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INTRODUCTION: 
 
 Big events lead to big changes, as any couple welcoming a new baby into 
the family can confirm. The new arrival changes both sleep patterns and daily 
schedules. Even the shortest car trip takes much longer due to all the extra 
stuff that has to be carried. The smallest occupant of the car requires the most 
space. Like a large ship moving through the water and leaving a big wake, large 
events leave big wakes. There is no event in the history of the world that is 
larger than the death of Jesus.  
 

Paul has labored to establish the fact that the wrath of God is the single 
greatest challenge faced by our sinful human race, after which he announces 
God’s solution to that in the paragraph that the New Testament scholar Leon 
Morris called “possibly the most important single paragraph ever written.” The 
death of Jesus has fully satisfied the wrath of God, meaning that there is no 
more wrath for God’s people. For the one who believes in Christ, Judgment Day 
has been moved from the future to the past, and the verdict of acquittal has 
already been pronounced. In today’s passage, through a series of six questions, 
Paul lists three significant changes wrought by the big gospel event.   
 
 
I. A Heart Change – No Boasting – v. 27-28 
 

The first question Paul asks points out the first big fruit of the gospel. 
“Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded.” The word “excluded” 
has the idea of shutting a door. When God shuts a door, it cannot be opened. 
The gospel shuts the door to all human boasting, and this is the case, 
according to the second and third questions of the text, by what Paul calls the 
“law of faith.” “By what kind of law [is the door shut on boasting]? By a law 
of works? No, but by the law of faith.” Paul’s contrast between works and 
faith is the same contrast I pointed out from the previous passage when I said 
that the dominant verb of Christianity is receive, not achieve. Faith is the 
instrument by which we receive the benefits of the gospel. The benefit at the 
head of the list is the one Paul mentions in verse 28. “For we hold that one is 
justified by faith apart from works of the law.” Justification is a courtroom 
word referring to a verdict of acquittal. It is the announcement of the Judge on 
Judgment Day that the accused is not guilty. And as we saw in the previous 
passage, this verdict is made possible only by the sacrificial death of Jesus, a 
death that fully satisfied the wrath of God. This is taught in the great word 
“propitiation” that occurs back in verse 25. Faith is merely the instrument by 
which this great gift is received.  
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There is a common error today that brings boasting back into play, and it’s 

an error concerning the nature of faith. I’m referring to the error of faith in 
faith. How many times do we hear it said in popular movies, especially 
children’s movies, that good things will come if you only believe. Such an idea 
takes faith from the “receive” column and puts it in the “achieve” column. Faith 
is not a good work which we achieve, but merely the instrument through which 
we receive the benefits earned by the achievement of Christ.  

 
Perhaps an analogy will help. One day you receive a letter in the mail from 

a wealthy relative. You open the envelope and find a $15,000 check inside. In 
response, what you don’t do is to find the mailman who delivered that letter 
and thank her for the check. She was only the instrument through which the 
gift came. To give the mailman the credit instead of the giver of the gift is 
seriously misguided. Faith in faith does just that, crediting the instrument by 
which the gift was received instead of the giver. Such an error restores human 
boasting by allowing us to take credit for believing.  

 
This idea of boasting is quite common in the Bible, and it is important that 

we grasp some of the nuances of this word. For example, the word can be used 
in both a positive and a negative sense. This passage is a clear case of its 
negative sense, a bad kind of boasting that we are not to do. But Paul also 
speaks positively of boasting in other passages. For example, Paul writes, “But 

far be it from me to boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Gal. 6:14). In another place, he says that he “will boast in the things that 

show my weakness” (2 Cor. 11:30). So it would seem that there is a good kind 
of boasting and a bad kind.  

 
There are at least two conclusions we can draw from this. First, the 

difference between good boasting and bad boasting is in the object of our 
boasting. Any boasting that has self-effort as its object is bad boasting, and any 
boasting that has God and his gifts to us as the object of our boasting is good 
boasting. Second, we can conclude that the human heart is hard-wired for 
boasting. You can’t help but boast; it’s only a matter of what you are boasting 
in. You can boast is something that will destroy you, or in something (or 
Someone) that will bring life.  

 
So what does it mean to boast? One of the alternate translations of this 

word is “glory.” To boast in something is to glory in it. It is to find it beautiful 
and precious. One of the common translations of this Greek word in the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament is “beautiful,” as in “beautiful jewels” (Eze. 
23:26). Boasting is the heart attitude that finds something beautiful and 
precious. Remember Gollum. He boasted in the ring of power that he lost, 
referring to it as “my precious.” At the end of the day, though, he was boasting 
in something that destroyed him. That is the case with all self-boasting. 
Another word for good boasting is “worship.” We are to worship God alone, 
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boasting in him, and it is the gospel alone that shuts the door on all glorifying 
of self-effort. It is the gospel that frees us to realize the purpose for which we 
were created, to love and glorify God.  

 
Is there some form of self-boasting you need to repent of? It doesn’t have to 

be the overt form of boasting. The 1970’s prizefighter Muhammad Ali was 
famous for his boasts, often reminding people that he was the greatest, and 
once claiming to be the king of the world. Such overt boasting is not socially 
accepted these days, but that doesn’t put an end to boasting. More subtle 
examples could include such things as curated social media posts designed to 
make us look good. Or we could mention exaggerated speech that attempts to 
do the same. Any such boasting is toxic to our souls. It is what prevents people 
from coming to faith in Jesus. It is also the biggest reason the gospel grows 
stale for the Christian and ceases to be good news to our hearts. It is as we 
remember the gospel that we can come to see these more subtle boasts of the 
human heart.  
 
 
II. A Social Change – Unity – v. 29-30 
 

The fourth and fifth questions of the passage engage with the common 
Jewish error of Paul’s day that the Jews enjoyed the special favor of God. It was 
really another form of boasting, and in this case it was boasting in their racial 
privilege. They reasoned that they enjoyed advantages over the Gentiles 
because of being descendants of Abraham and God’s covenant promises to him 
and through him. They possessed the Old Testament Scriptures, the prophets, 
and the true worship of God through God’s appointed means of the tabernacle 
and the temple. All this, of course, is true and undeniable. It was the gift of 
God to the Jews, and Paul in no way means to diminish this. What he does 
mean to challenge is the use of these privileges to establish innate Jewish 
superiority over Gentiles.  

 
He challenges this idea of superiority by use of a doctrine every Jewish 

person held to fully and completely—that of monotheism. The Shema, which is 
the Hebrew word for hearing, said “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the 
Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4). It is not the case that there is a God of the Jews and 
another God of the Gentiles. There is but one God, and this one God treats all 
people the same. He doesn’t say to the Jews, “You don’t have to worry about 
judgment because of your Jewish identity.” And he doesn’t say to Gentiles, 
“You are in trouble unless you take the steps to become Jews.” Rather, the one 
God says to both, “I will justify the circumcised by faith and the 

uncircumcised through faith” (v. 30). Both alike stand guilty before God, and 
both alike have a path back to God through trusting Jesus as their propitiatory 
sacrifice.  
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The fruit of unity is inherent in the gospel, and the failure of unity is a 
gospel failure. We can see that in the previous paragraph where Paul said, “For 

there is no difference: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 
God” (3:22-23). We often focus on verse 23, the idea that all have sinned and 
come up short in their relationship with God, while not giving full weight to the 
first part. “There is no difference.” There is no basis for a claim upon God’s 
favor based on any inherent advantage one group might enjoy over another. I 
don’t know who first said this, but I’ve always appreciated the definition of 
evangelism as “one beggar telling another beggar where he can find bread.” 
There is no such thing as superiority based on the group to which you belong. 
This evil of group superiority has been the source of much suffering in our 
world. It was at the heart of Nazi atrocities during World War II, as well as 
racial injustice in our own nation.  

 
There is only one force in the entire universe strong enough to defeat group 

superiority, and that is the gospel. The gospel says, “You are not superior 
because of your group, but there is a superiority you can have. You can have 
the exalted status of a son or daughter of God most high, a status given to you 
purely by God’s grace and not through any merit in yourself.” When this status 
is received by faith, a person no longer wants to push others down to feel better 
about him or herself. Rather, it leads you to want to pull others up into the 
glorious status of the kings and queens God has made us to be.  

 
You probably don’t need me to point out the need for unity in our world 

today. It’s needed in our nation now, as we seem to be so sharply divided. For 
the first time in my lifetime people are talking about the possibility of a civil 
war in our nation. Churches are called to be salt and light in our unsavory and 
dark world, helping to bring peace and unity to a fractured people. But 
churches are also afflicted with a greater level of disunity than normal. Instead 
of the unity of the church spreading out to the world, the disunity of the world 
has spread into the church. Seminaries report that a growing number of their 
students don’t want to be senior pastors because they see so many pastors 
burned out by the disunity of their churches. I was talking to an elder last 
week from a PCA church in another state who told me of the way his church 
had been traumatized. The pastor said something in a sermon that some 
influential people in the church didn’t like. Though it was probably unwise, it 
definitely wasn’t heretical. But it led to such disunity in the church that it 
resulted in the entire Session resigning and leaving the church. These are both 
gospel failures and gospel opportunities. This is not the first time the church 
has faced such challenges. Jesus both prays for the unity of the church and 
provides for such unity in the uniting effect of the gospel. We can each help 
with this by filling our hearts with gospel truth.  

 
 
III. A Behavioral Change – Law-Keeping – v. 31 
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The final verse of our text anticipates an objection to this gospel of grace 
that Paul will devote considerable attention to later. “Do we then overthrow 

the law by this faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law.” 
In asserting that our justification is by faith and not works, Paul’s critics 
misunderstood him to be saying that obedience to the law is no longer needful. 
In theological terms, this error is known as antinomianism, a term which 
means literally “against law.” There is a type of logic to this charge of 
antinomianism. If acquittal on Judgment Day is a gift from God and not 
something earned by one’s performance and good works, then isn’t the 
motivation for obedience removed?  

 
While Paul doesn’t go into much detail on this, he clearly rejects 

antinomianism in the strongest possible language. “By no means!” Some 
translations say, “God forbid!” It reads literally, “Let it not be.” He then asserts 
how we should think about the relationship between the law and the gospel by 
saying, “we uphold the law.” I take him to mean that instead of thinking of 
the law and gospel as contrary to one another, we should think of the gospel as 
enabling obedience to the law. God has given us the commandments that we 
might experience life as the way he intended it. The problem, however, is that 
our hearts are evil, and we don’t want to obey his commandments. If the heart 
remains unchanged, you could possibly “jury-rig” obedience with the threat of 
hell and judgment upon disobedience. But in such a case, it would be at best 
an external obedience. Better to change the heart so that obedience comes from 
a motive of love. Only the gospel can do this, and that is what I take Paul to 
mean here when he says that by this gospel he upholds the law.  

 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
 Why does Paul ask so many questions here instead of simply stating what 
is true? A question requires a response while a statement doesn’t. A question 
forces the listener to engage, and God wants us to engage with his teaching 
about the fruit of the gospel. Stott summarizes this section as follows: 
 

Here, then, are three implications—positive and negative—of the gospel of 
justification by faith alone. First, it humbles sinners and excludes boasting. 
Second, it unites believers and excludes discrimination. Thirdly, it upholds the law 
and excludes antinomianism. No boasting, No discrimination. No antinomianism. 
P. 121 

 
 How does your heart respond to this? 
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Discussion Questions 
Romans 3:27-31 

 
1. Big events lead to big changes. What are some big events in your life that 

have led to big changes? What changes resulted? 
 

2. How is your life different because of the gospel? Think of as many as you 
can. 
 

3. One of the changes Paul lists here is that the gospel excludes boasting. 
What are some common forms of boasting today? How are you tempted 
to boast? 
 

4. Are there appropriate forms of boasting? Consider Gal. 6:14 and 2 Cor. 
11:30. What is the difference between appropriate boasting and sinful 
boasting? 
 

5. Is it possible to take pride in something in a healthy way without 
sinning? (Note Romans 15:17 where the same Greek word is used and 
translated “be proud of.”) Can you think of some examples? 
 

6. The second fruit of the gospel Paul addresses is unity. How does 
believing the gospel promote unity? 
 

7. What do you think is the source of the disunity in our nation today that 
might be addressed by believing the gospel? 


