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Some contemporary theologians have referred to the
doctrine of justification by faith as a “theological

dinosaur.”1 If pressed, we might have to agree that many
believers do not have a firm grasp of the meaning of jus-
tification or, for that matter, righteousness. But the fault
is not with the doctrine or its relevance to modern man.
The human race at the turn of the twenty-first century is
as desperately in need of the good news contained in the
doctrine of justification by faith as ever. At least part of
the problem may be that some preachers and teachers
have largely abandoned the doctrine, apparently in favor
of topics they perceive to be more exciting or immediate-
ly rewarding.

But in a world that trembles on the brink of self-
destruction, pushed ever closer to irretrievable disaster
by the plague of meaninglessness and despair, there is a

1
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desperate need for the church to declare boldly and clear-
ly the marvelous news that people can find meaning and
hope by accepting the free gift of God. If we were able to
erase the technological differences, would there really be
that much difference between our day and Paul’s? Life in
the first century, dominated by the Roman Empire, had its
share of violence, deception, poverty, moral impurity, and
hopelessness. Into that world came the apostle Paul, not
with a frothy message of social reform, not with pop psy-
chology’s formulas for self-improvement, but with the
solid truth that by faith in God, it is possible to find mean-
ing, purpose, and hope. By faith in God, it is possible that
the righteousness of Jesus Christ, the Messiah, can be
placed on one’s eternal record, just as the sins of the
world have been placed on His. (See II Corinthians 5:21.)

The word righteous comes from the old English word
rightwise. It has to do with being right, or being in right
relationship with someone. It is thus precisely the correct
word to translate the concept from the Hebrew and Greek
languages.

The Book of Romans uses six Greek words, translated
by ten English words or phrases in the King James Ver-
sion (KJV), to describe some aspect of the righteousness
of God. These Greek words are dikaiosune, dikaioma,
dikaiosis, dikaiokrisia, dikaios, and dikaioo. All of
these spring from the same root, dike, which finds its ori-
gin in deiknuo, which in turn means “to point out, to
show, to make known.”2 Dike originally meant “direction,
way,” and it was used during the eighth through the sixth
centuries before Christ to describe “what is right.”3 In
Romans, the KJV translates these words as follows:
“righteousness, judgment, justification, righteous judg-
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ment, just, justified, justifier, justify, justifieth, and freed.”
In the New Testament, then, the verb “to justify”

(Greek dikaioo) is built on the same root as “righteous”
(Greek dikaios) and “righteousness” (Greek dikaio-
sune). The idea expressed by dikaioo is “to declare
righteous,” not “to make righteous.”4

The teaching on justification in Paul’s writings
reflects the Old Testament background of the theme.
Righteousness in the Old Testament (Hebrew tsedeq and
tsedaqa) has to do with conforming to a given norm.5

The use of the word is wide ranging, referring even to
conformity to the norms demanded by family relation-
ships.6

Essentially, righteousness is a concept of relation-
ship.7 “The righteous man is he who in God’s judgment
meets the divine standard and thus stands in a right rela-
tionship with God.”8

Frequently the idea of righteousness is understood in
a forensic or legal context: “the righteous man is he
whom the judge declares to be free from guilt.”9

In New Testament times, however, the Jewish idea of
righteousness was based on “the merit of good works.”10

If, at the end of a day, a person’s good deeds outweighed
his bad deeds, he was considered righteous or justified. At
the final judgment, all a person’s deeds would be tallied
up, and if his good works outweighed his bad, he would
be justified.

While some theologians, notably Roman Catholics,
have held that the work of justification actually imparts
righteousness to the individual, the New Testament teach-
es not that justification is an impartation of righteous-
ness, but the restoration of relationship with God.11
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When compared with first-century Jewish theology,
the startling news about this Christian view was the decla-
ration that the ungodly are justified in Christ: “But to him
that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the
ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness” (Romans
4:5, KJV). In further contrast to the Jewish idea, the New
Testament asserts that this justification has nothing to do
with the works of the law; it is by faith alone: “Knowing
that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by
the faith of Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus
Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ,
and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the
law shall no flesh be justified. . . . But that no man is jus-
tified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The
just shall live by faith” (Galatians 2:16; 3:11, KJV).

In the interest of making this central doctrine relevant
to people on the eve of the twenty-first century, and since
righteousness/justification is primarily relational, it has
been suggested that a more helpful translation than “justi-
fied” would be “right with God.”12 This restoration to fel-
lowship with God, destroyed in the Garden of Eden, is
made possible by the death and resurrection of Jesus
Christ:

“Being justified freely by his grace through the
redemption that is in Christ Jesus: whom God hath set
forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to
declare his righteousness for the remission of sins that
are past, through the forbearance of God; to declare, I
say, at this time his righteousness: that he might be
just, and the justifier of him which believeth in Jesus”
(Romans 3:24-26, KJV).
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“But for us also, to whom it shall be imputed, if we
believe on him that raised up Jesus our Lord from the
dead; who was delivered for our offences, and was
raised again for our justification” (Romans 4:24-25,
KJV).

“Much more then, being now justified by his blood,
we shall be saved from wrath through him” (Romans
5:9, KJV).

In these and related passages, the righteousness of
God is twofold: “a gift from God” and “the transforming
power of God.”13

Justification involves an exchange between Christ and
the believer: “For he hath made him to be sin for us, who
knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of
God in him” (II Corinthians 5:21, KJV). While Christ Him-
self never sinned, He was somehow made “to be sin” on
behalf of the believer, so that those who had never been
righteous “might be made the righteousness of God.”

The Gospel Reveals the Righteousness of God
The first time the Epistle to the Romans addresses the

subject of righteousness it declares that the righteousness
of God is revealed in the gospel of Christ: “For I am not
ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God
to salvation for everyone who believes, for the Jew first
and also for the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God
is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘The just
shall live by faith’” (Romans 1:16-17). God has made pro-
vision for people to return to right relationship with Him
by means of the gospel of Christ.
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The gospel is the good news that Christ died for our
sins, was buried, and rose again on the third day (I
Corinthians 15:1-4). The substitutionary death of Jesus
Christ for our sins and His subsequent resurrection is
what gives meaning to the Christian faith (I Corinthians
15:14, 17, 20-23). His resurrection provides the assur-
ance that all who have placed their trust in His work on
their behalf on Calvary’s cross will be united with Him in
His life (I Corinthians 15:49, 51-57).

Hearing and Doing
The law of Moses did not offer justification to those

who merely heard what the law had to say, or even to
those who may have mentally agreed with the law. “For
not the hearers of the law are just in the sight of God, but
the doers of the law will be justified” (Romans 2:13). The
law promised justification only to those who perfectly
obeyed the law (“doers”). Although the law contained 613
commandments, it was one unit, one covenant. It was not
sufficient to keep most of the commandments most of the
time, or even ninety-five percent of them all of the time.
To break just one commandment was to break the entire
law. (See James 2:10.)

Some Jews boasted that they were special people
because they had been given the law, but the law by defi-
nition was a system of condemnation because it demand-
ed the impossible: perfect obedience. Elsewhere, Paul
referred to the law of Moses as “the letter” that “kills,”
“the ministry of death,” and the “ministry of condemna-
tion” (II Corinthians 3:6-9).

The New Testament explains the radical differences
between the old covenant (the law of Moses) and the new
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covenant. (See Romans, II Corinthians, Galatians, Philip-
pians, and Colossians.) The Book of Hebrews is totally
given to the theme that the new covenant, which is better
in every way, has replaced the old covenant.

The two covenants are different in their purpose, their
requirements, their benefits, and their basis. The old
covenant was an earth-bound covenant given exclusively
to the nation of Israel. Its promises had to do exclusively
with temporal life on earth, and specifically life in the tiny
plot of earth known as Israel. The old covenant was given
to no other nation than Israel (Psalm 147:20). It
promised earthly prosperity and health. Though the
promised benefits of the old covenant were marvelous,
there was one major drawback: The requirement to
receive all the promises was perfect obedience to all 613
commandments of the law of Moses (e.g., Deuteronomy
28:1).

The old covenant was a temporary covenant given at
Mt. Sinai and meant to extend only until the coming of the
promised Messiah (Romans 10:4; Galatians 3:19). We
can identify several purposes of the law, but the essential
purpose was to serve as a disciplinarian over the nation of
Israel until the Messiah came (Galatians 3:23-24). After
Messiah came, Israel was no longer under the law (Gala-
tians 3:25).

God intended that the perfect standard required by
the law would demonstrate to Israel the need for a Messi-
ah to deliver them from their sins. From Sinai to the com-
ing of Jesus, Israel should have seen, generation after
generation, the impossibility of measuring up to the stan-
dard of perfection required by the law. This should have
caused them to cry out to God for their Messiah.
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Instead, many Israelites came to view the law as the
end in itself, rather than the means to an end. They
attempted to achieve righteousness by the works of the
law rather than by faith, and thus they stumbled at
Christ’s teaching that righteousness comes only on the
basis of faith in Him. (See Romans 9:30-33; 10:1-13.)

The justification available on the basis of the works of
the law was not soteriological (i.e., it did not produce sal-
vation), but relational (i.e., it had to do with one’s rela-
tionship with one’s fellow man [e.g., Deuteronomy
24:13]). Indeed, the law of Moses did not provide soterio-
logical (salvific) righteousness. (See Acts 13:39; Gala-
tians 3:21.) Paul declared that prior to his conversion to
Christ, he was blameless “concerning the righteousness
which is in the law” (Philippians 3:6), but that the right-
eousness which is from the law is self-righteousness
(Philippians 3:9).

It might be protested that Paul’s understanding of the
law prior to his conversion was a perversion, but he
denied that idea. Long after he became a Christian, as he
defended himself at the Temple in Jerusalem, Paul pro-
claimed, “I am verily a man which am a Jew, born in Tar-
sus, a city in Cilicia, yet brought up in this city at the feet
of Gamaliel, and taught according to the perfect manner
of the law of the fathers, and was zealous toward God, as
ye all are this day” (Acts 22:3, KJV).

The statement that the commandment “was to bring
life” (Romans 7:10) is informed by such passages as
Deuteronomy 30:15-20, where the life promised by the
law is clearly life in the land promised to Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. The life promised for obedience to the com-
mandments of the law in Leviticus 18:5 is defined contex-
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tually as life in the Promised Land. The Lord brought
Israel to the land of Canaan to allow them to live in it, as
He had promised the patriarchs, but if they engaged in
the immoral sins described in the chapter, the land would
vomit them out as it had its inhabitants before them. (See
Leviticus 18:3, 24-29.) Disobedient people would be “cut
off from among their people” by being cast out of the land
(Leviticus 18:29).

This is not to suggest that no one was saved during
the era of the law of Moses, or that the Jewish people who
lived under the Sinaitic covenant were unaware of the
concept of eternal life. People of faith were saved from
sin and received the gift of eternal life during the law just
as they have during every age, by grace through faith.
(See Habakkuk 2:4; Ephesians 2:8-9; Hebrews 11.) Noah
and Job, who lived prior to the law of Moses, shared in
the same righteousness as Daniel, who lived under the
law. (See Ezekiel 14:14, 20.)

The point is that God never intended the law of Moses
to provide salvation. Its purpose was not soteriological.
(See Galatians 3:21.) Instead, it was intended, among
other things, to govern the life of Israel in the Promised
Land until the coming of the Messiah. The Abrahamic
covenant, with its blessing of justification by faith, was
still in effect when the law was given, and the covenant
given at Sinai could add no conditions to that. (See Gala-
tians 3:7-9, 13-18.)

On the other hand, the new covenant, established in
Christ’s blood rather than in the blood of bulls and goats
(Matthew 26:28; Hebrews 10:4), offers eternal life on the
basis of faith (John 3:16). It makes no requirement of
obedience to the legal code given at Sinai.
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Can the Uncircumcised Be Righteous?
No doubt Paul’s Jewish readers in Rome were

shocked when they read, “Therefore, if an uncircumcised
man keeps the righteous requirements of the law, will not
his uncircumcision be counted as circumcision?”
(Romans 2:26).

Abraham was accounted righteous before he was cir-
cumcised (Romans 4:3, 9-10), on the basis of his faith in
God alone. For him, circumcision was a seal, a validation,
of the righteousness he already possessed (Romans
4:11). Abraham was not accounted righteous because he
was circumcised; he was circumcised because he had
already been accounted righteous. This was so Abraham
could be considered “the father of all those who believe”
(Romans 4:11), whether they were Gentile (uncircum-
cised) or Jew (circumcised) (Romans 4:12).

Since Abraham was accounted righteous prior to cir-
cumcision, any Gentile could be accounted righteous
apart from circumcision if he had the kind of faith Abra-
ham had (Romans 4:12). Jews could not be accounted
righteous on the basis of circumcision alone; they also
had to have the kind of faith possessed by Abraham to be
accounted righteous (Romans 4:12).

This information from the life of Abraham before his
circumcision assists in understanding Romans 2:26. If a
Gentile, who by definition was uncircumcised, kept the
commandments of the law, his lack of circumcision would
not keep him from receiving God’s approval (Romans
2:29).

This is apparently an hypothetical observation. No
Gentile actually did keep the law of Moses perfectly, for
all people, Jews and Gentiles, are sinners who continually
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fall short of God’s glorious standard of perfection
(Romans 3:23). The point is that if a Gentile were to keep
the law, no Jew could legitimately claim to be superior to
that Gentile. That the Jew was circumcised and the Gen-
tile was not would not make the Jew a better person. In
short, “there is no partiality with God” (Romans 2:11). No
physical characteristic (like circumcision) makes one per-
son better than another.

God Will Be Justified
Romans uses the strongest possible Greek term to

deny that the unfaithfulness of some in Israel could
negate God’s faithfulness. In answer to the question, “Will
their unbelief make the faithfulness of God without
effect?” (Romans 3:3), Paul wrote under inspiration, “Cer-
tainly not! Indeed, let God be true but every man a liar. As
it is written: ‘That You may be justified in Your words, and
may overcome when You are judged’” (Romans 3:4). The
term me genoito is somewhat difficult to translate into
English. The KJV renders it, “God forbid.” The NKJV
translates it, “Certainly not!” Me is the negative particle;
genoito is from a word meaning “to be.” A literal transla-
tion is, “May it never be.”

The passage reinforces the impossibility of human
unfaithfulness negating God’s faithfulness by continuing,
“Indeed, let God be true but every man a liar.” Even if all
people are unfaithful, it will not change God. God keeps
His word on every count, regardless of circumstances.

To further deny the proposition that human unfaith-
fulness will negate God’s faithfulness, Paul quoted from
the Septuagint translation of Psalm 51:4. The point of this
quote is that no one will ever be able to accuse God of
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injustice or unfaithfulness. When people stand before
God in judgment, they will be speechless, for it will be
clear and evident that the judgment He pronounces is
precisely according to the facts in each person’s life. (See
Revelation 20:12-13.) As Romans 3:19 puts it, the
unfaithfulness of man as contrasted to the faithfulness of
God results in “every mouth” being “stopped.”

Universal Unrighteousness
Romans 3:10 begins a series of quotations from the

Old Testament to prove that all are sinners. The first
quote is from Psalm 14:1-3. It eliminates the possibility of
anyone claiming to be righteous, to have understanding,
to seek after God, to refrain from sin, to be a profitable
servant of God, or to do good. (See also Ecclesiastes
7:20.) Though not stated here, we learn elsewhere that if
any of these good things are present in a person’s life,
they are the direct result of the grace of God at work. (See
Philippians 2:13.) Thus, no person can claim credit for
them, nor can he claim moral or ethnic superiority over
others because of them. All praise must go to God. (See
Romans 3:27.)

The Righteousness of God Versus the 
Unrighteousness of Men

The inherent unrighteousness of human beings serves
only to demonstrate all the more clearly the righteousness
of God. “But if our unrighteousness demonstrates the
righteousness of God, what shall we say? Is God unjust
who inflicts wrath? (I speak as a man.)” (Romans 3:5).
Just as light shines brighter the darker the night, the
righteousness of God shines even more brilliantly when
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compared with the darkness of human unrighteousness.
To some, then, it may seem that people should be

encouraged to greater wickedness, so as to display the
righteousness of God even more clearly. “And why not say,
‘Let us do evil that good may come’?” (Romans 3:8a). But
this is human reasoning. Another human question would
be, “If sin only demonstrates the righteousness of God,
how can it be fair for God to judge me for something that
only proves His goodness?” Human reasoning suggests,
“God should be happy I’m a sinner; it only proves that He
is not!” Or, “The worse I am, the better God looks, so He
should be glad I’m so bad!”

Like Romans 3:4, Romans 3:6 responds to this faulty
reasoning with the strong term, me genoito, or “Certain-
ly not!” If humans are to be as evil as possible in order to
put God in a better light, God would have no basis upon
which to pronounce judgment upon the sinful world.
There would be no need to fear God. Taken to its logical
conclusion, people would be actively encouraged to mur-
der, to steal, to be dishonest, and to commit every form of
violent, perverse behavior (Romans 3:6).

Still using human reasoning, Paul asked, “If, when I
lie, it demonstrates more clearly how truthful God is and
thus brings glory to Him, why does He still judge me as
being a sinner?” (See Romans 3:7.) Shouldn’t God rejoice
in our sinfulness? As strange as it may seem, some slan-
dered Paul by claiming he actually taught that people
should engage in evil in order to bring glory to God. But
those who misrepresented him in this way would be justly
condemned (Romans 3:8). Though human sinfulness
does indeed demonstrate the righteousness of God, the
proper response is not to indulge in greater evil, but to
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accept the free gift of right standing with God.

No Justification by the Law
Romans 3:20 declares a theme reiterated elsewhere:

No one will be justified before God by the works of the
law. “Therefore by the deeds of the law no flesh will be
justified in His sight, for by the law is the knowledge of
sin.” (See also Acts 13:39; Galatians 2:16; 3:21; Romans
3:28; 4:5.) The reason is that God did not give the law of
Moses to provide a means of salvific justification; He gave
it to define sin to Israel. (See Romans 7:7.) The law did
not create sin; people were sinners already. But the law
did define the sins already in their hearts.

Righteousness Apart from the Law
The righteousness discussed in the Book of Romans is

not connected to the law of Moses. The law of Moses was
terminated as an active covenant and replaced by the new
covenant. “But now the righteousness of God apart from
the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the
prophets” (Romans 3:21).

This statement came as a shocking revelation to Jew-
ish readers; the idea that the righteousness of God could
exist apart from the law was incredible to them.14 Even
more surprising to them was the idea that the Hebrew
Scriptures themselves foretold of a time when this would
be true. (See Romans 1:2; 3:1.) The Hebrew Scriptures
predicted the coming of the new covenant and the neces-
sary passing away of the old covenant. This new covenant
is by definition something “apart from the law.” It is not
merely a further development of the law, or another form
of the same covenant; it is a different covenant altogether,
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so radically different from the law of Moses as to be
“apart” from the law.

Righteousness through Faith
The righteousness of God is “through faith in Jesus

Christ, to all and on all who believe. For there is no differ-
ence” (Romans 3:22). “The righteousness of God” has to
do with the plan of God to bring people into right rela-
tionship with Him. Under the new covenant, people enter
into a right relationship with God on the basis of their
faith (trust, reliance) in Jesus Christ.

The new covenant is a faith covenant; the old covenant
was based on works.15 (See Romans 10:5; Galatians 3:12.)
There is nothing in the new covenant of the sacrificial sys-
tem, of the Tabernacle or Temple, of holy days, or the
other requirements of the law of Moses. Whereas the law
of Moses focused on an elaborate system of rituals, the
new covenant focuses on a person: Jesus Christ.

The righteousness of God introduced by the new
covenant is available “to all and on all who believe.” The
distinction between Jew and Gentile is irrelevant under
the new covenant: “there is no difference.” (See also Gala-
tians 3:28.) In context, this statement is designed to show
Jews the error of any claim of superiority over the Gen-
tiles. Ethnic origin has no bearing on new covenant salva-
tion; faith is the determining factor.

Justified by His Grace
After establishing the universal sinfulness of humani-

ty, Romans describes the means by which people may
come into right standing with God. In the simplest terms,
it is by faith in Jesus Christ. Since this is true, Jews have
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no legitimate reason to boast in the law of Moses; it is not
the means of justification. Abraham and David are exam-
ples of men of faith who were justified by faith, not by
works (Romans 4:1-8).

In contrast to the law of Moses with its demand for
perfection, the new covenant provides for those who have
faith in Jesus Christ to be “justified freely by His [God’s]
grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”
(Romans 3:24). Justification refers to the right standing
with God that Jesus possesses, which is credited to the
believer’s account. It is not something that is earned by
performance; it is freely given. By definition, justification
is a gift; the recipient of justification does not deserve his
new status.

In other words, justification comes by the grace of
God. Though the full theological meaning of grace
extends beyond merely “the unmerited favor of God,” it
certainly does include that idea. The word translated
“grace” is from the Greek charis, which has to do with a
free gift.

The basis upon which this free gift of justification is
given is “the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” The word
translated “redemption” is from the Greek lutroo, which
means to loose or set free. (The same root word is used in
Luke 1:68; 2:38; 21:28; 24:21; Romans 3:24; I Corinthi-
ans 1:30; Ephesians 1:7, 14; 4:30; Colossians 1:14; Titus
2:14; Hebrews 9:12, 15; I Peter 1:18.) Other Greek words
used in the New Testament to describe various aspects of
redemption include agorazo, which means to buy in the
market (I Corinthians 6:20; 7:23; II Peter 2:1; Revelation
5:9; 14:3-4), and exagorazo, which means to buy out of
the market, or to purchase and remove from further sale
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