
Who We Are 
Romans 3: 21-26 

Andrew C. Whaley 
Raleigh Court Presbyterian Church 

January 17, 2021 
 
 Last week in our Some Assembly Required sermon series we talked about how God has 
already made us right through Jesus Christ.  We are able to be free from our shame, our not-
enough-ness, our performance obsessions because of who God has shown us God is in Jesus.  
Paul opens the letter to the Romans with this amazing declaration to get our attention, to draw 
us in to ask the question, “God’s got me?  How is that possible?” 
 It’s too good to be true that we could already be right with God.  Everything about our 
human relationships says that we have to spend each day getting things right, building a 
reputation, fitting in with the fashion trends, fighting for the righteous causes, and then we 
offer this curated self to others and say, “Accept me, please.”  (SLIDE ) We stand on the 
precipice of judgment awaiting the validation or rejection of our peers, our spouse, our parents, 
our party, our neighbors, our colleagues.  Did I get it right?  Did I do enough?  Do you like this 
version of me? (BACK TO CAMERA) 
 This performance driven life feeds our competition.  One way to get the approval, the 
acceptance our souls crave is to beat out others.  That can drive career success and attaining 
wealth.  It can be obsessive parenting that sends out Facebook posts, tweets, and Instagram 
pictures to make sure people are aware of how good I am at this.  It can happen with our sports 
allegiances, our music favorites, what coffee shop we go to.  “You go to Sweet Donkey?  Don’t 
you know Roasters Next Door is way better!?!” 
 Competition, put downs, insults, self-promotion.  Blogs, Instagram influencers, YouTube 
celebrities, reality tv stars- (SLIDE ) it’s all an endless cycle of competition to cultivate a self 
that’s better than the self others are manufacturing. (BACK TO CAMERA) 
 But the apostle has this terribly offensive line to all of us who have tried to make 
ourselves acceptable.  He says, (SLIDE) “For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and 
fallen short of the glory of God.”   (BACK TO CAMERA) The response to the knowledge of being 
right with God is repentance of all the ways we’ve tried to make ourselves right. 
 What’s your reaction?   
 “Yeah, yeah, I know… nobody’s perfect, but at least I didn’t….” and point out something 
“worse” than you someone else did? 
 “I don’t like this word sin.  We’re all human.  We make mistakes.” 
 “Oh there is certainly distinction.  Let’s not excuse the heinous acts of others because 
we’ve all done a few things we aren’t proud of.” 
 “#CancelPaul” 
 The truth of the matter is, there’s a part in many of us that is addicted to cultivating the 
“you” we want others to see.  Especially if we’ve been able to leapfrog a lot of other folks down 
the line.  Distinction distinguishes.  I want to be distinguished. 
 But Paul tells us that to know that we are right with God, there naturally comes an 
acknowledgement that much of our life is spent rebelling against God and ignoring or hurting 
others.  In order to know the joy that comes from God having made us right through Jesus we 



accept that we we’re helpless on our own.  We mess up our lives and others’ lives too.  Grace 
(undeserved favor) can only come to those who need it.  It’s not that you haven’t inherited that 
grace, but to experience it, we must confess our sin.  We must realize there’s much of the “you” 
we’ve created that is far removed from God. 
 There’s been a lot of reflecting in our nation over the past ten days on who I am, who 
you are, and who we are.  After the violent uprising that desecrated our capitol there were 
many statements and declarations by leaders and politicians.  (SLIDE) President-elect Biden was 
quick to voice, “Let me be very clear: The scenes of chaos at the Capitol do not reflect a true 
America. Do not represent who we are.”  (SLIDE ) Republican Senator Ben Sasse of Nebraska 
said the same thing.   
 There’s been a strong reaction politically to those statements.  (BACK TO CAMERA) 
People pointing out years of systemic oppression, racial violence, voter suppression, lynchings, 
Jim Crow, the Trail of Tears, the 3/5 compromise of the U.S. Constitution, the 19th Amendment, 
all recognizing that our nation has used violence and intimidation to promote some people to 
power and keep others at the bottom.  “This is exactly who we are,” the critics say. 
 And there is much to lament, to grieve, to reject in the actions of January 6th.  There is a 
need for accountability and for correction.  In fact, our nation of laws exists to try and curtail 
the passion for vengeance.  Law allows for justice instead of revenge.   

But what concerns me is the misunderstanding of human nature that we have seen both 
in the rioters and in the bloodlust accompanying our condemnations.  These people who 
stormed the capitol put great trust in their ability as human beings to overthrow, dismantle, 
disorder the United States government.  That is an incredible amount of pride and self-
certainty.  That is a high view of human capacity and is ignorant of the ways we contrive of 
systems and structures for my benefit and try to force them on others through violence.  We 
aren’t righteous enough to make that system work. 

But there’s misunderstanding of humanity seen in the mockery of those who rioted.  In 
shaming them.  The holier-than-thou position of those crying out, “Wake up!  Don’t you know 
this is America!” as though they possess some gnostic wisdom and insight and everyone else is 
ignorant to the Truth and worthy of condemnation.  This urge we carry to promote ourselves as 
right and others as not even just wrong, but wicked and irredeemable.  And all with an air that 
we could never be deluded into a similar action one day, that we are wiser, more measured, 
more intelligent, would never do such a thing.  That, too, is an epistemological pride and 
arrogance. 

The Rev. John Baillie, minister of the Church of Scotland, (SLIDE ) writes in his book of 
prayers from the 1930s, asking God to forgive: 

My failure to apply to myself the standards of conduct I demand of others: 
My blindness to the suffering of others and my slowness to be taught by my own: 
My complacence toward wrongs that do not touch my own case and my over-

sensitiveness to those that do: 
My slowness to see the good in my fellows and to see the evil in myself: 
My hardness of heart towards my neighbors’ faults and my readiness to make allowance 

for my own. 
 (BACK TO CAMERA) That’s quite a different posture than human righteous 
condemnation. 



The system of justice tells us that there are degrees of wrongdoing.  Murdering 
someone has harsher penalties than slandering someone’s name.  But what Paul sees in 
humanity, Jew and Gentile, you and me, is that each of us is infected with the capacity to 
commit the most heinous of atrocities.  With the right mix of motivations, collaborators, self-
promotion and self-assurance, there’s a chance we each could destroy another.  In that way, 
then, the apostle’s words are true:  There is no distinction. For all have sinned and fallen short 
of the glory of God.”   

This is a vast reorientation of identity, of “who we are.”  If “who we are” is how well we 
live out our highest ideals we might as well give up because there’s too much evidence to show 
that we are not a people of justice and fairness, opportunity and responsibility.  If “who we are” 
is the sum of our most grievous sins, and we must therefore live in continual national penance, 
in a purgatory of shame, forced to languish in our guilt and misery, then we believe in a world 
without Gospel, a world without grace.  We believe Jesus died for nothing. 
 But the reason we can give up trying to fix the world ourselves (or condemning those 
who don’t work to fix it with us) is (SLIDE ) because we have been made right with God by grace 
as a gift.  It’s actually the recognition of grace that enables our honest evaluation of our 
proclivity to self-importance.   (BACK TO CAMERA) 
 And when we are honest in our assessment of our sin, it leads to our repentance, our 
humility, and our reception of God’s righteousness.  We receive a new way as we gaze into the 
life of Jesus.  We talk about Jesus a lot as Son of God as though he is someone greater, higher, 
holier than us.  And it is true that Jesus is fully divine.  But he is also fully human.  Karl Barth, the 
twentieth century Swiss theologian, wrote that ultimately Jesus is the only fully human person 
because to be fully human is to live in congruence with God’s will at all times.  And Jesus is the 
only person whose life fully embodied and manifested God’s will.  He was and is the only one 
righteous. 
 And in his cross and in his rising, we are given his Spirit, his power, his ability to turn 
away from our sin and toward the right.  Human power, human promotion will never get us to 
the right.  When we see Jesus, our primal and principal identity as children of God is 
reawakened.  We see what life is like when lived by peace and forgiveness, in obedience from 
joy that we are loved beyond measure.  And the gift of grace is that Jesus isn’t just a model to 
follow, his way is a gift we can simply receive.  By his grace, we cast off the way of Sin that has 
enticed us like a snake sheds an old and itchy skin.  And we look at all within us as human 
beings that would ever participate in a violent uprising, all within us as pride that would assume 
we could never be so bad, we see that shriveled skin of sin, and we can’t help but say, “That’s 
not who we are.”  Grace tells me that is not who I am. 
 And faith is the trust in that promise of grace that tells us that we are who we are 
because of the gift of grace, and that gift makes us righteous.  We can live and walk and work in 
and from that grace.  It’s a promise that, eventually, we become who we say we are, but not in 
the idealistic way of a nation’s hoped-for vision but in a way of reception, accepting a new 
identity that is not earned by our righteousness but that comes freely. 

This gift a grace allows us to look with honesty at our judgment and pride and self-
saving ways, and then to look at Jesus (the only true human being), and grace enables us to 
point to him and say, “That is who we are.”   
 


