THE RIGHTEOUSNESS FROM GOD

Romans 3:20-3:31


Key Verse: 3:22a

“This righteousness from God comes through faith in

Jesus Christ to all who believe.”

First, there is no one righteous. (3:20) After his introduction to the book of Romans, Paul has been describing the unrighteousness of men up to now. After declaring in Romans 1:17 that in the gospel a righteousness from God has been revealed, he spent the next two chapters concluding that there is no one righteous. How bad is it? Not even one is righteous. Many in church history, like Pelagius, have believed that to emphasize this to the masses would cause them to stop striving after righteousness. Others, like St. Augustine, were completely changed when they confronted the truth of their own unrighteousness, but in light of the truth of the gospel Paul reveals in Romans—the righteousness that comes from God.


Romans 3:20 says, “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.” What does everyone desire according to 3:20? For some reason, men desire to be righteous. Some deny God altogether, thereby removing any standard of righteousness beyond themselves. (1:18-32) Others derive their sense of righteousness from judging themselves better in their own minds than others. (2:1-16) Still others claim their identity as a Jew or a Christian makes them righteous. (2:17-3:8) The Jews had the law of the righteous God. They took their desire to be righteous and applied it to the meticulous obedience to the law. There was no one better in history, and there was no better law or standard in history, because this came from the one and only righteous God himself. But Paul’s conclusion was that none of these things makes anyone righteous. The collective results of all the efforts of men, either to deny God or to make themselves righteous, is that God alone is righteous, and this world and everyone in it is accountable to him. (3:8-20) 


No man can be righteous by himself, or even by observing the law, at least not in God’s sight. Then what is the point of the law? Look at Romans 3:20 again. “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.” The law wasn’t given to make men righteous—only God himself can declare a man righteous. But the law was given to make men conscious of sin. Most of the time we are conscious of being sinful, although we don’t really know what that is. If a man fails to live up to his own standard, he may consider himself a “sinner.” If a Jew failed in his meticulous obedience to the law, he may have “sinned.” But being conscious of being sinful is different than being conscious of sin. Why do men so quickly degrade themselves to foolish idol worship and depravity of every kind? It is because of sin. Why do people judge themselves better than others, thereby using their own “goodness” to denounce others? That is the power of sin. How could God’s own people become blinded to God himself even as they meticulously obeyed his very words? It is the power of sin. Sin is utterly sinful. You can’t see it, but it produces death in every man. It produces death in men through the very law that exposes it as sin, that is, through what is good, through what is even of God. (Ro 7:1-25) In the book of Romans, Paul wanted to talk about the righteousness from God. In order to do that he dispelled every other righteousness that opposes God. In Romans, Paul wanted to make his readers conscious of God’s incomparable glory. In order to do that, as a first step, he makes us, his readers, conscious of sin.

Second, a righteousness from God. (3:21-26) What has been made known to us in our quest for righteousness? Verse 21 says, “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.” In our quest to “be” righteous, God’s righteousness is made known to us. This is amazing. We are the unrighteous, and yet the righteousness from God has been made known to us. God never failed to reveal himself in the world. His glory shines in spite of the vain attempts of men to suppress it. More importantly, now that we are conscious of sin, it is the testimony that there is a righteousness that is untouched by sin. There is a righteousness from God.

What does the phrase “apart from law” tell us about the righteousness from God? Paul already said that no one would be declared righteous in God’s sight by observing the law. But the righteousness that is from God is apart from law. It testifies to God who is holy, completely apart from sin, but who makes himself and his beauty known in this world, where sin is always working. There is a difference between the righteousness that comes from God and being declared righteous in his sight. First of all, no one can be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law. So righteousness does not come to those who observe the law better or worse than the next person, or better or worse than they did the day before. Then how does God’s righteousness come to us who are desperate to be declared righteous in his sight? Look at verse 22a. “This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.” What does verse 22a tell us about the differences of the two? It tells us that God’s righteousness comes. It comes to those who believe the truth declared in Jesus’ gospel, who surrender the constant pursuit to be declared righteous by observing the law. It comes to those who surrender the pursuit to be declared righteous through the practice of judging others. It even comes to those who surrender their apathy toward God and his righteousness by their suppression of his truth. There is no difference. The Law and the Prophets testify to the same truth. No one in the Old Testament was ever declared righteous in God’s sight by observing the Law, not even Moses. But righteousness came. God was testified throughout the Old Testament, without fail. When we read the Old Testament, we are always amazed that God was testified so clearly when his people were so rebellious. We come away concluding the same thing Paul talks about, that God is righteous, he alone is righteous, and his righteousness is absolutely eternal, absolutely holy. At the same time, his righteousness comes. His righteousness sustained the Israelites as a people when they couldn’t be a people any more. His righteousness maintained God’s faithful attitude to keep the promise he made to Abraham without fail. His righteousness sustained the hope of Jesus Christ to come, who was the hope of the Prophets, who would make the righteousness of God declared in the Old Testament known. “This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.” There is a reason Paul talked about the effect of sin for two chapters, and why he mentions the Law and the Prophets. Through these we see that there is no other way to be declared righteous in his sight. What is it to have faith in Jesus Christ, or to believe? It is to surrender every attempt to be declared righteous by some other way. It is to surrender to the truth that all of our attempts to be declared righteous in his sight are actually suppressing the truth that God made known in the gospel, that he alone is righteous, and that his righteousness comes only by faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. 

Verses 22b-24 say, “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.” Why is there no discrimination in the free justification by grace? It is because all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. When it comes to sin, it doesn’t matter whether a person is a Jew or Gentile. Sin doesn’t discriminate by nationality, or gender, or race or anything. There is no difference. All have sinned. What’s the big deal? Here sin is described as falling short of the glory of God. It means being cut short from the source of life, so that all men die, and there is no difference. It also means that we fall short of God who is declared alone to be righteous. The righteousness we seek we fall short of. But just as there is no discrimination in the truth that all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, there is also no discrimination in the truth to be justified freely. What does it mean to be justified? It means to be made just, or found to be just through a judgment. It means that the very ones who would not be declared righteous in God’s sight through observing the law, or any other way, may be declared “just” by him, and even “justified” by him. It means the righteousness from God comes to us who are the unrighteous. What is the redemption that came by Christ Jesus? This should testify to us that what came freely to us did not come without a price. The word redemption implies a purchase, literally to “redeem” is to “buy back.” The redemption that came by Christ Jesus testifies that it was Christ who bought us back, to belong to God as his “just” ones, but the “just” ones who testify only to the redeeming grace of our Lord Jesus. How are the redemption, the justification and the righteousness from God interrelated? We learn in our redemption and justification and the righteousness from God one thing, and that is the glory of God himself. Every Christian is a unique and wonderful testimony of God who is righteous, who makes righteous without discrimination, who freely justifies, who is greater than sin, who makes a new creation today.

Verse 25a says, “God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood.” What does it mean that God presented Christ Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement? (Heb 9:14,22,26b; I Pe 1:18,19a; Lev 16:15,16; Lev 17:11; Ex 12:21-23; John 1:29) It means that sin demanded punishment, and that punishment was death. The Old Testament teaches how serious God was about sin. For every sin there had to be the shedding of blood to atone for it. So the Law provided the Jewish people a means to be holy before God, but it required the constant sacrificing of bulls and rams and pigeons. Still it had no power to make anyone righteous. How does the sacrifice of Christ Jesus as an atonement work for us? Christ Jesus is the sacrifice of atonement presented by God, to atone for sin once for all. The blood of bulls could not save a man from sin or make him just before God. The blood of Jesus has power to make sinners new, to purify them from all unrighteousness, and to testify to God’s free gift of grace to sinners. The blood of Jesus has absolute significance for men and for God. The atoning blood of Jesus testifies that God has won the eternal victory over sin and death. God is revealed as the righteous God, whose righteousness makes the world righteous. Who else’s righteousness makes others righteous? The atoning blood of Jesus makes God and his righteousness known to us, and makes us righteous in a true sense, as those who belong to God.

We always think that God sent Jesus to save us from our sins. That is true. But presenting Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement also has to do with God’s justice. Look at verses 25b-26. “He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—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.” What did God demonstrate by presenting Christ Jesus as a sacrifice of atonement? According to these verses, God demonstrated his justice. God is the judge, and he is just. In other words, God didn’t just forget all of our sins. He judged each and every one of them, but on his Son. From the time God called Israel as his people right up until today, many people have questioned God’s justice, because it seems as if the wicked often prosper, while God’s people so often suffer. But God doesn’t judge sin on the sinner. God judged sin itself on the cross. Why did God demonstrate his justice that way? He did it so that he may be just, but at the same time the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. When Paul saw this he exclaimed, “Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!” (Ro 11:29) 

Third, we uphold the law. (3:27-31) Verse 27 says, “Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith.” According to Paul, boasting is excluded. On what principle is boasting excluded? It is on the principle of faith. Since no one will be declared righteous by observing the law, there is no point in boasting about observing the law. And there is no boasting on the principle of faith, for the principle of faith testifies only to God and his righteousness, his justification of us, and the redemption he provided freely by his unlimited grace. In chapter four Paul talked about Abraham, the great father of faith. Even Abraham could not boast before God. It is God who credits righteousness to men, and it is apart from works and apart from observing the law.


Verses 28-30 say, “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.” The principle of faith does not discriminate. Faith is the salvation of Jew and Gentile, the circumcised and the uncircumcised. God is God of all, and the creator of us all. He is also the salvation of all on the principle of faith. The principle of faith declares God to all people, God who is our salvation, our righteousness, our justification and our glory. Why is this so important? Verse 31 says, “Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law.” The law was given by God. The law cannot be nullified if it is from God. The point of faith is not to nullify the law. In fact, to uphold the law is absolutely necessary. But the law itself is not upheld by our observing the law. What does the law testify? It testifies God who alone is righteous, and whose righteousness comes from God to us freely. Faith declares that a man cannot be righteous by upholding the law. Faith agrees with God—God who testified throughout the law that all are sinners and fall short of the glory of God, at the same time are freely justified by God. The principle of faith surrenders all things to God in the matter of righteousness, that God’s righteousness may be revealed in us and through us to the world. In the matter of one to one Bible study, we surrender ourselves and the person we study with, as he is, to God, with the hope and prayer that God’s righteousness may come and be fully revealed in each one, for the sole glory of God. May God bless us to fight this spiritual battle with the principle of faith, that we may raise 120 who reveal the righteousness that comes from God through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.

