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THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD: 

INTERPRETING CRITICAL PASSAGES OF ROMANS 3 

 

 

Introduction 

Romans 3:21-26 

 The five verses we are going to discuss are, just that, only five verses.  Many in 

contemporary Christianity today are likely baffled by the idea that it would take more than a few 

sentences or paragraphs to understand what these few verses mean. It is even more likely that 

several would result in differing results. These assumptions regarding the state of the average 

Evangelical churchgoer today lead to the need and mandate the approach, content and, moreover, 

the Scripture discussed. 

But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although 

the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it—the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus 

Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the 

glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 

Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. This 

was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed over 

former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and 

the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 

(Romans 3:21-26 ESV) 

In discussing the current state with members of the local church it is apparent in short 

conversations alone that many “good Christians” are in fact theologically anemic, and frankly 

ignorant of the basic tenants and doctrines of the Evangelical Christian faith. In particular, many 

are simply misguided, confused or due to the sinful human nature in us all, refuse to accept that 

somewhere our deeds and works are not evidence enough for our acceptance before God. Some 

have the understanding that the overwhelming love of God would not let anyone suffer in Hell, 
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and some find it completely unfair that only some will get to rejoice with God in all his glory for 

eternity. We cannot read this passage with the simplest naïve understandings without needing to 

confront these ideas.  

We will look at the passage in its specific time period as it relates to the occasion in 

which Paul wrote this epistle, a letter, to the Church at Rome and attempt to gain an 

understanding of how that influences our conclusions regarding the text. Secondly we will 

consider how these texts have been presented in their specific period of redemptive history as 

part of God’s unfolding plan that is being revealed over time. Lastly we will consider what the 

text means in light of the entirety of God’s revealed plan in scripture. We will close with 

applications to the reader and short interaction with the presented dilemmas within the church 

body today.  

Regarding Romans 

Background of the Letter 

 According to an editorial written on Romans in the Southern Baptist Theological 

Journal, Dr. Stephen Wellum provides us with the likely setting and time the epistle to the 

Romans was written. The epistle to the Romans was likely written during the third missionary 

journey of Paul’s ministry, and likely written while in Corinth with the intent to springboard the 

spreading of the gospel to Spain.
1
 Paul was heavily engaged in building the church. His travels 

took him from Caesarea and Jerusalem, stopping at Antioch around year 52 and returning to 

Ephesus in the spring of 53 beginning 3 years of ministry there wherein he wrote to the church at 

Corinth. At the end of 56 he spent the last he spent three months in Corinth and starting his last 

                                                 

1
 Stephen J. Wellum, “Editorial: Learning from the Epistle to the Romans” SBJT  Fall 2007(2007): 3. 
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trip to Jerusalem in early 57, which places his time of writing the Romans after the fund for the 

church at Jerusalem was complete. 
2
 

The Occasion 

 Sources indicate that Paul was writing this letter to the Romans at a particular time for 

a specific purpose. Whenever we read these texts, we need to look for the purpose, the targeted 

audience, and circumstances surrounding the letter to draw out the intention of the 

communication.  

 We determined Paul wrote the letter while in Corinth to the Romans around 

approximately the year 57. But the question is why then, why to the Romans?  Romans has been 

identified as a synopsis of Paul’s theology; for this reason it has been debated that based on that 

notion there is no specific occasion that the letter is addressing.  In other Pauline letters, readers 

can easily grasp that there is a specific occasion or prompting circumstance for the letter.
3
 Due to 

several doctrines that go undeveloped in the letter, Dr. Thomas R. Schreiner purports in his 

commentary, Romans, that it “seems unsatisfactory, therefore, to describe Romans as a summary 

of Paul’s theology.
4
  Dr. Schreiner asserts that the letter has several purposes that can only be 

developed by interpreting the various sections of the letter to determine the ultimate purpose. For 

the sake of time and space we will focus on the issue concerned with the passage we are 

discussing and the overarching theme of Romans. A significant point of difference we should 

that requires our attention is the ultimate purpose for our text and the entire book.  According to 

                                                 

2
 Everett F. Harrison, Romans, in vol. 10 of The Expositors Bible Commentary, Frank E. Gaebelein 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1976), 4. 

3
 Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans, of Baker Exegetical Commentary On The New Testament, ed. Moises 

Silva (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1998), 15. 

4
 Ibid. 16. 
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Everett F. Harrison, in the Expositor’s Bible Commentary our text is prefaced by the need for 

salvation by both Jew and Gentile as a purpose for the occasion, there appears a need for a 

clarifying and edifying letter to go ahead of Paul as a “last will and testament” before the gospel 

spreads west, as well as the need to commune together and further the gospel to the west
5
. These 

assertions are credible and not to be discounted however, as Dr. Schreiner notes, many scholars 

note the desire for unity within the church and furthering the gospel to Spain have one purpose: 

to extend God’s glory to both Jew and Gentile and there inherent need for salvation.
6
  Further 

study on the character of the Apostle Paul reveals a complimentary and confirmed attribute about 

him and his ministry.  John Macarthur stated regarding Paul’s character thus: 

As it should be with every believer, Paul was totally under the control of Christ’s love 

(see 2 Cor. 5:14). As he more and more understood and experienced God’s love, he more 

and more loved God in return.  

 

 Above everything else, however, Paul lived and worked to glorify God. Of the Lord he 

wrote, “For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory 

forever. Amen.” (Rom 11:36; cf also 1 Cor. 10:31). He admonished his readers to have the 

same desire and purpose: “With one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ” (15:6). As the specially-chosen apostle to the Gentiles, his great yearning was for 

them “to glorify God for His mercy” (15:9). The closing words, in effect, dedicate the 

epistle “to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ,” to whom will “be the glory forever” 

(16:27).
7
 

 

The Atonement in Romans 3:21-26 

 

The Reformation Study Bible defines atonement as a reconciliation of alienated parties, 

the restoration of a broken relationship. Atonement is accomplished by making amends, blotting 

                                                 

5
 Harrison. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary. 6. 

6
 Ibid. 23. 

7
 John Macarthur, Romans 1-8, of The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, ed. John MacArthur 

(Chicago: Moody Publishers),  xxii. 
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out offenses, and giving satisfaction for wrongs done.
8
It is no surprise that we find ourselves in 

Romans 3:21-26 in the midst of a humble yet clear refutation to both Jew and Gentile. We see a 

clear refutation of idolatry, defense and proclamation of God’s wrath upon unrighteous people, 

God’s righteousness in judging the sin of both, and God’s righteousness in providing Jesus 

Christ as the atoning sacrifice as the central and glorifying turning point in redemptive history
9
. 

We see his intent providing atonement in the redemptive process: God in all his righteousness, 

apart from the law, has provided for all who believe the righteousness of God through faith alone 

without distinction because none have achieved righteousness by works or adherence to the law. 

It is imperative that we note the legalist culture present in Jewish Christianity that has not yet 

departed as a result of their hearing the gospel of Jesus Christ.
10

Completely as a gift of grace, 

God gave Jesus Christ, to be received by faith alone, as propitiation by his blood. It is important 

to note two significant terms that require clarity. Faith alone is the requirement of God and not 

works. It was not the works of the Jews that failed to meet the demands of God requirements of 

God, because the law provided no means to atone for God’s wrath, which shows us the entire 

need for faith. God’s wrath required appeasement, not satisfactory adherence to the law. Another 

difference regarding the translation that gives us the word propitiation according to some 

scholars should have been translated expiation which essentially means removal of sin.
11

Of 

course we see this clarified as we interpret in light of the problem which required faith. It was 

                                                 

8
 R.C. Sproul, “The Atonement,” The Reformation Study Bible (ESV), ed. R.C. Sproul. (Lake Mary: 

Ligonier Ministries), 1617. 
9
 A.B. Canedy, “They Exchanged the Glory of God for the Likeness of an Image: Idolatrous Adam and 

Israel as Representatives in Paul’s Letter to the Romans,” SBJT Fall 2007 (2007): 38. 

10
 MacArthur. The MacArthur New Testament Commentary. 201. 

11
 D.A. Carson, “Atonement in Romans 3:21-26,” The Glory of The Atonement, eds. Charles E. Hill & 

Frank A. James III. (Downers Grove, IVP Academic), 120. 
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God’s wrath that required atonement to reconcile the relationship, so he brought forward Jesus 

Christ as an atoning sacrificing for our sins to bring us back to a right relationship with God.
12

 

As Paul purposely states that God’s choice of this particular redemptive plan, at this 

point, in redemptive history was to show us God’s holiness which required judgment, patience 

and mercy that could only be satisfied by looking forward to being just and the justifier at the 

cross. 

Romans 3:21-26 In Light of Redemptive History 

The Atonement In Light of Old Testament Precedent  

 D.A. Carson helps us to understand the atonement patterns found in the Old 

Testament. As we see in the NIV version the translation replaces the word propitiation with 

“sacrifice of atonement.” The question is not merely whether atoning sacrifices can be seen in 

the Old Testament, but verifying Paul’s interpretation of Jesus as the ultimate atoning sacrifice, 

And God’s grace in mercy and redemption.  

 God’s justification of sinners is “through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” One 

might say the origin of this justification is God’s grace,… “By his grace as a gift”; the 

historical basis of his gift is “the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.”…But there are also 

roots in Scripture beyond the world of the slave market: God liberated his people from 

slavery in Egypt and from exile in Assyria and Babylon. So also here: sin, Paul has already 

said, has not only made all human beings judicially guilty before God, but it has enslaved 

them. It has unleashed God’s “giving them over” to the chaining degradations of the human 

heart; all are imprisoned “under sin” (Rom 3:9). To meet this need, we must have 

redemption-emancipation from slavery.
13

 

 

In the Old Testament, we see the pattern of “mercy seat,” the cover of the Ark of the 

Covenant over which Yahweh appeared on the Day of Atonement and on which blood was 

                                                 

12
 Ibid. 129. 

13
 Ibid. 128. 
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poured. The only other time the term atonement appears in the New Testament is in Hebrews 9:5 

which certainly speak of the “mercy seat” in describing the earthly holy place with the cherubim 

of glory overshadowing the mercy seat where the high priests must make a blood sacrifice on 

behalf of himself and his people. Twenty- One additional times this idea of mercy seat was 

found. Under the old covenant this was the pattern, they were bound to slaughter of animals, a 

repetitious system which occurred behind a veil, but Paul points to the ultimate place holy place, 

the ultimate sacrifice of atonement that which can only be found in Jesus.
14

 

Joel Beeke’s overview of Herman Bavinck’s doctrine of atonement helps us to better 

understand how God’s initiated mercy and the old covenant system of sacrificial atonement that 

was in place was not enough to redeem man in the right relationship with God. Soon after the fall 

of humanity the already present evidence of sacrifice that was offered by Adam was built upon 

with the addition of expiatory sacrifice to atone for sins. Bavinck, a nineteenth century reformed 

theologian, notes that although biblical interpretation leads us to see the expiatory sacrifice was 

not the primary motive of God giving Christ up as a sacrifice, but a propitiatory one; we cannot 

discount that expiatory sacrifice was given by man, as seen in Cain and Abel, before the law was 

given and sacrificial worship system was given by God.
15

 

This pattern of atoning sacrifice is woven throughout the bible and especially the Old 

Testament; it is termed penal substitutionary atonement. Psalm 85:10 says “Mercy and truth have 

met together. Righteousness and peace have kissed each other.”  Dr. James Hamilton shows us in 

                                                 

14
 Ibid. 129. 

15
 Joel R. Beeke, “The Atonement in Herman Bavincke’s Theology,” The Glory of The Atonement, eds. 

Charles E. Hill & Frank A. James III. (Downers Grove, IVP Academic), 336. 
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a forum discussion confirming the doctrine of penal substitutionary atonement, “God gave the 

sacrificial system. He spoke of atonement being made and his wrath being appeased. He revealed 

all this. Penal substitutionary atonement is in the Bible—seamlessly woven through. But if these 

things aren’t the problem with penal substation, what is?”
16

 

We still need to address the latter part of the paragraph: God’s righteousness in his 

divine forbearance he had passed over former sins to show his righteousness at the present time 

so that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus. 

It would not appear fair to doom all of those prior to time of the cross that put forth a 

sacrificial work which would not begin to suffice, so God sovereignly withheld his wrath from 

them since they approached by works and not by faith. So at this time in salvific history we find 

God has continuously exercised mercy and restraint upon his chosen people to satisfy his own 

demand for being just, and going forward faith in Jesus Christ alone as His propitiatory sacrifice 

to redeem his people for his glory. 

The Future In Light of The Atonement 

 We find ourselves at the cross being the turning point for redemptive history.  In light 

of Paul’s paragraph explaining and confirming the righteousness of God, what then does this 

mean for mankind? How shall we proceed and to whom does it apply?  

 The remainder of the letter to the Romans, as described by Dr. James Hamilton in 

God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment, is a call for “The Church’s Vigilance.”  Paul calls 

us all to live the Christian Life, not to continue in sin, because we have been saved through 

judgment for God’s glory to continue in sanctification.  

                                                 

16
 James Hamilton, ”The Atonement Under Fire” SBJT Summer 2007 (2007): 112 
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 Concluding the letter Paul reaffirms Jesus’s teaching his people must be vigilant, wise 

as serpents, to the false teachers and to guard the gospel of Jesus Christ, promising that God will 

be returning to judge their enemies (cf. Psalm 58:4-6, 10). The judgment is based upon Christ’s 

triumph. In fact, God will be crushing the enemy under his feet by advancing the gospel and 

through judgment. He has indeed been glorified in salvation through judgment.
17

 

Conclusion 

We can see that from the beginning to this paragraph in this letter Paul has sought to 

communicate God’s righteousness throughout redemptive history.  Furthermore his intent on 

bringing glory to God for his righteousness in judgment and salvation demands our worship and 

praise. If anything in this letter and specifically this paragraph we found that the atoning sacrifice 

which provided our means of salvation from God’s wrath is all of God and none of man, a 

propitiatory sacrifice, not an expunging act for human sin.  We go on to read in The Glory of The 

Atonement that Bavinck helps us to understand that “saints of the Old Testament knew that 

sacrifice for atonement opened a way of atonement in only a few cases; and for that reason they 

repeatedly reached behind those sacrifices and appealed to the mercy of God.
18

Once and for all 

by grace alone, God has provided an atoning sacrifice for sins past, present and future so that 

upon his return and coming judgment we may be secure by faith knowing we are clothed in his 

righteousness. 

 

                                                 

17
 James M. Hamilton, God’s Glory in Salvation Through Judgement: a Biblical Theology (Wheaton, 

IL: Crossway, 2010), 457 

18
 Beeke. The Glory of The Atonement. 338. 


