RIGHTEOUS THROUGH FAITH
21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus
                                                                                                                                             Romans 3:21-24
Several Jewish writers whose writings date from around the same time as Paul, wrestled with the question of God’s justice. The whole human race had turned away from God and as a just Judge He could not let this go on without intervening. But in the midst of, and as a result of, human wickedness, many were suffering bitterly. Again, as a just Judge, God must do something. 

Another strand to the problem was Israel. The book of Genesis is framed in such a way as to say: God called Abraham (Genesis 12) to undo the problem caused by the sin of Adam (Genesis 3) and so to get God’s original purpose back on track (Genesis 1,2). Faced with a world gone wrong, God made a covenant with Abraham that through his family, the entire problem would be properly addressed. He must be true to that covenant. Otherwise, how will He save the world? The further problem is that Abraham’s family, Israel, have themselves been unfaithful to their calling. The bearers of the solution to the world’s problem have turned out to be part of the problem themselves. If God is going to be faithful to His promises, and to the whole creation, He must deal with both the world and Israel. God can’t do what Israel expects (rescue from their plight despite their guilt) without being charged with partiality. 

The problem is not just then one of God’s justice. More than that, it’s a problem of God’s covenant justice. Romans 3:21-26 explains how God has been true to the covenant and how the covenant itself has made a way for humanity to be restored to right relationship with Him. The faithful death of Jesus of Nazareth, Israel’s Messiah, unveils the way in which the one true God has been true to the covenant by providing the answer to a world gone wrong, to humans lost in sin and guilt, and to faithless Israel.
‘But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.’ What God has done to reveal His righteousness is both ‘apart from law’ (otherwise only the Jews as the only nation to be given the law would know of it) but it still must be something ‘to which the Law and the Prophets testify’. It must in retrospect be seen to be fulfilling all that God had promised beforehand. 
‘But now a righteousness from God … has been made known.’ The ‘but now’ contrasts the situation in the time before Christ, which Paul has described in the previous chapters, with the situation that now exists after His coming. Christ’s coming announces a decisive shift in salvation history. Paul uses the perfect tense meaning the revealing of this righteousness has happened and is completed. He will go on to explain that this has occurred through Christ’s completed death on the cross. The righteous status any human being needs to stand in God’s presence, to be in right standing with Him, comes to us through the finished work of Christ on the cross.
Paul repeats his theme of ‘the righteousness of God’ and adds two more truths to it. The first is that it comes ‘through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.’ Paul may be expressing two thoughts here or repeating one in a different way for emphasis. If he is taking two thoughts, he is saying that God’s righteousness comes to us through Christ’s ‘faithfulness’ to the task God gave Him as well as our ‘faith’ in Him. ‘Faith in Jesus Christ’ can equally be translated as the ‘faith’ or ‘faithfulness’ of Jesus Christ. If this was Paul’s intent, he was saying Jesus was faithful to the saving purposes of God and then goes on at once (just as in 1:16,17) to stress that the only ones to benefit from this are those who have faith in Christ. 
If Paul has only one thought in mind here, that the righteousness of God is ours through faith in Christ, then he adds ‘to all who believe’ for emphasis. This is obviously how the NIV understands Paul’s wording, ‘This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.’ Paul continues to be especially concerned to show that although God’s work in Christ is for everyone, His righteousness is ‘activated’ only for those who believe. It is offered to all because it is needed by all. There is no difference between Jews and Gentiles in this respect, as Paul has been arguing in 1:18 – 3:20, or between any groupings of humanity because ‘all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.’ The aorist ‘have sinned’ means everyone’s cumulative past is summed up. “Fall short’ is continuing present tense. We continue to fall short ‘of the glory of God.’
God’s glory in the Bible is first of all His awesome presence. In this sense falling ‘short of the glory of God’ means forfeiting God’s approval or praise. But the Bible teaches that God’s people are destined to share in that glory, meaning ‘glory’ also describes the eternal destiny of believers (Romans 8:18; Philippians 3:21; 2 Thessalonians 2:14). Jewish texts speak of Adam having lost the ‘glory’ of being like God at the time of the fall and all humanity since then sharing the same fate. We have all failed to live up to the glory displayed in our forefather Adam being made in God’s image and likeness (Genesis 1:26,28). But what the first Adam lost, the second Adam, Christ, will restore.
The second truth Paul adds in understanding God’s righteousness is that it is directly linked to our justification. ‘This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who … are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.’ In context ‘the righteousness from God’ is a combination of His righteous character, His faithfulness to His character and covenant in salvation, and His generous gift of our right-standing before Him.
Justification is a legal term, belonging to the law courts. Its opposite is condemnation. Both are pronouncements of a judge. In a Christian context justification and condemnation are the only two possible verdicts God the judge can declare on judgement day. When God justifies the sinner today, He anticipates His own final judgement by bringing into the present what rightly belongs in the future to that judgement day.

Justification is not the same as pardon. Pardon is the remission of a penalty or a debt. By contrast, justification is the declaration of a righteous status. For someone to be condemned means they have been declared guilty and so worthy of punishment. Justification is more than just releasing someone from punishment; it means to declare that punishment cannot be justly given. So pardon is the remission of punishment but justification is the declaration that no grounds for the inflicting of punishment exist.
Paul has emphasised that God’s justifying work is available through faith. Now he adds two further points. We are justified by means of God’s grace and on the basis of His redemptive work in Christ. ‘There is no difference, for all … are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.’ Fundamental to the gospel is the truth that the initiative to save, from beginning to end, belongs to God the Father. We are sinful, guilty and condemned, helpless and hopeless. The first move was God the Father’s. Our justification is ‘freely by his grace,’ His free and undeserved favour.
Paul now describes what God did through the cross, through the death of His Son. God justifies us ‘through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.’ Redemption is a commercial term borrowed from the marketplace. In the Old Testament it was used of slaves who were purchased, so they could be set free. It was also used metaphorically of the Israelites who were ‘redeemed’ from captivity, first in Egypt (Exodus 15:13), and then in Babylon (Isaiah 43:1) and restored to their own land. We were slaves, in bondage to our sin and guilt and unable to set ourselves free. Christ redeemed us, brought us out of captivity, pouring out His blood as He died for us. This was the ransom price for our release. He came ‘to give His life as a ransom for many’ (Mark 10:45). We now belong to Him.
We have been declared to be right with God through our faith in Christ. We live now in complete assurance that on judgement day we will not only not be condemned, and not just be pardoned, but will actually be declared righteous before our God. We live now in full assurance of that future declaration. Don’t let the devil take away anything of your glorious freedom in Christ. You are redeemed, released from sin and Satan and belong to the one who redeemed you, Jesus Christ Himself.
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