THE RIGHTEOUSNESS FROM GOD

Romans 3:21-5:21


Key Verse: 3:22a
“This righteousness from God comes

through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”
Everybody knows that we are forgiven of our sins. But no one pays attention to what it means/signifies. That is what we want to think about today.


From God’s perspective, the essential problem of men was that although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened (1:21). Under God they were, yet they lived as if God is not. They were in sin. No one took the essential problem seriously though. Instead, everybody did as he saw fit (Judges 21:25). To translate that behavior into the language of Romans in 1:18-31, that meant everybody did according to what he thought right. Some passed judgment on others. Others boasted about their affiliation with God while they did not care about God himself. 
In today’s passage of 3:21-30 is recorded that while everybody did as they saw fit, God prepared Jesus and presented him as a sacrifice of atonement to save men from their sin. In chapter 4, we learn how the faith in Jesus saves man from sin and connects him to God. In chapter 5 is the prospect of what to expect in Jesus Christ. 

I. God demonstrated his justice in the gospel (3:21-26)

We can paraphrase 3:20a as meaning that no one is perfect. Any right-minded person knows that. We can also paraphrase the second half of 3:20 as meaning that man is conscious of his limit, which means, he knows that he doesn’t and can’t know God. Any conscientious person knows that. Read 3:23 and we know the reason of our limit clearer. The verse says, “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”

Yet in this frustrating situation, every man still wants to be declared righteous in God’s sight according to 3:20. That desperate desire is expressed in various ways as illustrated in 1:18-3:20. We may wonder what importance is there of being declared righteous by God. In our generation, especially in the young generation, that question itself is ridiculed. The desire to be righteous or to do right is considered obsolete, the thing of the past. The irony is that those who deny all the standards think they are right. We can understand because from our early age, we are exposed to the folly and misery of our existence, thanks to the media, through daily news, through CNN, through the reality shows, for example. So destroyed with the exposure, this generation thinks being ugly is synonymous with being attractive. That is why wrong sized baseball caps are worn backwards or sideways, pants hang under their buttocks and girls wear their pants or skirts low to make the lustful thoughts of boys a mockery; and unshaven, unkempt hair and mustache are taken as sexy. Every standard and every norm seem ridiculed. The truth is that even the older generations agree with the frustration of the young people though they may not show it. However, the interesting thing is that those things have become the trend, the standard of our times. Thus, the rebels as well as the critics belong to the category of those who want to be declared righteous (3:20). It is not surprising that we are more conscious of sin than our fathers.  

 As we read 3:19-20 carefully with this generation in mind, however, we see through the chaotic reality of our generation that God is holding this generation accountable to him. Many behave as the demon-possessed man in the region of the Gerasenes did when Jesus came to him. We should see that God is calling them by his gospel. That is the reason for the writhing, reeling and jerking motions of our generation (Mark 5:8). We were not accountable to God. God gave men over. But now we have become accountable to God. God has come to us in our midst and got involved to deal with our problem of sin. We should be encouraged and proclaim the gospel as much we are baffled with this generation.
In 3:21-22a, we learn that we are assured of God’s involvement because of the gospel of Jesus Christ which is given to us. “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.” We know God is speaking to us because he has made known to us of Jesus’ name and his gospel. The Law and the Prophets stand for the Old Testament, and the gospel is the New Testament. In other words, we have the Bible which testifies to us that God is speaking to us.
The phrase “apart from law” tells us that the gospel of Jesus Christ is, and is alone, of God. We know that because everything else, everyone else, in fact, the whole world, is under the law. Jesus Christ who alone is of God gives us the gospel which is of God. To those who believe in him through the gospel message, he gives the righteousness from God.  What is the difference between the righteousness from God and being declared righteous? Verse 22a tells us about the differences between the two. The righteousness from God never belongs to us. But it comes to us through Jesus Christ to those who believe in him. As we think about it in 3:20, everyone desires to be declared righteous. But man’s problem is that God gave him over. Whether he is recognized and declared as the righteous of the righteous, he is only conscious of sin. He needs God. Jesus who alone is of God can bring people to God. As many of us experienced, if we stop at the point of being jubilant because we are forgiven of our sins and fail to seek God who forgave our sins, we go back to becoming conscious of sin. In a strict sense, the gospel is given to us not to make us know that we have become righteous but to bring us to God. 
As we think about verses 21 and 22a, we are amazed with the infinite wisdom of our God. If the righteousness from God ever belonged to us, we fall into the misery of 3:20. Thank God who remains holy and so remains to be our salvation for ever and ever. Yet he is not far from us. He is with us by the gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus is with us to make us belong to God. Thank God who is holy. Thank God for his Son Jesus Christ who is holy. Thank God for the Spirit who has been speaking to us of the gospel of God. If he hasn’t been speaking to us through the gospel of Jesus Christ, we would not have known God who is apart from law.
Let’s read verses 22b-24. “There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” For a new beginner, the transition of the words from verses 21-22a to 22b-24 is a little bit confusing. There are too many big words. But it is a simple switching of words. Jesus gives the righteousness from God to those who believe in him. That means the man is justified. To understand the word “justified”, we should remember the robber on the cross. He had no quality in him to make him eligible to come into the kingdom of God. But Jesus welcomed the man because he believed Jesus is innocent. The robber was one of those who was justified by the grace of Jesus. O.J. Simpson was declared not guilty and so is under the protection of the law of the United States of America. He is justified by the law in this country. The free justification that comes from Jesus Christ is, however, not by twisting and bending the law as was in the case of O.J. Simpson. It came through the redemption which was paid by the life of Jesus Christ. What the redemption is all about is explained in verse 25a.
Let’s read verse 25a. “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.” The sacrifice of atonement refers to the sacrificial system of the people of Israel. God prescribed the offering of animals for the people of Israel to deal with the problem of sin. That was more than 2,000 years before Jesus Christ came. As we think about it in 1:21, God alone worked to deal with the matter of sin from the beginning of creation of the world. He was faithful to take care of the burden by giving them the Old Testament and by allowing himself to be annoyed by the smells of burning animals day after day and year after year for thousands of years. Most of all, he allowed himself to be annoyed by the ignorance of his own people who only sought their righteousness while they offered animals to him. He sent many of his servants and the prophets only to witness their suffering by the hands of his ignorant, rebellious people. Still, he did not give up or give in. He sent his Son Jesus Christ to shed his blood as is prescribed in the sacrificial system of the animals.

In verse 25b, we learn that the atonement works for us through faith in Jesus’ blood.  How does the sacrifice of Christ Jesus as an atonement work for us? Hebrews 9:13, 14 say, “The blood of goats and bulls and the ashes of a heifer sprinkled on those who are ceremonially unclean sanctify them so that they are outwardly clean. How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!” To make the words in Hebrews easier to understand, we may say the significance of the blood of Jesus is that it makes us clean inside. It makes us alive to God, which also means we are dead to our past, dead to our sin. Now God can come in and make us his dwelling place. There is one caution, which we will study in chapter 6, but important to remember. If God doesn’t come into the cleansed, we fall back to 3:20.  
Why did God sacrifice so much, so long, even his own Son? But before we seek the answer of why, we need to think of God himself first. We are amazed because of his unbelievable zeal and effort.  We are also amazed because he worked so hard to give the gospel to us who do not, can not, appreciate the value of it as much as we know we should. We may understand how precious and wonderful God’s zeal is. But many times, we appreciate a piece of hamburger when we are hungry more than Bible study. When I asked the Mustard Seed Fellowship to study this passage last Saturday, only Jiyong and Andre came on time. Shepherd Jonas came about 30 minutes later and checked his mail at the table where we were supposed to study the passage. Many looked bored as we went through the questions. Andre looked outside while we were studying the passage. I was wondering if that could be the same attitude as if we were watching the movie, “The Passion of the Christ.” We live by sight. We go by our senses. But we should pray that among us who do not and can not appreciate the gospel, God may raise up 120 Bible teachers who are bound to the gospel. We can pray that because God has been faithful to us who are ignorant. We recognize God by the help of these verses in Romans 3:21-25a, and we thank him for his humility.
What did God demonstrate by presenting Christ Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement? 3:25b is the answer of what God has been speaking to us by the gospel of his Son. “He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished-” God showed that he punishes sin. He did not forget the sins committed beforehand either. However, he punished the sin we committed on Jesus Christ. Why did God demonstrate his justice that way?  Verse 26 answers that “he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” Demonstration means revelation. God wanted to reveal his justice to us who are blind. God wanted to shine his light on us who are darkness. His light has been shining but the darkness has not understood it. So he sent his Son. As a result, to those who hear Jesus’ name and believe in him, God gives the right to recognize God as God and give thanks to him. He reveals himself in and through Jesus Christ and his gospel. By punishing sin on Jesus his Son, he demonstrated his justice. By calling people into him through the gospel of Jesus, he demonstrated his absolute justice and the almighty justice. As we think about it in 1:21 and in 3:21, he called man back to him through Jesus Christ. We will think about this mystery in chapter 4.
Look at 3:27-31. “Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law. Is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? Yes, of Gentiles too, since there is only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the uncircumcised through that same faith. Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law.” The question about boasting is brought up here because his readers might be misled to consider that the righteousness now belonged to them since it is given. The real benefit of the gospel of Jesus Christ is that it reveals God so we may know him and thank him regardless of our quality in regard to the measurement by law. Why are knowing God and recognizing him as God that important? That is answered in chapter 4.
II. God justifies those who believe in Jesus (4:1-25)


Perhaps 4:25 is the key for the understanding of chapter 4. Let’s read it. “He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.” For the understanding of this familiar line, Paul writes about it in the whole chapter. I hope this familiar line clicks in our minds through the study of this chapter.
How does Abraham’s story teach us that we uphold the law by faith? What does it mean? Look at 4:1-5. “What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter? If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about-but not before God.  What does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.’ Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation. However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.” We understand that Abraham couldn’t boast about the justification given to him. First, it was not what he earned. But more importantly, he couldn’t boast to God who justified him for free. In theory, we might say he could boast to others if he left God after the justification. But he couldn’t do that either because the justification had no meaning away from God. The Gentiles around him in the land of Canaan would have ridiculed him as insane. Only before God was the justification meaningful.
What did Abraham gain by faith, then? Abraham was led to believe God. It sounds simple but it is impossible for a man to reach God as we think about it in 1:21. Abraham was the same. He worked very hard to follow and serve God. He risked his life to take care of Lot because he remembered God who called his nephew along with him. But he reached his limit. So he asked God to forget about the whole deal and asked God to just make his servant his adopted son. God called the man out of his tent and asked him to count the stars in the sky. Then God said, “So shall your offspring be.” As Abraham was counting the stars, he could think of God. As he was led to think of God and how mighty he is, Abraham was freed from his anxiety and frustration. Abraham received God. 

But then the justification from God is not practical, we might ask. David teaches us that side of the gift of the justification. “David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the man to whom God credits righteousness apart from works: ‘Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him.’” As we know from David’s story, the blessing was two-folded. David was spared of his life. In the forgiveness of his transgressions, he learned the glory of the Lord that he covers our sins and that he never counts our sin against us. He lived a blessed life. 
But we still do not understand how the justification by faith upholds the law and what merit is in the blessing. That is argued and explained in 4:9-17. Paul answers that question in relation to circumcision. What did it mean to be circumcised? Paul argues in 4:9-12 that circumcision was a seal of the God-given free justification, the reminder of the free justification for Abram and his descendants as well as for God. Circumcision is not a pre-requisite for free justification. However, we should be careful that we may not misunderstand Paul as if he is saying circumcision is obsolete. Rather, he is reminding us of God who gave circumcision as the proof and seal of the free justification. He is saying the free justification has to do with God, not with circumcision.

He develops the argument further that the gift of free justification given to Abraham shows that Abraham and his descendants became the heir of God not by law, that is, by Abraham’s effort, but through God. As we think about Abraham’s experience in Genesis 15:6, the Patriarch was lifted up from his humanity to be God’s friend as God spoke to him. That change meant he was free from sin and received God as his inheritance. Look at verse 17b and see that Paul’s emphasis is not so much in Abraham’s faith but in God who revealed himself in the creation of the Patriarch. “He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed-the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were.”
In 4:18-22 is the description of Abraham’s faith. “Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’ Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead-since he was about a hundred years old-and that Sarah's womb was also dead. Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.” How could Abraham believe God against all hope? It was very simple. First, he faced the truth of his body and of his wife’s body. They were as good as dead. But then, he turned from the question about possibility to God. As we learn from the record in Genesis, it took a long time for Abraham to be persuaded that God could give him a son through him and through his wife. That faith was credited to him as righteousness. What does it mean? Verse 25 is the excellent answer. That means Abraham’s sins were taken away and raised to a new life through Christ Jesus who was with God.
This is what it means “it was credited to him as righteousness.” Look at verses 23-24. “The words ‘it was credited to him’ were written not for him alone, but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness-for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.” Now, we can understand the uneasy line of verse 5 that Abraham trusted God who justifies the wicked. Abraham was the wicked until he was given God. Abraham couldn’t be measured by the standards of this world since he was justified. It is very stupid to argue who is greater between Abraham and Moses, etc. They are of God and he is great. Likewise, we should learn to appreciate and rejoice in God who revealed himself to us in the gift of the gospel message of the forgiveness of our sins.
III. The prospect (5:1-11)

We will study each of chapters 3-5 one by one later. So today, we will think about the main point of chapter 5. We often ask questions to ourselves of what is after the gift of the forgiveness of our sins. Paul answers in 5:1-11 that we can expect much more than what we have known so far. Not even half of the prospect of the gospel is known to us. We need to learn the faith which expects.

Actually, the question of what is after the forgiveness of our sins comes to us because of the ignorance of the gospel. As we see in 5:1-11, if we consider the gospel carefully, we receive the prophetic insight and become full of hope. In 5:1-2, Paul tells us the fundamental change that takes place in our lives when we are justified through faith. “Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.” What does it mean to have peace with God? In verse 2b, we learn the answer. We had nothing to do with him. God gave us over to whatever we wanted. We were left in this desolate land to take care of our lives with our own strength. Even if we called out to God, there was only silence. But now, we have the gospel of Jesus Christ who lures us back to God through the gospel of the forgiveness of our sins. Therefore, we have no problem with meeting God. We are actually happy to meet God because we know he loves us. We long for him. We miss him. Our hearts beat hard as we think about the wonderful and glorious God who is full of grace and mercy, who is almighty. When we think of him, nothing can break the peace in our souls.

When we are invited to God, we even rejoice in our sufferings. This sounds courageous, but how can we rejoice in our sufferings? Look at verses 3-8. “Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” I hope you memorize these verses. They will bring joy in your hearts. But the essential point is at the end of verse 8. “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Nobody rejoices in sufferings. But we hear the gospel that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Our hearts are filled with the love of God because God pours out his love into out hearts by the Holy Spirit. Then we rejoice with hope even in our sufferings.

What kind of hope? Look at 5:9-11. “Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God's wrath through him! For if, when we were God's enemies, we were reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.” Any little child can understand this. It is simple math. The enemies of God times Jesus’ death meant salvation from God’s wrath and reconciliation to him. Now, we are God’s own and Jesus is risen. Then, what can we expect by God’s children times the risen Jesus? Paul couldn’t explain the magnitude. So he repeated, “Much more, much more.” Verse 11 is the highlight. Let’s read it once again. “Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received reconciliation.” How much more can we expect since we are justified through faith? As much as God himself. May this hope be yours.
In the rest of chapter 5, Paul reasons how Jesus saves us all. The best way to grasp the content is to read verses 12 and 18-19 together. “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned-” “Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men. For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous.” What Paul reasons here is that God is almighty. He judged sin with the death penalty on all. With the same power, he saves all through Jesus Christ.

Let’s read 5:12-14 to help our understanding. “Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned- for before the law was given, sin was in the world. But sin is not taken into account when there is no law. Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam, who was a pattern of the one to come.” When we see how powerful sin was and how effective the death sentence was, we can begin to grasp how mighty God is. But there is a difference between Adam’s impact and Jesus’ impact. 
Let’s read 5:15-17. “But the gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God's grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many! Again, the gift of God is not like the result of the one man's sin: The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation, but the gift followed many trespasses and brought justification. For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God's abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.” Here again, use simple math for the understanding of these verses. One man Adam and his one sin meant the death of all. Now, all sinned. The impact can not even be imagined. If so, we know we are talking about God when we speak of Jesus’ impact against all the impact of all men’s sins.
Take note that Paul concludes his reasoning in 5:18-20 with God’s work. “The law was added so that the trespass might increase. But where sin increased, grace increased all the more, so that, just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” It is God who gave us the law. He exposed sin as sin. He condemned sin through Jesus. He raised Jesus to give us life. Now, here again, we might get lost because it may seem like a fairy tale? Here is an unforgettable thing to remember. We should remember that it was just one sin of one man which blew up the whole world. It is one man Jesus who in his one act of righteousness saved us all. I pray that the gospel of Jesus which you have received wake you up to God every time you are reminded of it. That way, we may join his effort to abolish the power of sin which defiles God’s creation. May God fill you with the hope of God given to us in the gospel of the forgiveness of our sins through Jesus Christ.
