
#7: FORGIVENESS (ROMANS 3:21-26)
Once, I was seventeen years old, and certainly at the height of living however I wanted,
and sinning my brains out, pre-Jesus, agnostic, and living a hedonistic, wild life. I was
driving in my silver Buick LeSabre, which had been nicknamed “the Shwag Wagon”, and
while driving I had been partaking of something that caused a thick cloud to appear
within the vehicle. In my Cheech and Chong inspired moment, I wasn’t in a state of
mind to pay good attention to the road, and I rear-ended the car in front of me.

We both pulled to the side of the road after this accident. I watched as the man in front
of me stepped out of his vehicle. Dazed, confused, and having a moment of remorse, I
turned off my Grateful Dead cassette tape, stepped out as well, and much like in a
stereotypical movie, a cloud of smoke followed me out of the car. The man looked at me
and did a double take. I had long hair parted down the middle, was likely wearing a
mexican-style baja hoodie. I’m not sure if this gentleman was afraid of me. I’m not sure
if he took a quick look at his car and saw that there was little to no damage at all. I’m not
sure if he was an incredibly gracious follower of Jesus who was prompted by the Holy
Spirit to show me a tangible form of forgiveness. I do know that he told me not to worry
about anything and quickly got into his car and sped off.



After that I was dumbfounded. I had just done something that I was completely at fault
for, and deserved to pay for it, likely via my parents' car insurance. But this man entirely
pardoned me and I walked away owing nothing.

Have you ever been forgiven for something like this? It leaves one with a profound
sense of awe. There aren’t many phenomena like radical forgiveness. It seems to
counter everything that we are, and obliterate the “eye for an eye” code that we live by
as human beings.

From Romans 1 all the way up through Romans 3:20, the apostle Paul has been
making a case for the fact that everyone in the human race has something in common,
and it’s a massive problem with massive consequences. We’re all sinful, we’re all
messed up, we’re all unlike God, and we all taste the bitter results of it. It doesn’t matter
what our upbringing has been like or what culture we have come from, we’re in a state
of desperation as far as our comparative moral standing before God.

And finally we can sigh with relief as we enter into Romans 3:21-26. We begin to relish
in God’s solution for all of this, and it’s a profound, amazing, powerful solution. God
wants to forgive us! God wants to pardon us! And this ain’t no hippie smacking into the
bumper of a car and getting let off. This is God providing a way to completely and totally
pardon people for eternity, and not through anything done. This is the best news in the
universe.

21But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although
the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it— 22 the righteousness of God through faith
in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: 23 for all have sinned and
fall short of the glory of God, 24and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the
redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 25whom God put forward as a propitiation by his
blood, to be received by faith. This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his
divine forbearance he had passed over former sins. 26 It was to show his righteousness
at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in
Jesus. (Ro 3:21–26)

“But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law” (Romans
3:21a) It’s been made clear that the law is a good thing that has a good function. It
reveals the fact that we all have something in common- that we’re all sinful. But now the
righteousness of God has been manifested, or disclosed, or revealed, apart from the
law. God’s righteousness has been revealed outside of the rules, the bounds of what
appears to be normalcy, and the old paradigm is being blown up!



“although the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it” (Romans 3:21b) It’s not that this
new covenant righteousness revealed by God in this age in any way contradicts the law.
“Christ did not come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; He didn’t come to abolish them
but to fulfill them.” (Matt. 5:17) And man oh man did Jesus fulfill the Old Testament! He
fulfilled prophecies about Himself that only He could fulfill! A Virgin Birth (Isa. 7:14),
being from Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2, 2 Sam. 5:2), his family escaping to Egypt (Hos. 11:1),
John the Baptist being his precursor (Mal. 3:1, Isa. 40:3, Exod. 23:20), His ministry of
healing and exorcism (Isa. 53:4), the secrecy of his ministry (Isa. 42:1-4), His teaching
using parables (Isa. 6:9-10), His triumphal entry on a donkey (Zech. 9:9, Isa. 62:11), the
desertion by His disciples (Zech. 13:7), the chief priests using Judas’s abandoned blood
money to purchase a field (Jer. 18:1-3, Zech. 11:13), the rejection of Jesus (Psalm
118:22-23), Jesus being counted among criminals (Isa. 53:12), the Messiah being
descended from David (Mic. 5:2), Romans soldiers dividing Jesus’ clothes and casting
lots for his tunic (Psa. 22:18), and there are so many more!

“the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is
no distinction.” (Romans 3:22) God literally wants to pour out His righteousness, His gift
of righteousness, simply through believing in His Son Jesus Christ. Just as everyone
has a rear end (except Ken dolls), everyone has been made in the image of God
whether they acknowledge it or not, and everyone is positionally equally sinful in the
eyes of a holy and perfect God, everyone likewise has an equal opportunity to put their
faith in Jesus Christ and have the free gift of God’s righteousness given to them, “for
there is no distinction”. It doesn’t matter if you’ve been a mass murderer, it doesn’t
matter if you’ve never said a swear word or smoked a cigarette. This gift is equally free
for everyone.

Unfortunately it is all too true that many self-avowed Christians “make distinctions”, and
don’t genuinely live out what we see in the apostle Paul, who wrote this in regard to his
passion to reach any and everyone with the gospel;

19 For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win
more of them. 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under
the law I became as one under the law (though not being myself under the law) that I
might win those under the law. 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the
law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those
outside the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have
become all things to all people, that by all means I might save some. 23 I do it all for the
sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings. (1 Cor. 9:19-23)



Paul, unlike us, truly made “no distinctions” when it came to getting people to see that
Jesus had died for them, loves them, and invites them into salvation and the Kingdom of
God. He did everything he could to bring out God’s work in people, and identified with
people right where they were, showing them the love and truth of Christ.

We, unlike Paul, “make distinctions”. Both conservatives and progressives do it. I’m
enveloped in white evangelical Christian culture so I often observe first hand how
conservatives do it. After all, white evangelicals have been notoriously republican for
quite sometime, in contrast to black Christians in America. But Paul certainly wasn’t
concerned about serving a political or social agenda, he was about serving Jesus, and
didn’t care in the midst of that service how he was falsely accused by people of all
extreme ideologies and falsehoods.

When we make being anti critical race theory more important than loving God and
loving neighbor, we’re “making distinctions”. We may not think we are because we’re
afraid that critical race theory is a dangerous heresy that’s going to usher Marxism into
our society and destroy our “Christian Nation”, but we need to know that our fear of
critical race theory is less theological than it is political. In fact, republican politicians
have overemphasized their reaction to critical race theory as of 2020 until now, and
swaths of Christians have followed suit. Also, we would be called to faithfully follow
Christ whether abiding under a democratic, capitalist government, or a Marxist regime.
Additionally, the gospel always becomes toxically corrupted and made impure whenever
it gets in bed with power, therefore the idea of a “Christian Nation” isn’t really a biblical
one. The Church is meant to be a minority movement of disciples of Christ that salt the
corrupted earth and culture with His love and truth, to the point of loving enemies, being
willing to be persecuted, and being willing to die for our faith.

When we put up anything as a barrier to those who don’t follow Jesus coming to belief
in Jesus, we’re “making distinctions”. “the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus
Christ is for all who believe. For there is no distinction.” (Romans 3:22) This is messy.
People aren’t required to clean up their act to accept the gospel. It, in fact, always works
in reverse, that people come to Christ all messed up and confused, and they experience
profound salvation because of His forgiveness despite their problems, and then they
enter into a life of gratitude towards this grace that changes all they do, think, feel, and
choose.

So we don’t say that Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual people need to stop engaging in sexual
activity of all kinds, become celibate, and then they can be permitted to accept the
gospel. That would be “making a distinction”. I listened to a podcast recently of a man
who transitioned to becoming female, and then later in life began attending a baptist



Church that disagreed with their lifestyle but loved them so well that they loved being a
part of the community and began growing in their faith and trust in Jesus. It would be
“making a distinction” to say, “You must transition back to male, then you’re invited to
accept the gospel”. Those who experience gender dysphoria are certainly not forced to
renounce all of these feelings, suppress them, and be fully convinced 100% of the
gender they are before believing in Jesus. No. All are invited to believe in the gospel.
There is no distinction. Then when people believe in the gospel profound changes
become possible based on sanctification. I have certainly heard of stories of men and
women who are attracted to the same sex renouncing that and becoming celibate, or
even transparently entering into opposite sex committed marriages, and all of this
certainly didn’t begin with Christian legalists hammering them for their behavior. It
usually began with them encountering a compassionate, loving, and genuine follower of
Jesus and deepening a relationship with that person, and then believing in the gospel,
and gradually experiencing profound paradigm shifts in identity away from sexuality and
into the Imago Dei. I recently listened to another podcast about a committed married
couple who were currently Jesus followers. One of them had been born male,
transitioned to female, then transitioned back to male, and the other had been born
female, transitioned to male, then transitioned back to female, and both were happily
married and following Christ together. Both shared that they experienced the power of
the gospel and then profound changes happened. I also have a friend whose earliest
memories are of being sexually molested- potentially as an infant, a toddler, or both.
Early in his life he experienced gender dysphoria. He encountered the gospel and many
loving followers of Jesus. He is now married to a woman and the dysphoria has faded
into the background, and he transparently has shared all of this with his wife. They now
have a newborn baby.

This isn’t the story for everyone. I’ve been friends people in the LGBTQ world who
haven’t followed Jesus, and have known people in this world who have believed in
Jesus in some sense, and then continued engaging in same sex pursuits, or entered
into monogamous, sometimes married relationships with the same sex. Those
conclusions don’t match my convictions from scripture, but I can still support and love
people whether they perceive my care for them as genuine love or not.

But it’s messy, isn’t it? “the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ is for all
who believe. For there is no distinction.” (Romans 3:22) And, “many are called, but few
are chosen.” (Matt. 22:14) It’s our job as Christ followers to be as Paul was to the
Gentiles. Otherwise, we are legalists. Jesus taught this clearly when He told us;



9 Go therefore to the main roads and invite to the wedding feast as many as you find.’
10 And those servants went out into the roads and gathered all whom they found, both
bad and good. So the wedding hall was filled with guests. (Matt. 22:9-10)

So it’s not up to us to judge people before they come to Christ. The Church is to be a
missional community of Christ following disciples who make space for people to “belong
before they believe”. And out of this, some will believe, some will not. It’s our job to
invite as many as we can to the wedding feast, and disciple those who believe. We
need to not put barriers to belief in front of those who don’t believe. That would be
“making distinctions”.

But who will sort it all out in the end? God will. Jesus teaches further;

11 “But when the king came in to look at the guests, he saw there a man who had no
wedding garment. 12 And he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here without a
wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. 13 Then the king said to the attendants,
‘Bind him hand and foot and cast him into the outer darkness. In that place there will be
weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ 14 For many are called, but few are chosen.” (Matt.
22:11-14)

We are to invite all and anyone. Pro-Choice, Pro-Life, LGBTQIA+, cisgender, animate
Critical Race Theory advocates, anti-critical race theory advocates, Marxists, Socialists,
Capitalists, Patriots, Anarchists, and more. You get the drift, right? When we require
people to repent of other things for political or moral reasons before we clearly offer
them the gospel, we’re being legalistic.

And it’s so important to say that in spite of being engulfed lately in republican
evangelical backlash, I’ve experienced this on both sides. I have been rejected by
people who have met with me, expected me to be adamantly pro-Choice, hardline
egalitarian, and wholeheartedly LGBTQIA+ affirming. I have responded as delicately
and compassionately as I’m capable by God’s grace and my short-sighted maturity
level, but have maintained biblical convictions that I have, and have been met with
anger and rejection from the progressive side.

Once I was a part of a nonprofit start up that provided furniture for people coming into
section eight housing. Me and a few others that led the group were adamant that we
wanted to tell people about the gospel and pray for them after we helped them furnish
their new house. There were people in the core group of leaders that wanted to silence
that and have us not share Christ. We left the nonprofit and gave it to the people that
refused to share the gospel. Some of them were self-proclaimed Christians, and one of
them was a pastor at the time. That pastor now doesn’t pastor anymore, and that
nonprofit ceased to exist.



I once led worship as a young Jesus follower in a mainline denomination’s college
group. Once the leadership told my girlfriend (who is now my wife), that she couldn’t tell
people about Christ and that hell didn’t exist, and they said this aggressively and
unkindly to her, to the point of driving her to tears. We left that Church and that
denomination altogether, and after searching for a while, joined with Jesus followers
who believed in the Scriptures and spoke the truth in love.

I was driven out of a young group that made up a Church community once for telling the
pastor that he needed to preach out of the scriptures and tell people about Jesus, not
just about loving the poor and the outcast. That pastor cussed me out, and the
community shunned me. The pastor walked away from his faith and that Church is no
more.

So I get extremely irritated with these new legalists that think, because I am an
advocate for racial justice, desire to see expressions of multiethnic Church, want to
build bridges with the LGBTQIA+ community and maintain biblical convictions, and
would equally love a pro-Choice advocate as much as a pro-life advocate, that I am
therefore a false teacher who promotes Critical Race Theory and Marxism. This is
short-sighted republicanolatry. I am just as against democratolatry. I desire to purely
love God and love people. I desire any and everyone to be invited to the table where
they could meet Christ. I am tired of people putting their politics on an altar and bowing
down to them. It’s a major problem in the Body of Christ and we need to repent of it
before we become wholly irrelevant to a world that desperately needs to taste the
forgiveness of Jesus, and see the Body of Christ as she can truly be- an oasis of love
and hope to a struggling and hurting world.

After all is said and done, God’s word makes it clear that we are all made in His image,
and we are all unlike Him because He is perfectly holy and good, and we all have a shot
at redemption because of the glorious gift of Jesus Christ.

“for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23) As has been
established all throughout Romans 1:18 up until now, all have individual sins, and
systemic sins within their culture, whether Israelite or Gentile, religious or pagan, Jesus
follower or agnostic, evangelical or mainline, republican or democrat, poor or rich.

“and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”
(Romans 3:24) Those who are justified are vindicated, declared righteous, and caused
to be in a right relation with someone. In this case it’s the God of the Universe Himself.
The Creator of everything. The one who has breathed life into us. This God has power



over our very being, and could destroy us at any moment if He wanted. But instead, He
has offered us eternal salvation. He has given us redemption in Christ Jesus.

Redemption means to be bought out of slavery. Because of the emancipation
proclamation, African-American slaves in America were socially and politically
redeemed, though certainly post-reconstruction digression, Jim Crow, and Segregation
hindered progress towards equal rights. Romans 3:24, is referring to redemption from a
spiritual form of bondage that keeps people from being able to have spiritual freedom.

Have you ever felt this way before? Helplessly addicted to your own ruin? I certainly
have. During my years of pursuing fun, hedonistic freedom, and a party lifestyle, I often
found myself lying alone in bed at night, just miserable and desperate. I would feel so
insane at times, and feel as if life had absolutely no purpose. Because I wasn’t sure if
God even existed I would have no comfort in these times, and anxiety, depression and
fear would overwhelm me. I was desperately trying to medicate it all.

And then even after I found myself sober, and began to try and fight my way out of
meaninglessness into success and flourishing, I still had the same struggle. Sometimes
I would despair over my own lack of purposelessness and the meaninglessness of
existence. I wondered if there was anything out there that I could cling to that wouldn’t
let me down, be inconsistent, or be ultimately untrustworthy. Even getting straight A’s in
college, doing hours of yoga a day, being in great shape, eating healthy, being
extremely productive, being on a good sleep schedule, having adventures, travelling,
and spending time with friends would still leave me in places of despair, loneliness and
desperation, where I was looking for more.

God has provided a way out of this mental, emotional, psychological, spiritual captivity.
He justified us, He made us right in His sight completely, through the redemption of
Christ Jesus. He did this so that we could have these profound moments alone, and all
throughout the rest of our lives, and know that He wildly loves us, wants us for eternity,
and would do all to rescue our souls for good. This is His nature. This is why we don’t
have to go insane, fall into a hole of helpless depression, be locked in a relentless
pattern of suicidal ideation, or be attacked by the piercing sting of anxiety. It’s not that
these thoughts won’t enter our minds. It’s not that these attacks will be entirely
absolved, but we have an eternal hope that is sure. We have a redemption that satan
himself can’t rip from us.

“whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This was
to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over
former sins.” (Romans 3:25) In the original language, the word for “propitiation” is also



referring to the “mercy seat”. According to Leviticus 16:15, priests in the temple would
kill an animal and sprinkle the blood over the mercy seat and in front of the mercy seat.
It was quite literally a “sacrifice of atonement” that was offered on the “day of
atonement” and was to be an offering in place of the sins of Israel. This mercy seat
covered the ark of the covenant in the holy of holies- the place where only the high
priest could enter. God even warned that if Aaron, who was the high priest, came into
the holy of holies and came near the mercy seat without a proper sacrifice, proper attire,
and proper cleansing, he would die. He was then to offer a sacrifice for the sins of
Israel. This was all done to show how sinless and holy God was, and that upmost
respect, reverence, and meticulous obedience was required by God.

And how mind-blowing, how incredible that God’s own Son became that perfect
sacrifice for us. He was the only One able to completely obey God and be that perfect
sacrifice. God “put (Christ) forward” as this sacrifice, by the shedding of His blood in
allusion to the passover, not in the sense that God forced Christ to do so against His
will. God asked His Son to do so, and the Son willingly obeyed, even in the trial and
anguish of doing so because it was the most monumental sacrifice that has ever
happened in the history of the world. (Matt. 26:36-42)

God was righteous to do this, and it’s hard to comprehend, but somehow in this
righteousness, in this “divine forbearance” or “holding back of hostilities”, God passed
over former sins. He passed over the former sins of His people for generations. The
blood on the mercy seat that protected the covenant caused God’s judgment on His
people to be “passed over”, much like the blood on the doorposts of the Israelites in
Egypt when the plague on the first born sons swept through the area.

God has done everything needed throughout history to provide forgiveness for his
people. He provided it in the Old Covenant era, and has provided it in the new Covenant
era. Christ is a more complete and accessible sacrifice.

It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the
justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. (Romans 3:26) God is so good. God wants all
to know Him even though He knows that not all will press into this, or receive it, or be
called to Him. But God’s great desire, His heart, is that He would put His goodness on
display for all to see, His justice, His goodness, and to justify any and everyone that
would have faith in Jesus.

Again- this invitation is for ANYONE. This is why our Church community is summarized
in our mission that we want to invite EVERYONE into a lifelong relationship with Jesus.
This is why it’s infuriating when religious people hinder this mission by setting up



spoken, unspoken, overt, and hidden expectations for people BEFORE they meet
Jesus. It’s no doubt that those who genuinely continue to follow Christ for their entire
lives are sanctified and become more and more like Him, leaving old ways behind.
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away;
behold, the new has come. (2 Cor. 5:17) But these changes are, as well, a result of the
gospel and gracious amazing forgiveness of God, not religious legalism or rigorous
effort or behavior control. EVERYONE is invited, but the way is narrow. ALL are
welcome, but not all understand! May we live out this glorious gospel in the way that the
writers of the New Testament lived it!


