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I read about two rednecks who were out hunting. While they were hunting, 

one of the hunters suddenly fell to the ground. His eyes rolled back in his 

head and he was unresponsive. Immediately his buddy grabbed his 

cellphone and dialed 911. As soon as the voice came on the phone he 

yelled “Bubba’s dead, Bubba’s dead, what should I do?” The calm, soothing 

voice of the 911 operator said, “After you calm down the first thing you 

need to do is to make sure Bubba is dead.” All of a sudden there was a 

silence on the phone. The next thing you know the operator heard a big 

boom! It sounded like a gun shot. The hunter came back on the phone and 

said, “Bubba is dead.” That buddy heard, but I do not think he understood.  

 

In his book Leadership Gold, John Maxwell says that people only hear half 

of what is being said. They only listen to half of what they hear. They only 

understand half of what they listen to. They only believe half of what they 

understand. They only remember half of what they believe. Now, if that is 

true and we apply it to an average 40 minute sermon, it means you will 

only remember 1 minute and 15 seconds of what I say in a sermon. That is 

depressing as a pastor. Romans 1:17 is so important that we need to try to 

not only hear, understand, and believe, but let’s make it a goal to try to 

remember as much as we can. I do believe this is the key verse in the 

entire book of Romans.  

Scripture 

“For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith, as it is written, 

"The righteous shall live by faith." 



 

Historians believe this is the verse that is responsible for the Protestant 

Reformation. A young Catholic theologian by the name of Martin Luther 

began to wrestle with the concept of the righteousness of God that was 

revealed in the gospel. Martin Luther said that when he came to realize the 

gospel reveals the righteousness of God, he wished God had never 

revealed the gospel. You see, he understood that the righteousness of God 

refers to God in His rightness, God in His justice, and God in His holiness. 

He knew that if man in his sinfulness was going to be judged by a holy, 

righteous God, then there was no hope for man. Martin Luther said this 

verse drove him to despair. While he continued teaching other young priest 

and ministers who would proclaim the Word of God, he said he began to 

hate God. He said, “To think that a holy, just, and righteous God would 

have me stand before Him in all of my sinfulness, and judge me; I knew 

there was no hope for me.” When Martin Luther began to teach through 

the book of Romans and came to Romans 1:17, he began to wrestle with 

this verse again. He said that one day the light of the truth broke into his 

life, and when it did and he got a handle on what this verse was teaching, 

he became a changed man. Not only was he changed, but world has 

literally never been the same since that day.  

The Why of the Gospel 

In verse 16, Paul has already revealed what the gospel is: 

 “…the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew 

first, and also to the Gentile.”  

I think Paul understood the importance of not only knowing the what of 

the gospel; he wants us to know the why of the gospel. Why is the gospel 

the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes? Paul is going to 

answer that question by saying, “For in it (the gospel) the righteousness of 

God is being revealed from (out of) faith to (into) faith, as it is written 



(referring to the Old Testament), ‘The righteous shall live by faith’.” This 

verse is so important, let’s begin to examine it in its detail.  

 

 

 Righteousness of God 

“For in it ” refers to the gospel, which is Christ the Messiah died for our 

sins, was buried, and on the third day was raised again and then appeared 

to many people, according to 1 Corinthians 15. That is the gospel in its 

simplicity, and in its complexity. The gospel is what God has already done 

for us in Christ. In the good news of God’s Son Jesus, and His death for us 

on a cross, the righteousness of God is revealed. The righteousness of God 

is used three different ways in Scripture.  

1. Attribute of God 

God is righteous, God is just, and God is holy. 

2. Activity of God 

The saving activity of God whereby a God who is righteous steps into the 

life of people, or nations, and rescues them from whatever they are being 

held by. We see this clearly in Psalms 98:1-2.  

 “On sing to the Lord a new song, for He has done marvelous things!” (v.1) 

Why does the Baptist Church not like new songs, and only like the old 

familiar ones? If we want to be biblical, we should sing a new song to the 

Lord every once in a while because He has done marvelous things! God is 

not just doing the same old, same old. When we realize that God is freshly 

breaking into our life and intervening on our behalf, a brand new song 

should come out of our hearts and mouth! One that does not speak of 

where we were with God 20 years ago, but where we are with Him today.  

Now, what marvelous things has He done? 



“His right hand and His holy arm have worked salvation for him. The LORD 

has made known His salvation; He has revealed His righteousness in the 

sight of the nations.” (v.2) 

If you will notice in the book of Psalms, and the Prophets, there are many 

verses like this. These verses make God’s righteousness and His salvation 

synonymous. In other words, it is a God who is righteous that is stepping 

into the lives of people and rescuing them, or delivering them, or saving 

them.  

3. Achievement of God 

This speaks of the finished result of the saving righteousness of God, from 

a God who is righteous.  

It amazes me that most commentaries on Romans 1:17 make us choose 

between this being an attribute, a saving activity, or an achievement of 

standing before God. I do not believe we have to choose. I think there is a 

sense in which all three of the uses of the word “righteousness” are packed 

into that thought. I think it will tell us that God, who is righteous 

(attribute), because of His righteousness, has stepped into our lives and 

saved us through the work of His Son Jesus (activity). And the final result 

of that activity is that He has made us righteous in Christ (achievement). I 

want to define righteousness in verse 17 as “a God kind of righteousness.”  

When this truth dawns on us, you will come to understand that Christianity 

is different from every other world religion. To my knowledge, every 

religion I have heard of, or studied, believes that man should bring a kind 

of life before their god that the god can approve of. Man tries to make 

himself right with his god by doing or not doing certain things. That is a 

man kind of righteousness. I look to see what my god wants, and do 

everything that I can do to bring my own righteousness before my god. 

Christianity teaches that you do not have a righteousness that you can 

bring before God. As a matter of fact, the Old Testament teaches that 

man’s righteousness is as a filthy rag. We, as sinners, have no 



righteousness. But the gospel breaks into our life and reveals a God kind of 

righteousness. It reveals to us how God, who is holy, makes man, who is 

sinful, right with Him and transforms him into a saint of God. This is why 

the gospel is the power of God. It is the only way a person can know how 

to be made right with God. It is the only way a person can know what 

happens to them at the moment of salvation. 

Gospel Revelation 

Now there are two things that are important to know when we preach the 

gospel, and this is why, as a Church, we must share the gospel. 

1. The God kind of righteousness reveals to the sinner that God 

has already dealt with what was wrong with him. 

What is wrong with the person who does not know Christ? He is a sinner. 

He is absolutely dead to God and alive to the power of sin within him, and 

that constitutes him as a sinner. How has God dealt with what was wrong 

with a sinner? He took every sin you ever committed, are committing, and 

will ever commit, and put those sins on His Son Jesus Christ. And on the 

cross, Jesus died for our sins. I happen to believe that He did not just die 

for my sin, but for every single sin that has been committed by every single 

sinner who has ever or will ever live. Do you understand the magnitude of 

that? Do you understand that the penalty of sin is separation from God? On 

the cross, in order to deal with what was wrong with you, God took all the 

sin of the world and placed it on His Son. For those few hours, Jesus faced 

eternal separation from His Father. Something happened on the cross that 

had never happened before, throughout all of eternity. For the first time, 

the Son cried out to the Father, “My God, my God, why have You forsaken 

Me?” Why did the Father in heaven turn His head from His Son? Why did 

the sun refuse to shine? It was because God laid the sin of humanity on 

His Son, and He became sin on a cross! I think we have lost this in our 

society. The Old Testament says that God laid the iniquity of us all on Him. 

But, the New Testament tells us in 2 Corinthians 5:21 that God made Him, 

who knew no sin, to be sin for us. Do you hear that? If you have this view 



that Jesus was hanging on the cross and God just put your sin on Him and 

that is all that happened, you have missed the gospel! Jesus, who walked 

and lived for us and was tempted yet never sinned, became a sin offering. 

He became our sin, He died in our place and God judged our sin in Christ 

on the cross! This is a God kind of righteousness because He knows that 

man cannot, by himself, deal with his sin, so He sent Jesus to deal with us. 

People do not know that. They will not ever believe that, they will not ever 

grasp it until the gospel is preached. When the gospel is preached it 

releases the power of God. I like what D.L. Moody said. He said “the gospel 

is like a lion; all the preacher has to do is open the door of the cage and 

get out of the way!” People are not saved by our eloquence and they are 

not saved by our presentation. They are saved by hearing the good news 

of Jesus. God breaks into their life with the truth that He has dealt with 

what is wrong with us. Then, it teaches this second point. 

2. The God kind of righteousness teaches that God is 

responsible for what is right with us. 

I noticed in this community when I first came to Hardin Baptist Church that 

I could go to someone’s house and give them the gospel and they would 

get saved. I do not know why that was. But now it seems like no one gets 

saved the first time I talk to them about the gospel. It is almost like all of 

the easy people have already been saved. Now we have all of the 

hardheads! I hear people who are thinking about getting saved say they do 

not think they can live the Christian life. This is amazing to me because I 

have people who attend our church that are not worried about living it and 

are still living like a sinner! And I see sinners contemplating getting saved, 

but what is keeping them from it is worrying they cannot live it! This God 

kind of righteousness is not just a righteousness that deals with what is 

wrong with us; it teaches that God transforms us into a new person. We go 

from a sinner to a saint of God. It not only deals with our old self, it deals 

with our new self. It teaches that not only will your sin be gone when you 

trust Christ, but you, the sinner, will be gone too. A sinner does not live the 

Christian life! A sinner cannot live the Christian life. This is why the Bible 



says the old man is crucified, so that a new man can be raised to live in his 

place! That is good…you are not who you used to be, you are now a son of 

God! When the Bible says it “reveals the righteousness of God”, it means 

the divine achievement of God is that He does not just deal with your sin, 

He deals with you. Those He vindicates, He changes from a sinner to a 

saint. That is why there is a change of life when you get saved. If you are 

still living like you lived before you got saved, then you really did not get 

saved. You are not going where you think you are going. You are going to 

hell and don’t know it. You need the gospel to break into your life.  

Righteousness in Christ 

I want to be clear. I have a reformation faith and I believe salvation to 

totally be a sovereign act of God. I believe it is totally by grace, through 

faith, and no other way. I believe that until the Holy Spirit of God breaks 

into your life and opens your eyes to see the gospel, there is no way you 

will come to Christ. I believe at the moment of faith, if it is real faith, the 

Spirit of God comes into you and He births you to a new life in Christ. In 

Christ, you, as a believer, will persevere in faith until the day you die. Now, 

we are divided in the reformation camp. As much as I respect Martin 

Luther, he did not get it completely correct. I know some of you have to 

wonder how I have the audacity to say something like that about a great 

man like Martin Luther. But his theology, in some respects, does not line 

up with Scripture. And where it does not line up, he is wrong. I want to say 

in fairness to Martin Luther and all of the other great reformers who 

disagree with me, when it comes to the Bible teaching righteousness in 

Christ, there are two views.  

1. At salvation, God declares a sinner righteous, but in his core 

being he is still a sinner. 

This is why you hear, “I am just a sinner saved by grace.” I have always 

said that reformation theology is weak on the new man in Christ. Martin 

Luther came out of a background where he was taught that it was his 

works of righteousness along with the death of Jesus on the cross that 



would get him into heaven. He was taught works plus faith for salvation. 

So when his eyes were opened to the truth that man was saved by grace 

through faith, that is the message he went out proclaiming. He proclaimed 

that a sinner is treated righteous in Christ. But he did not understand that 

God did not treat you righteous, He actually makes you righteous.  

 

 

 

2. At salvation, God makes a sinner righteous. 

In 2 Corinthians 5:21, the first part says:  

“God made Him who knew no sin to be sin for us, that we might become 

the righteousness of God in Christ.”  

The word “become ” in the English Standard Version is “made” in the King 

James Version. In the Greek, this word means “to create, to form, to 

become, or to be made.” It does not say treated or declared.  God did not 

treat Jesus like sin on the cross, He made Jesus sin on the cross. If Jesus 

became who we were, a sinner, the flip side is that we are now who He is, 

and He is righteous. And now we are made righteous in Christ! The 

righteousness I have was not mine, it has been given to me by God as a 

gift, but it is now mine. He does not just treat me righteous, He has made 

me righteous. In Romans 5:19 the Bible says in the first half of the verse: 

“For as by one man’s disobedience, the many were made sinners.”  

Now some of you will get mad, but this verse teaches that when the one 

man, Adam, sinned, the rest of us were made sinners. God did not just 

treat us as sinners, we became sinners. When Adam sinned, it made us 

sinners. We were born as a sinner because of Adam’s sin. The last half of 

the verse says: 

“…so by one man’s obedience the many will be made righteous.”  



These verses do not teach that God just treats us as if we are righteous 

and we are still who we used to be. It teaches that as Adam’s sin made us 

a sinner, Christ’s righteousness makes us righteous. We are right with God! 

We have to understand that God has made us sons of His, and He treats 

us just as He treats His only begotten Son! God does not just deal with 

your sin and make you right with Him; He changes you into a saint of God. 

You used to be dead to God and alive to sin, and now you die to sin and 

become alive to Him. The old self lived according to the flesh, but the new 

self lives according to Spirit, and that is why there is a radical change in 

your life. It is because of the gospel. This is good news!  

From Faith to Faith 

There are about 26 different opinions of what this phrase “from faith to 

faith” means. We will not go through all 26 because many of them are 

wrong. Some say this means from the faith of the Old Testament to the 

faith of the New Testament, or from the faith of Christ to the faith of the 

believer, or from the faith of the evangelist to the faith of the one hearing. 

But Paul says the gospel is “the power of God for salvation to everyone 

who (continues) to believe.” If you ever have a moment of saving faith, it 

issues into a life of faith. So in verse 17, Paul is using redundancy in this 

phrase, “from faith to faith.” He does not want anyone to miss it because 

he is dealing with a lot of people in Rome who believe you can be justified 

by the law. He is saying that this God kind of righteousness, where a man 

is made right with God and transformed into a new being, is entirely of 

faith.  

Do we believe that? We have more and more people who are slipping into 

this faith plus works thing. In Romans, we will understand that we do not 

have a thing to do with our salvation, and if that makes you mad, tough. 

You need to be mad, you need to be offended, and you need to open your 

eyes to see the truth. There is nothing you can do before a holy God to 

earn or deserve salvation! This is teaching that being made right with God, 

being justified, sanctified, and glorified, is entirely an act of God. All you 



can do is to receive it by faith because it is a gift. We get into trouble in 

the grace churches because people think it is just too easy to just believe 

and be saved, so you have to understand what “believe” is. 

 Biblical Faith  

To have a biblical faith, you first have to have right knowledge. You have 

to be told the correct gospel. The reason a lot of people do not have a 

saving faith is because they have been lied to about the gospel. The truth 

of the gospel is that God has once and for all dealt with everything that is 

wrong with us, and is totally responsible for what will be made right with 

us in the person of Jesus Christ. I know this is not popular to say, but we 

are going to say the truth no matter how much it hurts. Until a person 

hears that story, there is no hope of salvation for them. If you believe that 

somehow people who do not hear the gospel are going to be excused and 

God will let them into heaven because they did not hear, you are wrong. 

People go to hell, not because they do not believe in Jesus, they go to hell 

because they are sinners! Do we understand that? Every person who has 

ever been born, who lives anywhere, is born in sin. In order to be saved, 

they must be given the right information about God, and that comes to us 

through the gospel!  

Now, once a person has been told the right information, they mentally 

must be convinced this is true. They must be persuaded, and they must 

assent. A person will never have a biblical faith if they do not believe this 

story is true. You can have the right knowledge, believe in your mind, and 

be persuaded this story is true, but that does not make you saved. We 

have too many grace churches engaged in what I call easy believe-ism. 

They just walk up and down the street and ask a guy if he believes Jesus 

died on the cross. The guy says yes, and they pronounce him saved. Then 

the guy goes right back to doing what he has always been doing. We have 

churches teaching that all you have to do is walk an aisle, give your hand 

to the preacher, say a prayer, and no matter how you live after that, you 

are still saved and always will be. It is called the sinner’s prayer. That is not 



what this phrase from “faith to faith” means. It means that your righteous 

standing before God totally depends on a true biblical faith that involves 

knowledge and mental assent.  

It also involves “reliance upon, trust in, adherence to, and a commitment 

to.” There comes a point when you have to put your faith and trust in the 

message. You rely upon it, you adhere to it, you commit to the truth that 

the only way you can be made right in the sight of  God is by completely 

trusting in what He did for you on a cross 2000 years ago, and there is 

nothing you can do but receive this gift from Him by faith. Faith is not a 

moment you have. It starts with a moment, but if it is real, despite your 

circumstances, you will live by faith for the rest of your life. You will totally 

rely upon God and His provision, and His faithfulness to His promise.  

On that basis, Paul quotes the Old Testament book of Habakkuk. Times 

were bad. This was not the time to be an Israelite. They were getting 

ready to face the judgment of God as He was going to bring the 

Babylonians down upon them. It was a horrible time to be alive. But 

Habakkuk told the people that if they were truly righteous, then God would 

never abandon those who are His and they would continue to be faithful no 

matter what was going on around them. That is what biblical faith is. It is 

being faithful to our God no matter what is happening around us. Our trust 

is not in us, or our government, or economy; it is in our Messiah, Jesus 

Christ. We know we do not have any kind of righteousness we can bring 

before Him; all we can do is accept the righteousness He gives to us in 

Jesus.  

There is no hope for our neighbors, or friends, or family until someone 

breaks into their life with the preaching of the gospel to reveal the 

righteousness of God. The word, “revealed ”, in the text sounds like it is 

past tense in English. In the Greek, it is present tense, which means an 

ongoing action. This means the power of God is unleashed in a person’s 

life when they hear the good news. So if they do not hear the good news, 

there is no power of God for salvation. That is why we have a mandate 



from God to share the gospel and not be ashamed of it. This is the why of 

the gospel. For in it, a God kind of Righteousness is revealed! 


