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Lesson 3 23

a Faith and Righteous-
ness (3:21-31)

This righteousness from God is 
given through faith in Jesus Christ 
to all who believe. —Romans 3:22

Paul had previously said no 
one will be declared righteous by 
observing the law (see vs. 20). 

“But now” a righteousness from 
God, apart from the law, has been 
revealed (vs. 21). Since the law can-
not save, but only shine the spotlight 
on sin, then God’s provision for 
salvation must be made “apart from 
the law.” 

Righteousness apart from the law 
was previously revealed in “the Law 
and the Prophets”—that is, the Old 
Testament. The word “Law” here 
refers to the first five books in the 
Old Testament; “Prophets” refers 
to the other Old Testament books. 
In Romans 4, we will see that Paul 
illustrated his point about God’s 
righteousness from both the Law 
(by quoting Genesis 15:6) and the 
Prophets (by quoting Psalm 32:1, 2).

The means of receiving this righ-
teousness is through faith in Jesus 

Christ to all who believe (Rom. 
3:22a). It is not something that can 
be worked for or earned. Whether 
for Jew or Gentile, faith is the sole 
requirement. Faith is not considered 
a work, but merely a response of the 
broken heart to the saving work of 
God. 

Paul said “there is no difference” 
(vs. 22b) because all human beings 
—both Jew and Gentile—are sinners 
before God (vs. 23). The Jews cannot 
be exempted from God’s condemna-
tion, because they are just as guilty 
as the Gentiles. 

Paul stressed that all human 
beings fall short of God’s glory. The 
term for “fall short” is a single word 
in the Greek and is in the present 
tense. This indicates continuing 
action. Human beings perpetually 
fall short of God’s glory.

The word “glory” here refers not 
just to God’s magnificent presence 
but also to the outward manifesta-
tion of His attributes, including His 
goodness, righteousness, and holi-
ness. Our sin has alienated us from 
God and excludes us from enjoying 
these manifestations of His glory. 

Ask Yourself . . . How have I recently 
fallen short of God’s glory?

Justified 
through Faith

Romans 3:21—4:25
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Romans 3:21-31

that happens at the moment of con-
version. In contrast, sanctification is 
a lifelong process during which the 
believer becomes more like Christ. 

Though many Jews had tried to 
earn a right standing with God by 
their works, Paul indicated that 
God’s righteousness (through justifi-
cation) is given “freely by his grace.” 
Grace is unmerited favor. We 
couldn’t possibly do enough good 
works, and do them well enough, to 
earn the loving favor of God. One 
day we will see the depths of per-
sonal sin from which God saved us, 

Humanity’s problem of falling 
short compelled God to provide a 
solution—and that solution is found 
in justification (vs. 24). Like two 
sides of a coin, the word “justified” 
has two complementary meanings. 
On one side of the coin, “justifica-
tion” means that a person is pro-
nounced not guilty before God. On 
the other side, the word means that 
same person is pronounced righ-
teous. At the moment of justifica-
tion, a person receives the righteous-
ness of Jesus Christ. 

Justification is a one-time event 

Throughout the history of the Church, Jesus’  
“sacrifice of atonement” (Rom. 3:25) has been under-
stood in different ways. Here are some of the major views. 
• Ransom. Jesus’ death paid a ransom to Satan for 
souls held captive in the devil’s domain. 
• Recapitulation. Jesus’ death reversed the effects of 
sin begun by Adam. 
• Dramatic. Jesus’ death was the supreme act of vic-
tory that won the release of people held in bondage. 
• Mystical. Jesus mysteriously took on sinful human 
nature while on the cross and triumphed over it. 
• Example. Jesus’ death provided an example of  
obedience for all Christians to follow. 
• Moral Influence. Jesus’ death softens the hearts of 
people so that they will repent. 
• Commercial. God rewarded Jesus for His obedience, 
and Jesus passed this reward (salvation) along to believing 
people. 
• Substitution. Jesus died in the place of sinful people 
and paid the penalty of their sin. 

Many of these views contain partial truths, some contain  
more truth than others, and some are accurate.

Views of 
Atonement
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sins before Jesus’ death. Such sins 
had been symbolically atoned for in 
the animal sacrifices of the temple. 
These sacrifices, however, were 
merely the shadow of Christ’s sav-
ing work on the cross. The One who 
demanded justice also made provi-
sion for it.

To drive home his point to the 
Jew, Paul asked some hard-hitting 
questions. He first asked, “Where, 
then, is boasting?” (vs. 27a). Boast-
ing is “excluded” (or “completely 
shut out”). Since human beings are 
justified by grace through faith, no 
works can be involved. Hence, the 
Jews cannot boast, for salvation is a 
free gift (see Eph. 2:8, 9).

This prompted a second ques-
tion: “[On what principle is boasting 
excluded]? Because of what law? 
The law that requires works?”  
(Rom. 3:27b). Paul answered, “No, 
because of the law that requires 
faith.” As Paul stated earlier, the law 
was not given to provide justifica-
tion but to show people their state of 
sin and their need to be reconciled 
with God (see vs. 20). Justification 
(being “declared righteous”) is 
available only through faith, “apart 
from the works of the law” (vs. 28).

Paul then asked, “Is God the God 
of Jews only? Is he not the God of 
Gentiles too?” (vs. 29). In previ-
ous history the Gentiles had been 
involved in the worship of false 
gods. By contrast, Israel worshiped 
the one true God. Nevertheless, 
despite the Gentiles’ misguided wor-
ship, the one true God is the God of 
all people. Hence, Paul answered 
these questions by saying, “Yes, of 

and we will be stunned into silence. 
No matter how deep our disobedi-
ence and arrogance has taken us, 
God’s grace is deeper still. 

God’s declaration of righteous-
ness was made possible by the 
redemption that “came by Christ 
Jesus.” Christ’s death on the cross 
is the means by which salvation is 
accomplished for all who repent and 
believe. The word “redemption” 
carries overtones of a “ransom pay-
ment.” The term is adapted from 
the slave market. We were formerly 
enslaved to sin, but Jesus ransomed 
us by His death on the cross so that 
we could become His servants. 

God presented Jesus as a sacrifice 
of atonement (vs. 25a). The Greek 
word for “sacrifice of atonement” is 
rendered more literally as “propitia-
tion.” This word communicates the 
idea that Jesus’ work on the cross 
averted God’s justifiable wrath 
against sinners. The sacrifice of Jesus 
also provided “expiation,” or the 
removal of personal guilt. Paul was 
making a parallel between the aton-
ing sacrifices offered in the temple 
and Jesus’ death on the cross. 

Christ’s sacrificial work is 
appropriated “the shedding of his 
blood—to be received by faith.” 
Only through personal faith can 
one receive the benefits of Christ’s 
sacrificial death on the cross. Again, 
salvation is not something that can 
be earned, only received. 

God did all this, Paul affirmed, to 
demonstrate His “righteousness” 
(vs. 25b, 26). In His “forbearance” 
(literally, “holding back”), He had 
suspended the full punishment for 
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Paul quoted King David 
in Romans 4:7, 8 to illustrate 
how righteousness was credit-
ed to an Old Testament figure 
completely apart from works 
of the law. Though David 
showed great respect for 
God’s law, the king knew that 
simply keeping the law could 
not earn his salvation. In addi-
tion to the psalm quoted in 
Romans 4, David made several 
other comments that indicate 
he was desperately dependent 
upon God’s grace.
• David said to Gad, “I am in 
deep distress. Let us fall into 
the hands of the Lord, for his 
mercy is great; but do not let 
me fall into the human hands” 
(II Sam. 24:14). 
• “Hear my cry for mercy as 

Romans 4:1-15

tionship with God by virtue of their 
physical relationship with Abraham 
as his descendants. Paul knew that 
if he could show that Abraham was 
justified not by works but by faith, 

Gentiles too.” Both Jews and Gentiles 
have the same problem (sin), and 
both are provided the same solution 
(justification by grace through faith).

Paul affirmed that there is only 
one God (vs. 30). As a Hebrew of 
Hebrews, he was no doubt thinking 
about the Jewish confession of faith 
known as the Shema [sh-MAH]: 
“Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, 
the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4). This 
one true God is the one who justifies 
both Jew (the circumcised) and Gen-
tile (the uncircumcised) by faith.

Paul’s final question—“Do we, 
then, nullify the law by this faith?” 
—brought the immediate response 
“Not at all!” (Rom. 3:31). Rather, the 
law is upheld. By this Paul meant 
that the Mosaic law is fulfilled when 
it leads people to see their sinfulness 
and leads them to Christ (vs. 20; see 
Gal. 3:23-25). That’s the purpose of 
the law.

Abraham’s Faith 
(4:1-15)

What does Scripture say? “Abra-
ham believed God, and it was 
credited to him as righteousness.”
 —Romans 4:3

Paul built his case for faith- 
righteousness on Abraham and 
David—two of the most respected 
figures in the Old Testament. Abra-
ham would be particularly impor-
tant as an example, for the Jews 
thought they had a privileged rela-

b

DAVID : 
SAVED    
BY GRACE
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covered on the issue of justification 
by faith. 

As a backdrop, Jews believed that 
Abraham had so much righteous-
ness in terms of good works that he 
had a surplus of merit. This merit 
was allegedly available to all of 
Abraham’s descendants. Many Jews 
believed Abraham was a perfect 
example of a man justified by works. 
Paul fully agreed that Abraham was 
a righteous man and that, as such, 
he had something to boast about 
before people—but not before God 
(vs. 2).

To prove his point, Paul appealed 
to the Word of God: “Abraham 
believed God, and it was credited 
to him as righteousness” (vs. 3; 
see Gen. 15:6). Because Abraham 
believed, God credited (or “imput-
ed”) righteousness to his account. 
(The Greek word for “credited” was 
an ancient accounting term.) Hence, 
Abraham’s life was a perfect illustra-
tion of Paul’s point—righteousness 
is not by works but by faith.

Ask Yourself . . . Have I ever fallen 
into the rut of trying to earn God’s 
favor? 

Paul illustrated his point by say-
ing that workers’ wages are not 
given to them as a gift but are rather 
because it is owed to them (Rom. 
4:4). If salvation can be attained by 
works, then it cannot be called the 
gift of God. Conversely, for the per-
son who does not work but rather 
places faith in God, that person’s 
faith is credited as righteousness (vs. 
5). Abraham is an illustration of the 
second type of person. 

then their false presumptions would 
fall like a house of cards. 

Paul began by asking, “What then 
shall we say?” (vs. 1). His concern 
was to address what Abraham dis-

I call to you for help, as I lift 
up my hands toward your 
Most Holy Place. . . . The Lord 
is the strength of his people, 
a fortress of salvation for his 
anointed one” (Ps. 28:2, 8). 
• “The Lord is my rock, my 
fortress and my deliverer; my 
God is my rock, in whom I 
take refuge, my shield and the 
horn of my salvation. He is my 
stronghold, my refuge and my 
savior” (II Sam. 22:2, 3). 
• “I trust in your unfailing love; 
my heart rejoices in your salva-
tion” (Ps. 13:5). 
• “The salvation of the righ-
teous comes from the Lord” 
(Ps. 37:39a). 
• “Sing to the Lord a new 
song, for he has done mar-
velous things; his right hand 
and his holy arm have worked 
salvation for him” (Ps. 98:1). 
• “My salvation and my honor 
depend on God” (Ps. 62:7).
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ham was circumcised as a “sign” or 
“seal” that Abraham had already 
been justified by faith (Rom. 4:11). 
The circumcision was a testimony to 
his justifying faith. This ultimately 
means, then, that Abraham is not 
just the father of the Jews but is, in 
fact, the father of all who believe, 
including the Gentiles.

Of course, Abraham is also the 
father of believing Jews (vs. 12). 
Circumcision alone was not enough 
to render a Jew right with God. Like 
the Gentiles, the Jew could only be 
justified by faith and not by the law.

In further support for his argu-
ment, Paul said it was not through 
the law that Abraham received the 
promise that “he would be heir of 
the world” (vs. 13). In point of fact, 
God’s promise to Abraham—con-
tained in the Abrahamic covenant 
in Genesis 12:1-3—occurred several 
centuries before God gave the law 
through Moses (see Gal. 3:17). 

Among other things, God prom-
ised Abraham that he would have 
many descendants, and that through 
his seed the peoples of the earth 
would be blessed (see Gen. 12:3). 
This is probably what Paul was 
referring to in saying that Abraham 
“would be heir of the world” (Rom. 
4:13). This incredible promise was 
given several hundred years prior to 
the giving of the law.

Paul then pointed out that if the 
Jews could become Abraham’s heirs 
by simply keeping the law, then 
“faith means nothing” (more literal-
ly, “faith has been made empty,” vs. 
14). In such a situation “the promise 
is worthless” (or “the promise has 

Paul further illustrated his point 
from the life of David (vss. 6-8). Paul 
quoted David’s words in Psalm 32:1, 
2, showing the blessedness of one 
whose account has been credited 
with God’s righteousness appro-
priated through faith, apart from 
works. Because of God’s grace, such 
person’s sins are covered, and the 
Lord will never hold their wrong-
doing against them. 

To drive his point home, Paul 
again raised the question as to 
whether justification by faith is only 
for the Jews (the circumcised) or for 
the Gentiles (the uncircumcised) as 
well (Rom. 4:9). Again he appealed 
to Abraham. Paul’s basic argument 
was that Abraham was not justified 
as a result of faith plus circumcision; 
he was not justified as a result of 
faith plus keeping the law; he was 
justified by faith alone. Let’s look at 
the details.

In verse 10 Paul raised the impor-
tant question as to whether Abraham 
was justified before or after he was 
circumcised. Paul quickly answered 
that “it was not after, but before.”

The Book of Genesis makes this 
clear. Hagar, Abraham’s wife, gave 
birth to Ishmael when Abraham was 
eighty-six years old (see Gen. 16:16). 
It was sometime after this that God 
instructed Abraham to circumcise 
all his male descendants as a sign of 
the covenant. This was done when 
Abraham was ninety-nine years old 
(see 17:24). It would seem, then, that 
Abraham’s circumcision took place 
some thirteen years after his justifi-
cation by faith.

Paul then pointed out that Abra-
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tification. In arguing for this fact, 
Paul affirmed that where there is 
no law, there is no transgression 
(vs. 15b). If people don’t know right 
from wrong, then in one sense they 
cannot be held accountable for their 
actions. (But as Paul pointed out in 
chapter 1, even those who do not 
have the written code of Moses have 
the law written upon their hearts. 
So all people intuitively know right 
from wrong, and therefore all are 
responsible and are without excuse.)

Ask Yourself . . . Has my conscience 
raised any red flags lately?

A Promise for All 
People (4:16-25)

The promise comes by faith, so 
that it may be by grace and may be 
guaranteed to all Abraham’s off-
spring—not only to those who have 
the law but also to those who are 
of the faith of Abraham. He is the 
father of us all. —Romans 4:16

Continuing his argument, Paul 
said that all of Abraham’s offspring 
—both the Jews (“those who are of 
the law”) and believing Gentiles 
(“those who are of the faith of Abra-
ham”)—receive the promise of righ-
teousness (justification) by faith and 
according to God’s grace (vs. 16). 
If it were received by keeping the 
works of the law, then no one could 
receive it, because all are guilty of 
breaking the law.

been made invalid”). In other words, 
to say God’s blessing goes to the 
lawkeepers amounts to saying that 
God’s promises to those who have 
faith (which would include Abraham 
and David) are meaningless.

When we try to keep the law we 
always end up being under God’s 
wrath (vs. 15a). Keeping the law 
in order to gain God’s favor (and 
salvation) only produces spiritual 
arrogance. The purpose of the law 
was to reveal sin, not to bring jus-

THE ABRAHAMIC 
Covenant

 Paul referred to circumcision  
 as the sign of God’s covenant  
 with Abraham (Rom. 4:11). In  
 this covenant, God made seven  
 promises to the patriarch (Gen.  
 12:1-3): 

1.  “I will make you a great 
nation.”

2. “I will bless you.”

3.  “I will make your name 
great.”

4.  “You will be a blessing.”

5.  “I will bless those who bless 
you.”

6.  “Whoever curses you I will 
curse.”

7.  “All peoples on earth will be 
blessed through you.”

c
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Ask Yourself . . . What “impossible” 
thing would I like God to accomplish for 
me?

Romans 4:19 says Abraham “faced 
the fact” of his aged body and his 
elderly wife. Faith in God does not 
involve a refusal to deal with real-
ity. It doesn’t involve an ignorance 
of the true state of affairs around us. 
Rather, faith looks beyond earthly 
realities to the God who can super-
naturally change things.

Abraham “did not waver through 
unbelief,” “was strengthened in his 
faith,” and remained “fully per-
suaded” (vss. 20, 21). Despite insu-
perable odds against him, his faith 
in God remained firm. No wonder 
God credited Abraham’s faith as 
righteousness (vs. 22). Abraham 
believed in God and had complete 
confidence in His promises. 

The words “it was credited to him” 
were written not for Abraham alone 
but for all who believe in God (vss. 
23, 24). Notice the key requirement: 
belief. Justification is not according to 
works but by faith. What was true for 
Abraham is true for us. 

Paul closed his argument by 
reflecting on the central role of Jesus 
Christ in our justification (vs. 25). 
Jesus was delivered over to death 
“for our sins” (or “on account of 
our sins”), and was raised to life 
for our justification (see Isa. 53:4-6). 
Christ as the Lamb of God paid the 
redemptive price for our sins (see 
Rom. 3:24). The Lord is free to for-
give and justify those who respond 
by faith in His provision, the cruci-
fied Lamb of God.

The one factor that relates us all 
(Jew and Gentile) to Abraham, Paul 
said, is our faith in God. For Abra-
ham himself was one who had faith 
in God. Indeed, Abraham believed 
in the God “who gives life to the 
dead and calls into being things that 
were not” (vs. 17). 

Paul was referring here to the 
birth of Isaac to Abraham and Sarah, 
both of whom were so old that from 
a physical standpoint it was impos-
sible for them to have children (see 
Gen. 18:11). But because of God’s 
miraculous work, they gave birth to 
Isaac in their old age. We must not 
forget that God has the miraculous 
power to create out of nothing, to 
make possible what seems impos-
sible—even our salvation. 

While from a human perspec-
tive there was no hope that Abra-
ham and Sarah could give birth 
to a child, Abraham believed in 
God against all odds (vs. 18). In so 
doing, Abraham became the father 
of many nations, as it was promised 
to him (see Gen. 15:5).

If Abraham walked merely by 
sight and not by faith, things would 
look bleak indeed. His body was “as 
good as dead,” meaning that he was 
advanced in age—about a hundred 
years old (Rom. 4:19). Sarah had 
been unable to conceive a child even 
in earlier years (see Gen. 16:1, 2; 
18:11). But now that she was ninety 
years old, the chances were even 
less. There was virtually no likeli-
hood—from outward appearances—
that she would be able to give birth 
to a child. Despite this, Abraham’s 
faith remained steadfast. 


