
OCTOBER 24
Lesson 6: God is Just (Romans 3:21-26)

21 But now apart from the law the righteousness of God has been made known, to which the Law and the
Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is

no difference between Jew and Gentile, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and all
are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 25 God presented

Christ as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood—to be received by faith. He did this
to demonstrate his righteousness, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand
unpunished— 26 he did it to demonstrate his righteousness at the present time, so as to be just and the

one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.



MAIN GOAL
Our common ground is that we are all sinful, but all followers of Christ have been justified by the work
of Jesus Christ on the cross.

STRUCTURE
Schedule
As always, this is subject to change each week.
5:30 - Mealtime
6:10 - Announcements & Other Updates
6:15 - Game Time
7:00 - Lesson (See breakdown during lesson)
8:00 - Dismiss



CONTEXT
This passage of scripture is an extremely significant passage within the context of Christianity as a
whole. Some have even dubbed this as the most important section of scripture in the Bible (see
below). I don’t know if I’d go that far, but there’s no denying how IMPORTANT these verses are.
Within these verses we see the culmination of Paul’s argument, that though we are ALL sinful,
through the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, we’ve been justified and made righteous before God.
Because of the importance of this passage there will be a good amount of words in the context page
devoted to helping us understand this passage of scripture.

What Came Before?
From Romans 1:18, Paul has been building a case for God’s wrath. His wrath was on display from
the beginning against those who have exchanged the things of God for created things. His wrath is
inescapable for the Jew who rejects truth and follows evil (2:8). God’s wrath is for those who have
denied God. His wrath is for those who distort God’s truths and make them a lie. His wrath is for
sinners. Essentially, both Jew and Gentile are alike (3:9) in their sin. God’s wrath is the result of that
sin regardless of whether one is chosen by God, has been given the Law, or is circumcised. All that is
left is for us to receive our judgement from God.

Our passage today is a very significant passage in the life of a believer. Martin Luther, the Reformer,
believed these verses were “the chief point, and the very central place of the Epistle, and of the whole
Bible.” That’s quite a hefty statement! But within these words we find freedom for all, not just for the
Jew. Listen to the words of Dr. Moo:

“Rarely does the Bible bring together in so few verses so many important theological
ideas the righteousness of God, justification, the shift in salvation history, faith, sin,
redemption, grace, propitiation, forgiveness, and the justice of God. Here, more than
anywhere else in Romans, Paul explains why Christ's coming means ‘good news’ for
needy, sinful people.”

- Douglas J. Moo, NIV Application Commentary: Romans, 2000

Though we didn’t spend much time on the passages before 1:18, it’s important to see Paul’s line of
thinking here. Paul is explaining the good news of Jesus Christ to the Romans in the first verses of
Chapter 1. He then follows a rabbit trail in discussing how we ALL are in need of this justification…
not just Gentiles. It’s these verses that Paul picks back up where he left off in 1:17. Interestingly
enough, look at the similarities in 1:17 and 3:21.

Apart from the Law
In order for Jews and Gentiles to receive something equally, it must be presented to them apart from
Judaism. The Law was the way in which Jews judged all things. Righteousness, salvation, holiness,
joy, hope and more all these came through the Law. If salvation was to come to a Gentile, it must be
done through the Law. If righteousness - through the Law as well. The Law was the lens in which
Jews saw life, therefore if REAL LIFE was to come, true righteousness, then it must be found apart
from the Law in order for Gentiles to receive it. The beauty is this righteousness now comes through
Jesus Christ, who came to fulfill the Law (Matthew 5:17).



There is No Difference
This is the apex of Paul’s argument. He’s spent three chapters explaining the common ground upon
which all people find themselves. We are all in sin - there is no difference. We all need a
righteousness apart from the Law - there is no difference. We all need salvation - there is no
difference. We are all (who have faith in Christ Jesus) justified freely by his grace - there is no
difference.
Later in the passage, this same sentiment goes into the character of God. IF God is one, then he
must be the God of both Jew and Gentile. And if this God desires to have righteousness, why would
he only offer it to one group of people and not all? This means the common ground extends beyond
our sin, but also into our redemption. If we all have sin, then we all must be given justification through
faith in Jesus Christ.

Verse 25: Propitiation, Expiation & The Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur)
Let’s get a little Bible nerdy!

The Greek word is hilasterion, and it is a LOADED word in Christian Theology! The Greek word is
used only twice in the New Testament and is used 27 times in the Septuagent (the Greek translation
of the Old Testament, which was originally written in Hebrew). In the Old Testament it’s most often
translated as the “atonement cover” (what was once known as the “mercy seat”). The mercy seat was
“the cover of the ark where sacrificial blood was sprinkled as a means of propitiating God’s wrath (see
Leviticus 16). Ultimately, this was the place in which God expiated (took care of/wiped away) Israel’s
sin problem.

The NIV translates hilasterion: sacrifice of atonement. The NASB (2020) & ESV translates:
propitiation. The RSV translates: expiation. Read below to find out why this is such a big deal...

Propitiation
Within ancient religions, a propitiation was a sacrifice offered (or a monument dedicated) to a
god in order to “turn away” that specific god’s wrath. This was not a term solely used within
Judaism or Christianity. It was used throughout most ancient religions.

Many translators and scholars prefer this word because of Paul's mention of God’s wrath as it
pertains to both Jew and Gentile. Essentially, Jesus with his sacrifice on the cross took on
God’s wrath that we were to receive as a penalty for our sin.

The problem for some is that this paints God as a vengeful angry God who (in a sense) may
hate people as much as the sin. The argument, however, is that in his loving-kindness God
instead chose to place that penalty upon his son -  which may still seem mean, but shows his
love for us over himself.

Expiation
Expiation means to wipe away/forgive sins. Some scholars prefer this because it takes the
focus off of God’s wrath; making him not seem so angry or vengeful and not bound by his
wrath. God’s desire was to remove sin, but when there is focus on God’s wrath, it looks like



he’s more desiring to be wrathful than forgiving. It’s one thing to kill a lamb for sins, it’s a whole
other to kill a human for the sins of others.

The Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur)
The Day of Atonement was a festival held once a year by the Israelites to atone (make
amends) for their sins against God. On the day of Atonement two goats participated in the
ritual. One goat was chosen to live, known as the scapegoat (which you can read more about
in Leviticus 16). The other goat was chosen to die as a sin offering. The goat’s blood was
taken into the Holy of Holies, where the Ark of the Covenant rested (God’s dwelling place).
Upon the ark was a covering known traditionally as the “mercy seat”, but later was simply
called the “atonement cover”. The High Priest would then take the blood of the goat and
sprinkle it on the ark and the atonement cover. This did two things: removed God’s wrath and
wiped away Israel’s sin. Though, we often see blood as dirty; in ancient times, blood of a
sacrifice was seen as cleansing because it covered that which was defiled by sin/evil.

We can see that on the Day of Atonement, when it refers to the sin offering both propitiation
and expiation are both happening. God’s wrath is turned away, while also sin is being wiped
away.

The Verdict
Ultimately, the NIV does a good job translating this because it gives room for both turning away
God’s wrath, while also holding true to the wiping away of sin. Paul’s argument of God’s wrath
upon all humanity cannot be ignored, while also understanding that the ancient Jew reading
this would know there is also a cleansing from the blood of the sacrificed.

Just, Justice, Justified and Righteousness
This passage is inundated in our English translation with these four words. They all stem from the
same Greek root (dikai), which in a sense means to be right. Paul is very intentional about what he’s
trying to accomplish with this word in this passage, and he uses its multiple forms in very distinct
ways to accomplish this.

Up to this point, righteousness was assumed by most Jews. To be a Jew meant to be righteous in
God’s sight. Therefore, some Jews could see salvation coming to the Gentiles as a means of an
unjust God. They could also see God as being unjust in delivering wrath to a Jew (3:5). Paul explains
God’s justice through the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. God does not simply say, “I think I’m going
to let my wrath fall on whomever I want”. No, in his justice God’s wrath is still poured out on sin. The
beauty is that his wrath has been turned away by the blood of Jesus Christ.

Paul helps his readers see that Jesus' sacrifice allows God to be just, and also provides the
forgiveness of sins once and for all (past, present and future), apart from the Law. It’s not the Law that
takes sins away, but the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.

Because of this, Paul continues to help Roman Christians see that justification isn’t provided by the
Law, but rather through faith in Christ Jesus. For God is the God of both Jew and Gentile, therefore



his justification is for both Jew and Gentile, apart from the law, and discovered through faith in Christ
Jesus.



LESSON
Recap - P. Josh (5min)

Table Questions: The Common Ground of Redemption (Romans 3:19-24) (10min)
● Read Romans 3:19-24.

● Paul has been saying that no one can be righteous on their own. If that’s the case, where does
righteousness come from? Why is it apart from the law?
Righteousness can only come from God alone. And it must be apart from the law because the
Jews had confused the law with salvation.

● Contrast the phrases “no one” (v.20) and “no difference” (v.22). What is Paul getting at here?
Paul’s using deliberate language to help Jews and Gentiles see that sin rules over all
humanity, Jews included. There is no one righteous. That means we’re all in need of a savior!
And God graciously provides us with a savior who provides us with a righteousness from God.
A righteousness that “comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.” Just as there is
no one who can save us but God. There is no difference in the form of salvation we receive
from God… because we’re all in the same boat! We’re all on a common ground. Therefore, we
all need the same salvation!

● Verse 23 is often quoted on its own, but it’s part of a larger sentence leading into verse 24.
Why is it important to always include verse 24 when we’re talking about verse 23?
Verse 23 is a part of what’s known as the Romans Road… an evangelistic tool used to tell
people the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Because of this, Romans 2:23 is often singled out by itself -
I’ve singled it out in my own teaching. But to pull this verse out by itself is a tragedy to the
overall context of what Paul is communicating. He’s using this verse to put us all on the
common ground of sin, but he uses the following verses to put us on the common ground of
justification, redemption and salvation. Because of Jesus, we’re not left in our sin, yet if we
only look at verse 23, that’s where we get left… in our sin.

The Power of this Passage - P. Josh
I’m going to share about the significance Christianity receives from these words of Paul. It’s in these
words (and the build up to them) that our righteousness is explained. Paul does an amazing job at
helping both Jews and Gentiles (all humanity) see their need for a savior and that God delivered one
to us in the person of Jesus Christ.

Table Questions: The Common Ground of Justification (Romans 3:25-26) (10min)
● Read Romans 3:21-26

● The word justice (or some other form - just, justify) is used multiple times in these verses. What
is justification? See commentary above

● How does faith play a big role in our justification?
Jesus' death on the cross was enough to rid us of our sin, and it is offered freely to us. But it is
only through our faith in him that we are able to receive that justification. We must believe in



Jesus. Believe in his death and resurrection. Believe in the salvation offered to us before we
receive it. But faith is more than something that you agree on in your brain. Faith is active. It’s
living in evidence of these truths. Faith is belief lived out.

● In 25-26, Paul explains what Jesus did for us and how through his work on the cross brought
us justification. As a group, try to write this down in your own words.

The Sacrifice of Atonement - P. Josh (5min)
Because God is good, holy and righteous… we also know that he is pure in his judgement. In other
words, God is Just. Like mentioned earlier… righteousness and justice come from the same Greek
root (dikai). In the same way, we should also care about justice.

But justice doesn’t always mean someone gets what they deserve. Equally balanced with God’s
justice is God’s grace, which supplies all Christians with an unfair and undeserved means of eternal
life. A popular band from the 2000s, Relient K, sang these words when speaking of this phenomenon:
“The beauty of grace is that it makes life not fair.” Paul spends the majority of chapters 1-3 laying out
the theology of human depravity, yet God chose to share his righteousness with us through the work
of Jesus Christ on the cross. Our penalty was forgiven. We were given God’s righteousness, and
there is no way in a system of justice that seems fair. It’s only by God’s grace and Jesus' sacrifice are
we able to be made right with God.
I’m going to explain the work of Jesus on the cross in terms of propitiation, expiation and his role as
the final sacrifice for sin. This will be a heavy theology talk.

Table Questions: A Common Ground (Recap) (10min)
● Read Romans 1:28-32. What is the state of the Gentiles?

The Gentiles are depraved and have clearly rejected God.

● Read Romans 2:5 & 2:24. What is the state of Jews?
The Jews have misunderstood their role as the chosen, and it has led them to also reject God.

● Read Romans 3:9-11,20. What is the state of all humanity? What do we need?
We are all sinful people. There is no one who is righteous, thus there is no one who will
receive eternal life. Because of this, we’re in need of someone to rescue us from our sin, and
bring us into a right relationship with God.

● Read Romans 3:21-24. What is God’s response to our needs?
We are now given a righteousness that is not our own, meaning we’ve done everything right to
receive God. Rather, we are given righteousness from God. One that only he can give us
because of the redemption that came through Jesus. Because of Jesus, we are not right with
God and our sin has been removed.

Divided and United - P. Josh (5min)
We are living in a time of stark opposites, and there isn’t much room for a middle ground. Paul is
building a case for unity within a church that is living on opposite sides as well. Jew vs. Gentile.
Circumcised vs. Uncircumcised. Law vs. Freedom. Even with the major differences in how each



practices Christianity, there is a common ground in which all fall on… something we can glean from
today. We don’t have to agree on everything, but we must agree on Jesus, the cross, and his
resurrection… and that’s Paul’s overarching message.


