked their sins because he knew they would be paid for at the cross. 
And then verse 26 states clearly that it was by the cross that God’s 
righteousness was shown, allowing him to be just in condemning the wicked. 
The sins were placed on Jesus when he was on the cross. He willingly took our 
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sin upon himself, becoming the wicked one that God in his justice condemned. 
And the cross also allows God to be full of mercy in justifying those who 
believe. This truth will come into sharper focus with our next word.  

 
 
II. Propitiation 
 

This word occurs in verse 25, where we read that Jesus was “put forward 
as a propitiation by his blood.” This is one of the more significant words the 
Bible uses to explain the meaning of Jesus’ death. The Greek word, hilasterios, 

has been variously translated. Many translations, such as our ESV Pew Bible, 
translate it with the word “propitiation.” That’s a word that means to appease 
God’s wrath through the offering of a sacrifice. Others translate it “mercy seat,” 
which was the place in the Old Testament tabernacle where God’s wrath was 
appeased. Still others, such as the NIV, opt for a more generic translation: 
“sacrifice of atonement.” I would be in favor of one of the first two translations, 
either “propitiation” or “mercy seat,” because both contain an idea essential to 
this word. That is the idea of the appeasement of God’s wrath through sacrifice. 
For two and a half chapters, Paul has been talking about the wrath of God 
upon sin, and now he gives the solution to that problem.  

 
Since this is such a key word to explain the meaning of Jesus’ death, it 

shouldn’t surprise us that there is significant opposition to this idea. Many 
reject the idea of the appeasement of God’s wrath by rejecting the wrath and 
judgment of God. They would deny to God the right to such an expression of 
his justice. Proponents of this idea just want God to wave some grace dust over 
our sin and have sin magically forgiven in this way. They would say further 
that God is being petty and vengeful by insisting that his wrath be appeased. If 
someone cuts you off in traffic, a healthy response is not to insist that some 
payment be exacted, but simply to overlook the offense. Why can’t God do the 
same?  

 
The notion of God’s wrath and judgment is commonly seen today as a relic 

of an earlier and now outdated theology. We are beyond this now and no longer 
believe in such a God. This is such a common idea today that we need to 
answer it. Let me make several points in response. First, we need to be careful 
not to reject something just because we don’t like it. The central question is not 
whether God’s wrath is acceptable, but if it is true. To reject it because we don’t 
like it is like rejecting gravity because you would prefer not to be tethered to 
the ground. But your dislike of gravity will not make it go away. To reject 
something that is true will not make it come untrue. The gravity rejector will 
not break gravity, but instead will be broken by gravity. The same is true of 
those who reject the wrath and judgment of God.  

 
Second, to reject God’s judgment is to put oneself as judge over God. It is to 

do the very thing we insist that God must not do. It is to say to God, “God, you 
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can’t judge me, but I insist on judging you by telling you that you are wrong to 
be a God of wrath and judgment.” It is like the student I mentioned a few 
weeks ago who told his professor with a straight face and no awareness of the 
inconsistency of his statement, “Surely it’s always wrong to tell someone that 
they are wrong.”  
 
 Third, judgment is a feature of justice. To deny judgment is to abandon the 
justice for which our hearts cry out. I read not long ago of a young child 
playing on the sidewalk in front of his house, when a drunken driver veered off 
the road and hit the child, killing him instantly. It was later discovered that 
this driver had been convicted multiple times of drunk-driving, and the law 
required that such an offender serve jail time. But a judge, contrary to the 
requirements of the law, had allowed the man to go free. In such cases, our 
hearts long for justice. For God to deny his justice and its consequent 
judgment would be to deny himself, and God cannot do that.  
 
 Finally, to reject God’s justice and judgment is to lose all hope of salvation. 
The Bible teaches that God is both merciful and just, but not in equal measure. 
The Lord said to Moses, “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, 
slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping 

steadfast love to the thousandth generation, but who will by no means 
clear the guilty, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children and 
the children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation” (Ex. 34:6-
7). The death of Jesus is the satisfaction both of God’s justice and his mercy. 
Justice has been satisfied because God has not cleared the guilty. In this case, 
the guilty party is Jesus, not by his own guilt but by ours. In mercy, God laid 
sin on Jesus that it might be removed from us. This happened at the cross. 
That’s what is meant by the words that appear after the word “propitiation”: 
“by his blood,” which is a metaphor for the death of Jesus. And now the 
justice of God becomes the strongest basis possible for our redemption. If the 
just penalty for our sins has been paid by the substitutionary death of Jesus, 
then our salvation, motivated by the great mercy of God, is now anchored in 
the justice of God. It would be unjust for God to punish someone for whom the 
penalty has been paid, and being unjust is something that is impossible for 
God.  
 
 
III. Faith 

 
Three times in this brief paragraph Paul states that this salvation comes to 

us by faith and not by works. As I have mentioned many times in the past, the 
dominant verb of Christianity is “receive,” not “achieve.” John Stott says it so 
well, and in a way that summarizes this entire paragraph. 

 
All other systems teach some form of self-salvation through good works of religion, 
righteousness, or philanthropy. Christianity, by contrast, is not in its essence a 
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religion at all; it is a gospel, the gospel, good news that God’s grace has turned 
away his wrath, that God’s Son has died our death and borne our judgment, that 
God has mercy on the undeserving, and that there is nothing left for us to do, or 
even contribute. Faith’s only function is to receive what grace offers. P. 118 

 
 A recent Serge newsletter described an interaction one of Serge’s 
missionaries had with a shepherd in the foothills of the Himalayas. Advik was 
struggling with severe depression and went to a Hindu priest for help. The 
priest replied, “You are depressed because you have angered one of the gods. 
Relief will only come if you sacrifice a goat.” Advik did so, sacrificing one of his 
best goats. But his depression persisted. So he returned to the priest, who told 
him, “One goat is not enough. One of the gods is still angry. Sacrifice another 
goat.” This continued until Advik had sacrificed 15 goats, and still with no 
relief for his depression. In his desperation, he went to a Serge clinic, met with 
a doctor and a counselor there and told them his story. The counselor 
explained to Advik, “The God of the Bible sacrificed himself for His people so 
that they would never have to sacrifice again.” Advik’s eyes lit up. “I’ve never 
heard of this! Our gods would never sacrifice anything for us. They always 
demand sacrifice. Who is this God? Is He powerful?” The counselor said, “Yes! 
He’s the one who made all the mountains where the other gods sit. He is the 
creator of everything. You need no other sacrifices.” Advik believed and met 
Jesus that day.  
 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
 Back in chapter one, Paul had said that he was eager to preach the gospel 
to the Christians in Rome (1:15). The passage we have just considered is the 
heart of that gospel. Paul knew that this gospel is what brings stability, joy and 
fruitful living to the Christian. There is no medicine like gospel medicine. The 
practical applications of this gospel are extensive and profound. One of these 
applications will be the focus of next week’s sermon, and it is the way the 
gospel leads to unity. We are all painfully aware of the need for unity in our 
nation right now, as it seems that we are being ripped apart at the seams. As I 
talk to other Christian leaders, it is sadly the case that this disunity has also 
entered the Church. It is the gospel that brings unity to marriages, to 
relationships between Christians, and even to a nation. We’re going to look 
more fully into that next week.  
 

Perhaps you are here today in need of the medicine of the gospel. You may 
need to believe this gospel for the first time, that your sins may be forgiven and 
that you may be reconciled to God. Or you may need to remember this gospel 
that your heart may be filled with hope. In either case, receive what God offers 
here. 
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Discussion Questions 
Romans 3:21-26 

 
1. Gospel means “good news.” Proverbs 25:25 says, “Like cold water to a 

thirsty soul, so is good news from a far country.” Do you see any 
application that proverb might have to how the gospel might more deeply 
penetrate our hearts? 

 
2. How did you first come to receive this good news? Tell a little of your 

story regarding that. 
 

3. What effect does it have on you when gospel truths become fresh to your 
soul? What effect does it have on you when gospel truths become stale? 
 

4. Propitiation means the appeasement of God’s wrath through blood 
sacrifice. How would you respond to someone who said that it is wrong 
for God to be so angry and judgmental? 
 

5. If propitiation is the satisfaction of God’s anger through the blood 
sacrifice of Jesus, does this mean that God is never angry at those who 
believe? 
 

6. Are there any people you would like to ask your group to pray for who 
need to have their eyes opened to see and believe these truths? Spend 
some time praying for them. 


