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“One Way”

When you come to verse 21 of Romans chapter three, you reach a critical juncture in this epistle. Paul, having laid the groundwork up until this point, now moves forward in his theological treatise.

“What a black picture Paul has been painting of human sin; how heavy are the storm clouds in the sky and how fearful the lightning flashes of wrath! But look! There is a rift in the sky where the sun breaks through. God has a plan of salvation for sinners, even the chief of sinners.”

-Exploring Romans; John Phillips

“This is definitely one of the most important passages in the Bible. We are told exactly how a guilty sinner can stand righteous before a holy God. So this section is absolutely essential to the understanding of justification by faith.”

-Paul’s Epistle to the Romans; Lamoyne Sharpe

“Having come to that point [of guilt before God] the question we obviously ask is, ‘Well, is there no hope for us? Can nothing be done for us? Are we irretrievably doomed?’ The Apostle now goes on to answer that question.”

-Romans: Atonement and Justification; Martyn Lloyd Jones

Having clearly established man’s guilt before God, the Apostle Paul now heads toward the great theme of this book – justification by faith alone. The doctrine of justification through faith in Christ is the central theme of the remainder of chapter three. In these verses Paul explains how God, through the gospel, enables guilty sinners to be made right before Him. 

There are three things Paul shows us about justification:

I. PAUL DECLARES THE PRINCIPLE OF JUSTIFICATION (v. 21-23)

In the close of the last section (v. 20), Paul clearly states that keeping the deeds of the Law will not justify a man before God. Now in verse 21, Paul begins to explain the how exactly a man can be justified before God.

This section begins with the words, “But now…” These are hinges on a new door in Romans. They lead us from the courtroom where we have been declared guilty, into the throne room where we are pointed to the atoning death of Jesus Christ.

A. This justification is undeniably revealed

Beginning in verse 21, Paul says, “But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested…”  The word “manifested” comes from a Greek word that means to make apparent, or to be declared. Paul makes the argument (as he did earlier in chapter one) that God has revealed already his plan to justify men apart from the works of the law.

He goes on to say that this revelation of “the righteousness of God without the law” has been witnessed, or attested to by the Old Testament. Both the law (the Pentateuch) and the prophets testify to God’s plan for man’s justification. The entire sacrificial system was but a precursor and type of the final Sacrifice, and the work it would accomplish.


B. This justification is undeservingly received

Paul goes on in verse 22 to point out that this justification, or what He again calls, “the righteousness of God”, is, “…by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe: for there is no difference.” 
This righteousness of God, or the justification He offers, is entered into by man solely on the grounds of faith in Christ. It is “unto all and upon all” that believe. Man’s works are set aside and he receives, though unworthy, the righteousness of God when he comes to faith in Christ.


C. This justification is universally required

In verse 23, Paul restates an earlier theme and says, “For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God.” No matter the spiritual attainments and efforts of a man, he will always miss the mark of God’s holy requirements. Therefore, no man, regardless of how good he may be, can be justified apart from the justification that is offered by God.

“The harlot, the liar, the murderer are short of it; but so are you. Perhaps they stand at the bottom of a mine, and you on the crest of an Alp; but you are as little able to touch the stars as they.”

- The Epistle to the Romans; H.C.G. Moule

II. PAUL DETAILS THE PROCESS OF JUSTIFICATION (v. 24-26)

Having plainly stated the principle of justification, Paul now goes on to explain the basic process whereby God imparts to a man righteousness, and thereby justifies that man who was guilty just moments before.

There are three key ingredients in the process of justification. They are found in verses 24-26. The three key ingredients are grace, substitution, and justice. By grace God offered a Substitute for man, and thereby satisfied justice that was essential to His nature.


A. Where it originates

Verse 24 begins, “Being justified freely by his grace…” Any work of God in our lives is always rooted in and driven by grace. The same is true for our justification. It is an act of grace. 

Verse 24 goes on to point out that the God’s work of justification not only originates in the grace of God, but also originates through the gift of God. Verse 24 continues, “…through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” The grace of God always points to Christ. Our justification is born in the grace of God through Christ.


B. What it allocates

Verse 25 actually explains how God’s justification works. Remember, man is guilty, and Paul states that he cannot save himself, but rather can only be saved through the justification that God offers. Now Paul pulls the back off of the watch, and shows us how this justification operates.

He says, “Whom [Christ] God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his [Christ’s] righteousness for the remission of sins…” Paul essentially says, “God justifies a man by allocating, or counting the righteousness of His Son, offered up through the shedding of blood, in the place of man’s sin. 

There has to be a reason for man to be justified. Since man could offer no reason of his own, God has offered His Son, and the sacrifice He made, as reason for man’s justification.

Paul states this allocation of Christ’s righteousness in reference to the “sins that are past, through the forbearance of God.” This is a reference to those that were saved prior to the cross. God showed forbearance in accepting the inferior sacrifices of animals, until He offered the final Sacrifice with Christ.


C. Who it validates

As you move into verse 26, Paul explains that by the process of justification through Christ, God has declared or validated His own righteousness. Paul says, “…that he might be just, and the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus.”

Through this process of justification by faith, God is able to remain just Himself, and at the same time justify the guilty. The penalty for sin is paid, the righteousness that man needs is provided, and therefore God remains a just and holy God, while still justifying guilty sinners.

“Oh, the love that drew salvation’s plan,

Oh, the grace that brought it down to man,

Oh, the mighty gulf that God did span,

At Calvary!”

III. PAUL DESCRIBES THE POWER OF JUSTIFICATION (v. 27-31)

As Paul concludes the third chapter, he goes on to prove the worthiness and power of God’s plan for justification. Nothing else will work. Nothing else can do for man what the gospel can do!

Earlier Paul proclaimed that the gospel was “the power of God unto salvation.” Now he illuminates that claim as he concludes this great chapter.


A. It ends all selfish pride

In verse 27, Paul asks a wonderful question. He says, “Where is boasting then? It is excluded…”  Paul goes on to explain that the law of faith eliminates mans’ ability to boast. If I did not earn my righteous standing before God, how can I then claim any glory or praise for myself?

In verse 28, Paul continues on from verse 27 and says, “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law.” The “therefore” points us back to verse 27. Paul says that because man has no right to boast before God, it must mean, and we must conclude that man was not responsible for his own justification.


B. It encourages all sinful people

Again, illustrating the power of the gospel, Paul goes on in verse 29 to point out another advantage that the gospel possesses. He asks rhetorically, “Is he the God of the Jews only? Is he not also of the Gentiles?...”

The idea here is that by God’s plan of justification, not just the Jews, but all men can enter into a right standing and a restored relationship with God. All sinners are called by the gospel and encouraged to partake of God’s grace.

Paul goes on in verse 30 to say, “…it is one God which shall justify the circumcision by faith, and uncircumcision through faith.” The gospel method of justification is more powerful than Judaism (or any other religion), in that it is effective for all levels and degrees of sinners.


C. It enlarges all scriptural precepts

Earlier in chapter three, Paul had addressed the question that grace would lead to lawlessness (v. 7-8). Now, in describing the power of the gospel, he addresses this question again, and proves that far from eliminating the Law, the gospel actually elevates it.

He says in verse 31, “Do we then make void the law through faith? God forbid: yea, we establish the Law.” Paul claims that the gospel does not release man to ignore the law, but in fact enables man to keep the Law. 

By Christ’s righteousness, the man who had broken the law is now, through justification, viewed as a keeper of the Law. Not only is he viewed as keeping the Law through Christ, but is actually enabled to keep it in daily life through the resurrection power of Christ.

Paul is so convinced in the efficacy and ability of the gospel, that he declares it to be the “power of God unto salvation”. In the second half of chapter three, he explains that belief, and shines a glorious light on God’s plan for man’s redemption, salvation, and justification.
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