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Reformation: Faith Alone 
Romans 3:20–26 
10am Walgett Combined Service 27 August 2017. 
 

One person reading their Bible can make a world of difference. 
Five hundred years ago a young man in Wittenberg Germany read the Bible for himself. He 
wrestled with the question how can we know if we are right with God? 
Close reading of his Bible showed that his church had misled him. This was the beginning of 
the Reformation, arguably the most important event in history. You and I wouldn’t be here 
today if it weren’t for that one man reading his Bible. 

Each of us needs to read our Bible. Reformation must happen every day of every year. 
Archbishop Thomas Cranmer wrote in the 1549 edition of the Book of Common Prayer, ‘The 
church is always reforming because the church is made up of sinful people who continue to 
need to be reformed by the word of God.’ 

Cranmer is right. It’s not just churches that need to be reformed, each of us need to be 
reformed by the Word of God. The Christian life is reformation: the Word of God reforming 
us to be like Jesus. And nothing has the power to change a person but the Word of God. 
Over the next 6 weeks we are going to learn the history behind the Reformation, and refresh 
ourselves to what the gospel is, so that we can keep on reforming our church and our own 
lives. 

It all starts with faith. 
 

1. The medieval world, sin, and salvation (6 min 30 sec) 
Before we open the Bible, let’s get some background on the medieval world, sin, and 
salvation. 
 

2. Righteousness by faith alone 
The thunderbolt moment for Martin Luther was reading Romans 1:17. 

For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from 
first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”  

Luther read this passage and found the true meaning of righteousness. It was not ‘making 
yourself holy’ as the Roman Catholic church taught from the Latin. It was being declared 
right by God. It is what a judge does in court when he declares a person to be in a right 
standing before the law. 

Luther had lived his life in fear and uncertainty because he thought he had to make himself 
good enough for God. He knew that was impossible. And now by reading his Bible for 
himself he learnt God declares us in right standing before him when we trust in the gospel, 
the good news of Jesus Christ. 

And as Luther kept reading his Bible he found it again. In Romans 3:20–26, he scribbled in 
the margin of his Bible this passage is ‘the chief point, and the very central place of the 
Epistle, and of the whole Bible.’ 
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Let’s take a look at Romans 3:20–26 to see if you agree with Luther. 
In verse 20, we read no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the works of the law. 
What we do – our good works or religious deeds - can’t give us righteousness. 
In verse 22, we learn where righteousness does come from. This righteousness 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 and all are justified freely by 
his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 
A few words we need to be clear on. Faith and believe are the exact same word in the Bible. 
There is no difference at all, both are the Greek word pistis. 
Justified is another important word. It means to declare righteous. 

We need to be justified because all fall short of God’s standards and glory. Our sin means we 
are condemned, guilty before God. On our own we are hopeless and helpless. 

God gives us the gift of righteousness, faith is the empty hand that accepts the gift. 
In verse 25, we see the gift. God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the 
shedding of his blood – to be received by faith. The death of Jesus Christ on the cross was a 
sacrifice to atone for our sins. 

On our own we are guilty, we stand condemned for our sin. The only way we can be declared 
righteous is on the grounds of Christ’s atonement for our sin. His righteousness, his perfect 
and sinless life, is imputed on us. 
When God looks at us, he doesn’t see our sin. He sees the righteous life of Jesus. Some call it 
the great exchange – Jesus takes our sin, and in return gives us his righteousness. 
Our part is to simply trust Jesus has done enough for us. To accept his gift. Faith is the right 
response. Over and over in this passage righteousness is given through faith. Faith is how we 
get right with God. 

Luther later said that when he discovered that, and trusted in Christ who had paid the full 
price of his salvation, it was as if he passed through the gates of heaven to paradise. 

And once he realised it is by faith alone, he started to see it everywhere in the Bible. It’s like 
when you buy a new car. You start to see that car everywhere. They’ve always been there. 
It’s just that now you notice it. 
For example, Jesus said (John 3:16): For God so loved the world that he gave his one and 
only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. 
It’s belief alone, faith alone. Not belief plus something else we do. 

Reading on John 3:18: Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not 
believe stands condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God’s one 
and only Son.  
In Luke’s Gospel (Luke 23:42–43), Jesus was crucified between two thieves. One said to 
Jesus as he died, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’ Jesus answered 
him, ‘Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.’ 

That criminal had done nothing good or religious, yet Jesus told him he would be with him in 
paradise. Simply because he trusted in Jesus. It’s not about the religious things we do, it’s 
what God did in Jesus. 
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When Martin Luther discovered this good news, it spread like wild fire through Europe. On 
the 31 October 1517 Luther nailed his 95 Theses on the door of Castle Church in Wittenberg. 
The printing press had just been invented. He asked his friend if he could print a few copies, 
a few for his fellow monks and superiors. His friend printed thousands of copies and sent 
them all over Europe and so within months all of Europe was talking about Luther’s theses. 
Luther tried to persuade those within the Roman Catholic church that righteousness is by 
faith alone. He tried to reform the church from within. But the Roman Catholic church would 
not listen. 

‘If anyone says that the faith which justifies is nothing else but trust in the divine mercy, 
which pardons sin because of Christ; or that it is trust alone by which we are justified; let him 
be anathema.’ Council of Trent, session 6, canon 12. 
This is the heart of Roman Catholic teaching in Vatican 1 and Vatican 2 still today. The 
Roman Catholic church teaches that we are saved by faith plus our good works. 
And so Luther was excommunicated from the Roman Catholic Church. He had to set up 
alternate churches, these were first called protest churches, and eventually protestant 
churches. 

I don’t stand with Luther on all points. He said some crazy things, he was stubborn and 
pigheaded at times. But he did nail it when it came to the love of God, he got that right. He 
knew how we were saved. By faith alone. 
Sadly, the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church hasn’t changed. They have confessed the 
indulgences and greed happening at the time of the Reformation was a blot in their history. 
But sadly, they haven’t changed their teaching on righteousness. 

The Catholic church teaches that God begins our salvation as a gift, he takes the initiative, 
but then it’s through our charity (our good works) that we attain eternal life. 

2010 Since the initiative belongs to God in the order of grace, no one can merit the initial 
grace of forgiveness and justification, at the beginning of conversion. Moved by the Holy 
Spirit and by charity, we can then merit for ourselves and for others the graces needed for our 
sanctification, for the increase of grace and charity, and for the attainment of eternal life. 
Even temporal goods like health and friendship can be merited in accordance with God's 
wisdom. These graces and goods are the object of Christian prayer. Prayer attends to the 
grace we need for meritorious actions.1 
Or closer to home, George Pell (2007) said: ‘By penance we make satisfaction for our sins.’ 

Penance is religious deeds like going to see the Priest at Confession, say the hail Mary three 
times, make this gift to the church, give to a charity, be nice to someone, take the 
communion. It’s what we do that makes us right with God.  
This leaves our Catholic friends in a monstrous uncertainty. They still need to look to 
themselves to know if they are good enough for God and they are never completely sure. 
Why not ask your Catholic friend if they are certain they are going to heaven, and if they’re 
not, why not share with them what Luther discovered. It is by faith alone we are declared 
right with God. 

When it comes to the question of where we stand before God we can have certainty for 
eternity instead of a monstrous uncertainty! 

                                                
1 see Catechism of the Catholic Church articles 1995, 2010 
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3. Faith is knowledge, assent, and commitment 

If faith alone is so important, what is it? 
Faith is a gift from God. The Apostle Paul wrote to the Ephesians: 

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is 
the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.  

Faith is not a work that we do to make ourselves right with God, we can’t boast about it. It is 
a gift of God. 

He gives us faith. All we can do is turn to God and put out our hands to accept it. 
There are three parts to faith in the Bible, this is how we accept the gift. 

Firstly, there is knowledge. Knowledge of the truth. We have to know Jesus Christ from the 
Scriptures, he is the object of our faith. We have to know the truth of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. This is the mistake the Roman Catholic church made in the years before the 
Reformation – they had neglected to teach the Scriptures to people, even the clergy were 
ignorant of the gospel. We have to know that Jesus has been given to us as righteousness. 
You can’t trust what you don’t know. 

Secondly, there is assent. This knowledge has to touch you at a personal level. It can’t just 
stay as head knowledge, it has to change your heart. It’s possible to know all about 
righteousness through faith but not actually agree to it. 
One of the most famous examples of this is John Wesley the great Methodist preacher in 
1738. He knew Christian knowledge, he preached it to many. But he didn’t really love Jesus 
or trust him personally. Until one night someone was reading Luther’s commentary on 
Romans and he was converted. Wesley wrote: 
“About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which God works in the 
heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, 
Christ alone for my salvation. And an assurance was given me that he had taken away my 
sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.” 
Faith touches our heart, we agree to the knowledge of Christ. Faith includes assent 

Thirdly, there is commitment. Giving yourself fully to Christ as his disciple, committing 
yourself to him. It’s not just about believing truths, even agreeing to them being true, the 
Apostle James (James 2:18–19) said: 
Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by my deeds. 

You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.  
Believing Christianity to be true only qualifies you to be a devil! You have to commit 
yourself to Jesus Christ. Commitment is the point we pass over the line from belonging to 
ourselves and becoming the Lord’s true disciple. There is a change in our lives from our 
faith, our deeds match our faith. Our values, our goals, our plans, our behaviour and words all 
come under Jesus. 

It’s what Jesus meant when he told the parable about the man who discovered the treasure in 
the field who ‘went and sold all he had and bought the field (Matthew 13:44), and why the 
merchant also ‘sold everything he had; to purchase the pearl of great price (Matthew 13:46). 
It’s taking hold of Jesus and throwing our whole lot in with him. 
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Saving faith is knowledge, assent, and commitment to the righteousness that comes through 
Jesus Christ. 

 
4. Are we keeping a balance sheet with God? 

Well, what about us today. I think we need to keep coming back to this central truth of the 
gospel. That we are saved by faith alone. 

There’s a trap we easily fall into. Even after becoming a Christian. We easily keep a balance 
sheet with God. On the left are all my assets: go to church, say my prayers, was baptised, nice 
to most people, try to do good to others; and on the right are my liabilities: did a few wrong 
things this week, got angry once or twice. But as long as we have more in the asset column 
than the liabilities column, we think we are ok and should be saved. We’ll be able to give a 
good account of ourselves before God when we meet him. 

But listen to the Apostle Paul, this guy has the assets. He is probably the most righteous 
person to ever live, yet listen to him (Philippians 3:4–7): 

If someone else thinks they have reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have 
more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a 
Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as 
for righteousness based on the law, faultless.  

But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ.  
Paul is saying when we come to know the righteousness of God in Christ, our assets are 
actually our liabilities. They stop us from trusting God, because we trust in ourselves. The 
Christian moves their assets to the list of liabilities, and under assets writes ‘Christ alone.’ 

When we try to make ourselves holy or right with God by being good or religious, we insult 
Jesus Christ and his death on the Cross. When we try to make ourselves holy or right with 
god by being good or religious, we are not trusting in Jesus. 
It’s all what Jesus Christ did on the Cross when God presented him as a sacrifice of 
atonement, through the shedding of blood of blood – to be received by faith alone. 
 

Let’s thank God now and ask that we would live by faith alone. 
 

Gracious Heavenly Father, we thank you for the mercy you have freely poured out on us in 
Jesus. We admit we fall short of your glory. Our good works are just filthy rags to you, 
tainted by our sin. We are bankrupt on our balance sheet. All we have is Christ and him 
alone. So we thankyou for his blood shed on the cross to atone our sins. Help us to accept 
your gift in him, that we would be declared right with you by faith alone. 
Help us to give ourselves fully to you, to stop trusting ourselves and our petty efforts to make 
ourselves right with you, but instead to see Jesus as the great treasure. 
We ask this for your glory, Amen. 

 
 


