Romans 3:21-28
Commemoration the Reformation of the Church
26 October 2025
Rev M P Bishop
God'’s righteous cover-up.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

| read Romans 3:24-25: ‘They are now justified by his grace as a gift, through
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement
by his blood, effective through faith.’

We pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be
acceptable in your sight O Lord, for you are our rock and our redeemer. Amen.

I’'ve called this sermon God’s righteous cover-up.
I’ll get to why later when | talk about propitiation.

For now, a reformation sermon should at least mention the Reformation.

But we don’t preach the reformation.

We don’t preach Luther and Melancthon on this day.

There is no gospel in that.

But there is in the things they found that at best had been hidden and worst had
been rejected.

And Romans 3:21-28 goes to the heart of God by Christ acting of his own volition and
entirely righteously true to character in saving unrighteous humans.

God saved us because he is righteous: true, faithful, internally consistent.

His righteousness is revealed both in the person of Christ and his actions, not least
his sacrifice of atonement.

It is given to us a gift made effective through faith.

I’'ve been reading a lot of Luther lately for my study.

And so I'd go as far as saying this text today outlines the how we are saved.

It explains how Christ acquired salvation by his blood.

And it also tells us how it is distributed to us: through faith. Christ’s faithful action,
then our faith in what he tells us he has accomplished by that, which is that on
account of his death, whatever is forgiven on earth will be forgiven in heaven.

So when you believe that promise of Christ upon which Pastor Fraser and | proclaim
your forgiveness that forgiveness of sins is distributed to you. It is truly yours.
Acquired on Calvary, but distributed at 170 Flinders St Adelaide some 2000 years
later.

We know this forgiveness to be certain for us.

That is the reformation.

But this writing from Paul in Romans today explains the nature of God and his work
for us.

God evidently decided this was necessary for all of us to know.

So I’'m going to go through some key aspects.



The first point to note is that this section of Romans comes straight after a large
section of very BAD news.

Starting at verse 18 of chapter 1, Paul says this:

‘For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and
wickedness of those who by their wickedness supress truth’.

This is very bad news.

Human behaviour is anti-God and wicked.

It supresses truth.

We have not kept his wonderful decrees.

It’s unfashionable today to talk too much about God’s wrath.

We want to focus on grace.

Part of the problem is we think of God’s wrath mistakenly, as just being about
something like God being caged up in heaven, banging around in anger, petulantly.
God’s wrath is not that. It is not an emotion: It is “a divine reaction toward evil”
(Middendorf).

Now here’s the thing: paying attention to God’s divine reaction toward evil, his
wrath, actually reminds us what he, not us, graciously did about it.

It reminds us of his Gospel gift of life through Christ.

Like, if you have ever been standing at an intersection ready to cross the road,
daydreaming a bit — maybe scrolling on your phone.

And the light turns green and you go to take off.

And the person next to you yells stop and puts a restraining arm over you.

And at that moment you see a huge livestock roadtrain hurtle through a red light.
And you think, imagine if | was out in the middle of that intersection when that light
changed.

In the same way, listening to God’s word about the fact it is actually his wrath you
are saved from makes us all the more thankful for the gospel and what God did for
us in sending Christ.

You see, our sin had a price.

It brought God’s wrath.

God is righteous — is true to character.

When humans don’t follow their creator and think, speak and do evil, it elicits a
divine reaction for God.

We can’t understand all of this about God.

And we begin to ask questions and to make excuse such as, “well | didn’t ask to be
born did 1?”

Or “Why should God react that like?”

These are things we can’t know.

As creatures, not the creator, we are to fit into God’s world.

We don’t make him fit into ours — even though we want to, and at the end, that is
really what being so focussed on ourselves rather than on him is all about.

This self focus is no good for us.

Eventually, the only way to deal with it is to confess it and seek his absolution.



And here is the thing: this is an absolution that has been made available because he
has righteously given us the sacrifice to do something about our horrendous
condition.

He has not given us more laws and commands.

Instead, we are told: ‘Apart from the law, God’s own righteousness has been
disclosed, and is attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God
through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe’ (v21-22).

The things of God we can’t know we don’t focus on. Instead we focus on where he
has told him we can know his grace and love and kindness — his proper work.

God’s law will only show us our sin and need for him It won’t save us.

His righteousness, which we get a share in, comes to us instead through Christ: true
man and God who was faithful to God in all he was obedient too.

Focus on that.

Indeed, the text then reminds us that we all need Christ’s work. ‘There is no
distinction, since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God’ (v23)

We are also told we have been justified by his grace as a gift.

Being justified here is being pronounced that we have been made right with God.
Not fake or pretend.

But actually really right.

A pronouncement made by the perfectly right God.

And this pronouncement by God is your gift.

How?

St Paul give us two images.

One is of redemption. The other of atonement, or what | have been calling
propitiation to capture its fullest sense.

We are told that

‘[sinners] are now justified by his grace as gift, through the redemption that is in
Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement — a propitiation — by
his blood, effective through faith’.

Taking redemption first, it is thought St Paul’s first listeners, the church in Rome,
would have had in mind the two OTs uses of redemption: namely the exodus
redemption out of Israel made good by the sacrifice of the unblemished lamb or
goat, and the costly payment made to redeem a good or person.

The second picture is the one | spoke about in the kid’s address: propitiation.

The word used is the same as the name given to mercy seat on the ark of the
covenant.

God put Christ forward as that place of atonement.

No longer a goat’s blood, as on the day of atonement in Leviticus 16, but the actual
sacrifice of atonement himself.

‘God had always graciously permitted the life of slain victim to be substituted for the
forfeited life of sinner.” (Franzman)

But now, this is once for all.

The sacrificial death of Christ is the cancelling of the effect of sin for those who are
baptised and believe.



And it is also the averting of God wrath — his righteous—correct, perfectly entitled to
have—judgment against us, as we’ve seen.

There is lot going on here. You get that with picture language.

But it all does add up why Philip Melanchthon in his defence of Article IV of the
Augsburg Confession on justification called Christ the Propitiator.

| like that.

The Propitiator who by his blood has ensured God cancels our guilt, averts his wrath
all while being the very one through which this take place, his blood covering the
condemnation of the law.

That’s that righteous cover-up | refer to in the name of this sermon.

Not a sinful cover up like when King David tried to cover-up his adultery with
Bathsheba and his murder of her husband Uriah.

Just like our attempted cover-ups that are mired in sin, but which God knows fully
about.

They don’t work. But God’s righteous cover-up by the blood of Christ of the the
law’s condemnation works.

God looks at our propitiator, not what we haven’t sacrificed.

And he sees that covering over the condemnation of the law, making us right with
him.

A righteous cover-up indeed.

All effective through faith... not works of the law... but effective through faith.

Phew! You and me saved.
Christ our propitiator — thank God for his obedience.

| could end here.

But the reformers never left it at a warm inner glow that we are saved.

Warming and glowing as it truly is.

They always stressed that the same act of our propitiator that brought us rightness
with God sends us back out into the world in right service of God and neighbour.

So today, | will finish this sermon today mainly on justification, with some
encouragement towards the sanctified life.

To do so | go to the last few lines of Luther’s explanation of the second article of the
Apostle’s creed.

After that part which explains that at great cost our propitiator has saved and
redeemed us, not with silver and gold, but with his holy and precious blood, and his
innocent sufferings and death, it concludes this way — listen out for the word serve:
‘All this he has done that | may be his own, live under him in this kingdom, and serve
Him in everlasting righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as He is risen from
the dead and lives and rules eternally.’

We respond to Christ great gift of the certainty of forgiveness with service to God
and each other.

We pray: May the peace of God that surpasses all understanding keep our hearts
and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.



