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A movie trailer is used for the purposes of advertising a movie. Editors 

carefully take the contents of a movie and edit them down to two minutes 

so you see what that movie is all about. It is used to create a desire to go 

see the movie when it is released. With that in mind, let’s look at the trailer 

of God’s righteousness.  

 

Scripture 

“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.” 

 

Martin Luther believed this paragraph to be the chief point of the book of 

Romans. John Calvin believes this paragraph contains all that is necessary 



for one to know God’s plan of salvation. I believe with all of my heart that 

this is the greatest of all the great paragraphs in the Word of God. I believe 

if I was to be stripped of everything from God’s Word but one paragraph, 

this is the one I would want to have. To be honest, I believe I have lived 

my whole pastoral life for this moment, as in a paragraph, we see all of 

God’s righteousness. If you miss the meaning of this paragraph, you will 

miss the meaning of the rest of Scripture. If you get this paragraph, the 

rest of the Bible will give you the details of all that God has done for you 

because of His righteousness, which is revealed to us in His Son Jesus 

Christ. I ask you to be ready for what I believe is the most compact, 

succinct passages of Scripture in all of God’s Word which completely 

unfolds our salvation history in Christ Jesus.  

Paul has just finished indicting the whole world for sin. In chapter 1:18-

3:30, he has shown how the Gentile has received God’s revelation of 

Himself in nature, and the Jew has received it through the Law and the Old 

Testament Scriptures. Man refused to live up to the light of the revelation 

that he had. Paul carefully showed that the Gentiles were a law unto 

themselves, written in their conscience, and the Jews had the Law in a 

scroll that had been translated from those tablets of stone. The Law was 

given so that on the Day of Judgment, every mouth would be silent before 

God. Paul pronounces the whole world of men guilty before a holy God. 

Paul reveals that God, who is holy, is already pouring out His wrath upon 

man by letting him become as sinful as he wants to be, but there will be a 

day of reckoning.  

The Righteous of God 

Verse 20 concludes with what has to be, up until that point, one of the 

most devastating thoughts ever stated to man. For no human being shall 

be justified in God’s sight by the Law. The Law was given to bring the 

knowledge of sin. If Paul ended here, we are without hope, and we are 

helpless. According to Paul, there is nothing within man that he can do to 



earn a right standing with God. “But now”, Paul says, that has to grab your 

attention. 

“But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the 

Law.”  

 Manifested Apart from the Law 

In the Greek, “apart from the Law” comes first. It does not read smoothly 

in English. But in Paul’s thought, he is saying that without the aid of the 

Law, the righteousness of God has been manifested. The righteousness of 

God, at times in Paul’s writings, refers to an attribute of God. Other times, 

it is refers to a divine accomplishment of God. And at other times, it refers 

to the saving activity of God. It is my opinion that in verse 21, the 

righteousness of God is referring to the saving activity of God, whereby He 

transforms a sinner into a saint. In other words, right now, the way a man 

can be made right with God has been manifested.  

“Has been” is a perfect tense verb meaning that the result of this activity 

was completely finished in the past, but that result has been brought into 

the future. So when Paul was writing this, he believed God had already 

finished his saving activity of man. The result of that finished work was 

now present in people’s lives.  

 Witnessed by the Prophets and the Law 

“..the Law and the Prophets bear witness to it.”  

Even though this righteousness is not of the Law, it bears witness to this 

saving activity of God. I could show you the saving activity of God 

throughout the Old Testament, beginning with Genesis 3:15 all the way to 

the end of the Minor Prophets. But with time constraints, let’s suffice it to 

say that Jesus, on the road to Emmaus, opened up the eyes of the 

disciples with all of the Scriptures that talked about Him, beginning with 

the Scriptures of Moses. When Jesus sent His disciples out in the world 

with the Great Commission, He first took the Scripture and opened their 



eyes, beginning with the Law, the Psalms, and then the Prophets, to all of 

the things concerning Him as the Messiah. Peter, at the household of 

Cornelius, preached that all of the Prophets bear witness that everyone 

who believes in Him shall receive remission of sins. Jesus confronted the 

Jews in John 5:29 and told them to search the Scriptures, which is the 

Law, the Old Testament, the Prophets, and the Psalms. He said:  

 “In them you think you have eternal life, but they are they which testify of 

Me, yet you refuse to come to Me that you might have life.”  

This moment in history, everything that was written in the Old Testament 

looks forward and bears witness to this saving activity of God. This activity, 

whereby He will take a sinner who is condemned and worthy of death, and 

transform him into a saint of God who is holy and right with Him!  

 Appropriated through Christ 

“The righteousness of God”, so that we do not miss it Paul says, “through 

faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe.” How is the saving activity of God 

appropriated in your life? How are you transformed into a saint of God? It 

is through faith in Jesus Christ. This God kind of righteousness, whereby 

He transforms a sinner into a saint, is available to all who believe.  

It looks like Paul is being redundant when he says, “…for all who believe?” 

He is not being redundant; he does not want us to miss it. Faith and belief 

are not two different things. These two different English words translate 

the same Greek verb. Except in English, one is a noun and the other is a 

verb. We do not have a verb for faith, we do not say he faithed it, or 

faithing it. We only have the noun, so the translators have to use faith as a 

noun and believe for the verb. Let me assure you that by using the noun 

and the verb, the Apostle Paul, and all of Scripture, will expound for us that 

when you have a moment of faith, if it is real, it will issue into a life of 

faith. The reason is because the saving activity of God does not come into 

your life and then leave you the way you were. But the righteousness of 



God transforms you into who you have never been, and could not be on 

your own.  

I will get criticized for saying this, but it’s ok. But based on my belief of 

what the whole Scripture says, I am convinced that if the way we receive 

God’s righteousness was any other way, it would have been added in this 

passage. If the righteousness of God was revealed through faith plus 

baptism, it would be in this passage. If it was faith plus baptism, plus the 

Lord’s Supper, plus a life of good works, it would have been in this 

passage.  

You must understand that in Paul’s theology, when he says, “the 

righteousness of God has been revealed apart from the Law”, he is 

referring to the Law of Moses. That is when God entered into a covenant 

with the nation of Israel on the basis of condition. God said I’ll do this if 

you do this. But when it comes to our personal salvation, our salvation 

covenant with God is not based on what we do; it is based totally on what 

He does for us! Therefore, it is apart from any conditions. Faith, in this 

passage is not a meritorious work; it is not something you do. If you 

perceive it that way, then it will be ok for you to add baptism, and works, 

and church ordinances because you will just see faith as a work you do. If 

faith is a work, then why not add another work? Faith is not a work! Faith 

is simply you responding to what God has said He has done for you based 

on His revelation. Faith is the hand that reaches out and receives and 

appropriates, into your life, the saving activity of God in Christ. Faith is 

simply a response to what God has done, so that when you believe the 

gospel, you are not adding anything to the gospel. That is not saying that 

salvation is based on what God does plus what you do, no. Salvation is 

totally of God! Without the revelation of God in your life, there would have 

never been a moment of faith. Without the revelation of God in your life, 

there would never be a life that issues into a life of faith.  

 

 



 Need of a Savior 

“For there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God.” 

Every Jew and every Gentile does not live up to the light of revelation he 

already has, therefore, all are in need of a Savior! All are in need of the 

saving righteousness of God. All are in need of a transformation. It is only 

appropriated through faith in Jesus Christ. All have sinned, and there is no 

distinction, whether you are a Jew or Gentile, whether you are raised in a 

church or not. No matter what side of the railroad track you are on, you 

have not lived up to the light of the glory of God. Therefore, we need a 

Savior, and that Savior is Jesus. It is not just faith. It is not just faith in 

God the Father, or God under another name. The only name God has 

revealed to man, whereby man can be saved, is the name Jesus Christ! It 

is faith in Jesus Christ!   

 Freely Justified by His Grace 

Verse 24 says:  

“…and are justified by His grace as a gift”.  

Grammatically, we struggle to know what this participle phrase modifies. It 

does not fit with “for there is no distinction: for all have sinned and fallen 

short of the glory of God, and are being justified.” So you have to go back 

to verse 22 to find that this participle phrase modifies “for all who believe.” 

Paul said, “…for all have sinned and fallen short…” because he wanted to 

make sure no one would mistake what he is trying to convey. He wants 

everyone who hears this letter to the Romans to know that no matter what 

you have done in your past, or where you are now, “there is no 

distinction”, and you are a sinner in need of saving. The only way you can 

be made right with God is through faith in God’s Son Jesus Christ, for all 

who believe, and are being justified.  



This English word, “justified”, comes from the same Greek word as the 

word righteousness. When it says a person who believes is being 

justified, it means at the moment of faith, he is made right with God. It is 

not by his faith; it is by God’s grace. Faith is how justification is 

appropriated to you. The justifying is not done by you at the moment of 

your faith; justification is a work of God’s grace. Grace is God’s enabling 

power, God doing for us what we cannot do for ourselves so that we can 

now do what He did. Grace brings you into a right relationship with God at 

the moment of true faith. So there is no doubt in our minds that we did not 

do anything to earn this, and there was nothing God saw in us, the ESV 

translates this one word in the Greek as “as a gift.” KJV translates this 

word as “freely.”  It is translated in other places in the New Testament as 

“without cause” or “without cost.” So when the KJV says that we are 

“justified freely by His grace”, and the ESV says we are “justified by His 

grace as a gift”, they are trying to show that there is nothing meritorious in 

us that cause this to happen. It comes to us free of charge, without cost, 

and as a gift from a holy God.  

How can God be so gracious to sinners? It is:  

“…through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, the Messiah.”  

This word, “redemption”, is a word that was taken out of the slave 

market trade of that day. A person bid, purchased, and took possession of 

the slave. His purpose of buying the slave was not to take them home and 

hook him to a plow, or make them into a household servant, but to set 

them free from those chains that had held them. It was to give them 

freedom from slavery. Why can God be gracious to you? It was because He 

went into the slave market of sin with His Son and He paid the price! Yes, 

this is a gift to you; it is free of charge to you. It did not cost you a thing, 

but do not ever say it is cheap!  

 

 



 Propitiation of Christ 

It cost God, Himself, on a cross in the person of His Son Jesus Christ: 

 “…whom God put forward as propitiation by His blood.” 

“Propitiation” was not a word that was used in the economic market. It 

was a word that came out of the religious life of Israel and the pagans. 

Even the pagans knew that the gods were angry at what they were doing. 

Therefore, they believed the gods needed to be propitiated, or appeased. 

Their wrath had to be satisfied. So pagans thought up what they could 

bring to their gods in order to appease them. What separates Christianity 

from the rest of the world’s religions is that every other world religion has 

tried to figure out what it would take to appease their gods, and 

Christianity says there is nothing man can bring to appease God because 

you have nothing to bring. You are not sinning against a god who is a little 

bigger than a human; you are sinning against the holy God of the universe. 

In the death of His Son, He propitiated Himself. He made a way for His 

wrath to be turned from sinners.  

This word, “propitiation”, is translated in the Greek version of the Old 

Testament most every time as “mercy seat.” This referred to that lid on the 

Ark of the Covenant that was made of gold, which stood in the holy of 

holies in the temple. Blood would be brought by the children of Israel in 

the presence of God one time a year to appease God. God told Israel they 

could not eat food with the blood because He said there was only one 

purpose for blood, and that is to make atonement for your souls on the 

altar. The reason for blood is because in Leviticus 17:11 and 14, the duty 

of the high priest was to make atonement for the sin of Israel, himself, and 

the tabernacle itself. Moses tells us that God said the life of the flesh is in 

the blood. Someone asked if the blood is sufficient to save man from his 

sin, why could Jesus not have just pricked His finger and offered that blood 

to God? Blood, in the New Testament, speaks of the taking and the giving 

of the life of Jesus. The reason there is no forgiveness of sin without the 

shedding of blood means there is no remission of sin without the taking of 



life! For sin to be forgiven, for it to be paid for, someone must die. That 

person who died was God’s Son. He died as a substitute in our place, He 

bore the wrath of all of our sin that day at Calvary so that God could be 

appeased and sin could be taken from us!  

 Received by Faith 

How is this propitiation received? Praise God Paul tells us again, it is:  

“…to be received by faith.” 

It is not faith plus something; Paul is laboring to tell us that faith is not a 

work of man. It is simply man saying amen to what God says is true. How 

do you receive the propitiatory blessings of the death of Christ? You 

receive it at the moment of faith. 

 God is Righteous 

 “This was to show God's righteousness, because in his divine forbearance 

he had passed over former sins.” 

It is this way to demonstrate that God is righteous. Notice it does not say 

to demonstrate the righteousness of God, but that God is righteous. Here, 

we are not talking about the saving activity of God; we are talking about 

the attribute of God. God is just, holy, righteous, and He cannot do 

something that is wrong. It looked like it was wrong when God said, you 

sin and you die; you must be eternally separated from Me. And yet 

seemingly, God did not keep His Word. Before Christ, God entered into 

relationships with people, and He did not make them pay for their sin.  

 Divine Forbearance 

But God, in His divine forbearance, passed over former sins. All of the sin 

that was committed before Christ was passed over. He did not judge it. He 

did not pour His wrath out upon it. In the Old Testament, He allowed sin to 

be placed on the back of a goat that could not take away sin, but merely 

roll sin forward until the day of Calvary. God stepped into the history of the 



world and said I am just; I am righteous and I will deal with what is wrong 

with man. I can take a man who is wrong with Me and bring him into a 

right relationship with Me, not based on anything he has done, but based 

totally on what I have done for him.  

 Just and the Justifier 

God is just. And in being just, He has dealt with what was wrong with us, 

and because of this, He can:  

“…be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” 

 At the moment of faith in Jesus, you accept, cling to, trust in, commit to, 

and rely upon the truth that everything that was wrong with you was taken 

care of at the cross. At the moment of faith, God did not just treat me as if 

I was righteous, He made me righteous. He brought me into a right 

relationship with Him because He dealt with what was wrong with me; I 

had a sin problem. He not only forgave me of my penalty of sin, He set me 

free from the power of sin.  

I hope you are like me and do not want to stop at the trailer. I want to see 

the whole thing. I want to see this movie of God’s righteousness. I am 

convinced that many want to be saved so they will not go to hell. I believe 

that if the choice was between heaven and annihilation, many would 

choose annihilation. But there are only two options, heaven or hell. That is 

why many want to be saved when they die, but do not want to be saved 

while they live, because they love sin. They love being self-centered, and 

being in control of their life. They are waiting to be saved until right before 

they die. God is not interested.  

When salvation comes to you, God opens your eyes to the horror of sin! 

You realize you are missing out on a life lived for the glory of God. How 

dare we stand before God and believe that a life of sin is more pleasurable 

than a life lived for His glory! Open up to the glory of the righteousness of 

God and all that He does to bring you into a right relationship with Him and 

to make you into a new person in Christ.  


