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SERIES: IN THE HANDS OF A FAITHFUL GOD 

PART 4B: THE GENIUS OF GOD 
Romans 3:21-31 

 
When it comes to understanding the Bible the word “but” is very important. It’s 
a key word. “But” always introduces a new thought, usually in marked contrast 
to what has gone before. There is no better illustration of this than the 
statement Paul makes after he has outlined the depth of the human condition 
and the inability of all of us to untangle ourselves from our lostness and the 
depth of our darkness. As I have said, reading Romans chapter 1 and 2 is 
profoundly disturbing, but Paul knew what he was doing. It is important that 
each one of us truly understands our dire and disastrous condition before God 
in this world until we surrender our lives to Jesus Christ. Paul now roles out in 
this new section, Romans chapter 3:21-31, the “Righteousness of God”.  N.T. 
Wright states, “The Righteousness of God means the faithfulness of God 
to the promises long ago announced to Israel. That divine faithfulness, 
which seemed to be called into question by Israel’s failure to be the light 
for the Gentiles, is now revealed through the faithful Israelite, Jesus the 
Messiah. The plan has not failed; rather, it is focused on, and 
accomplished through the one person Jesus Christ. Through Him God 
has kept the promise made to Abraham.” 
 
The “but” in the passage we’re about to read and look at together concerning 
the genius of God also reaches back to the very beginning of the book of 
Genesis in chapter 3:15. God speaks to the serpent who represents His 
archenemy, satan, after it had successfully deceived Adam and Eve.  “And I 
will cause hostility between you and the woman, and between your 
offspring and her offspring. He will strike your head, and you will strike 
His heel.” God looks down through the corridors of time and predicts that 
what had just happened where Adam and Eve rebel against God and spread 
sin as a deadly cancer to the entire human race, He has already set in order 
the remedy for humanity’s lostness and spiritual deadness. 
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The relationship between justice (that which is right) and righteousness (being 
and doing right) is clear, and from this basic understanding we can move to a 
position where we see justification as a divine declaration that demonstrates 
that God has made us right. He has cleared our sinful record and has 
acquitted us in God’s court. When this declaration of justification is made by 
God, He is revealed as “the justifier.” Briscoe writes, “God must be in a 
position to declare righteous those who have clearly broken His law and 
at the same time in a position to maintain His own integrity and preserve 
His own righteousness. This kind of dilemma appears to be far beyond 
human solution, but God’s handling of the situation is a superb 
illustration of the genius of God, which He has revealed in the Good 
News of Jesus Christ.” Please follow along as I read Romans 3:21-31 “But 
now God has shown us a way to be made right with Him without keeping 
the requirements of the law, as was promised in the writings of Moses 
and the prophets long ago. 22We are made right with God by placing our 
faith in Jesus Christ. And this is true for everyone who believes, no 
matter who we are. 23For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God’s 
glorious standard. 24Yet God, with undeserved kindness, declares that 
we are righteous. He did this through Christ Jesus when He freed us 
from the penalty for our sins. 25For God presented Jesus as the sacrifice 
for sin. People are made right with God when they believe that Jesus 
sacrificed His life, shedding His blood. This sacrifice shows that God 
was being fair when He held back and did not punish those who sinned 
in times past, 26for He was looking ahead and including them in what He 
would do in this present time. God did this to demonstrate His 
righteousness, for He Himself is fair and just, and He declares sinners to 
be right in His sight when they believe in Jesus. 27Can we boast, then, 
that we have done anything to be accepted by God? No, because our 
acquittal is not based on obeying the law. It is based on faith. 28So we are 
made right with God through faith and not by obeying the law. 29After all, 
is God the God of the Jews only? Isn’t He also the God of the Gentiles? 
Of course He is. 30There is only one God, and He makes people right with 
Himself only by faith, whether they are Jews or Gentiles. 31Well then, if 
we emphasize faith, does this mean that we can forget about the law? Of 
course not! In fact, only when we have faith do we truly fulfill the law.”  
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What I want to look at with you today is…  
 
How can God rescue sinners from their sin and create a worldwide family 

of forgiven sinners? God demonstrates His righteousness by sending 
Jesus Christ to die for our sins. 

 
I. You are placed in a right relationship with God by putting your faith in 
Jesus Christ. Romans 3:21-23 
 
The words “but now” demonstrates a shift in Paul’s focus from the old age of 
sin’s domination to the new age of salvation ushered in by Jesus Himself.  The 
bible recognizes the transition from the standpoint of history, with the cross as 
the point of transition between the old year and the new. Moo writes, “Paul 
applies this basic salvation historical concept at the level of the individual, with 
conversion as the point of transition.” When you confess Jesus Christ as your 
Lord you move from the old age in which your old person which has been 
dominated by your own selfishness and satan’s dominion over you to the new 
life of Jesus Christ being your Lord. Paul puts it this way in 2 Corinthians 5:17 
“This means that anyone who belongs to Christ has become a new 
person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun!” When you put the 
complete trust of your life in Jesus and what He has done for you through His 
life, death, burial, resurrection and His ascension you now have a new identity 
and standing in God’s presence because of His righteousness and His 
vindication of you. You also are then placed into His family. You become a son 
or daughter of God. You belong. You’re loved. Paul says God has made know 
His righteousness--how to be right in His sight--and this is apart from the law 
as stipulated in the O.T.  Paul tells us that the wrath of God dominated the old 
age but it is God’s righteousness that dominates the new. “But now God has 
shown us a way to be made right with Him without keeping the 
requirements of the law as was promised in the writings of Moses and 
the prophets long ago.” (Romans 3:21) As Moo writes, “In the new era 
inaugurated by Christ’s death God has acted to deliver and vindicate His 
people ‘apart from’ the law. It is not primarily the law as something for 
humans to do, but the law as a system, as a stage in God’s unfolding 
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plan, that is in view here.” This is such great news, loved ones. If you’re here 
today and you are fearful of God or you think He doesn’t care for you or that 
He is angry with you, just know that is not true. Paul says what is true for every 
one of us is you are made right with God, you are placed in the righteousness 
of God, when you place your faith in Jesus Christ. I encourage you to do this 
today. 
 
II. God renders a favorable verdict over you as a gift. 
 
Romans 3:24 “Yet God with undeserved kindness, declares that we are 
righteous. He did this through Christ Jesus when He freed us from the 
penalty for our sins.”  The Bible says that our right standing with God, where 
our sin, guilt, shame and humiliation have been taken away, comes first 
through faith in Jesus Christ. It is not our faith that saves us but Christ. It is 
when you choose to put your trust in what Jesus has accomplished for you 
then Christ saves you (v. 22). In vs. 23 the Bible says that our right standing 
with God cannot come through our own actions or efforts. For we all have 
sinned and all of us fall short of God’s glorious standard. God created us in His 
glorious image to bring Him glory and enjoy the glory of His praise. It is in our 
sinfulness that we have lost this glory; we cannot live in His presence enjoying 
His approval. In the ESV translation Paul says, “And are justified by His 
grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” (v.24) The 
word justified, according to Colin Kruse, means “to render a favorable 
verdict. It is by God’s grace that He justifies\renders a favorable verdict 
for all who put their faith in His Son, Christ Jesus.” So loved ones, when 
you surrender your life to Jesus, when you stand before Him on judgment day, 
I have great, great, great news for you. On the final Day of Judgment, if you 
are in Christ Jesus, you receive His favorable verdict and will hear Him say, 
“Enter into My Kingdom, loved daughter, loved son.” The word used for “When 
He freed us from the penalty for our sins” is the word Redemption. The 
word means that we have been delivered, saved from the power of sin, from 
slavery--and this all happened by God’s grace, which means it is His free gift 
to us. This is so important to grasp, church, because it is possible to think of 
faith as a kind of work, a calling up of some psychological feeling about God. 
Some people think of faith as an intense attitude of surrender or a state of 
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certainty or confidence. But Keller writes, “Freely is the same word used 
when Jesus Christ says in John 15:25 ‘They hated Me without a cause.’ 
The word ‘feely’ means without a cause, in a way that is totally and 
wholly unwarranted, given or done for no reason. We must not fall prey 
to the subtle mistake of thinking that our faith actually saves us, as 
though in the O.T. God wanted obedience to the law for salvation, and 
now He has changed the requirements and all He wants is faith. Faith is 
simply the attitude of coming to God with empty hands.”  
 
III. God has freed us from the penalty of our sins.  
 
Romans 3:24b says “God declares we’re righteous. He did this through 
Christ Jesus when He freed us from the penalty for our sins.”  The ESV 
says, “And are justified by His grace as a gift, through the redemption 
that is in Christ Jesus.” The word redemption takes us back to Old 
Testament Israel. In that agricultural society, it did not take much to get into 
debt, into having to sell yourself into slavery, but it did take much--your whole 
life, perhaps--to get out of it. Keller writes, “God’s law made provision for a 
kinsman redeemer--a go’el who would buy you out of that debt, that 
slavery, so you could live free again (Leviticus 25:25).” The Father renders 
a favorable verdict over us through the redemptive work of His Son. This is 
why Paul says in Romans 1:16-17 “For I am not ashamed of this Good 
News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, saving everyone who 
believes--the Jew first and also the Gentile. 17 This Good News tells us 
how God makes us right in His sight. This is accomplished from start to 
finish by faith. As the scriptures say, ‘It is through faith that a righteous 
person has life.’”  
 
IV. Jesus is the place where a Holy God and a sinful Israel meet.  
 
Romans 3:25 in the NLT says, “For God presented Jesus as the sacrifice 
for sin” The ESV says, “Whom God put forward as a propitiation by His 
blood, to be received by faith.” The Greek word for sacrifice and propitiation 
is Hilasterion. The Hebrew equivalent is used in the O.T. in reference to the 
Mercy Seat in the Holy of Holies where the high priest went once a year, on 
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the Day of Atonement, to make a sacrifice on behalf of all of Israel. On that 
occasion the High Priest sprinkled blood on the Mercy Seat, symbolizing the 
payment of the penalty for his own sins and the sins of the people. Even 
though God divinely prescribed this action, it was symbolic because the blood 
of an animal could never pay the price for our sin and remove God’s wrath 
concerning our injustice, transgressions and rebellion against God. The N.T. 
tells us that everything that was tied to the tabernacle and the sacrificial 
system pointed to what Jesus as the Lamb of God would accomplish on the 
cross for our sins. Hebrews 2:14-15 says, “Because God’s children are 
human beings--made of flesh and blood--the Son also became flesh and 
blood. For only as a human being could He die, and only by dying could 
He break the power of the devil, who had the power of death. 15 Only in 
this way could He set free all who have lived their lives as slaves to the 
fear of dying.” Jesus, who is God, represented our righteous God and took 
sinful Israel’s and our place on the cross. N.T. Wright articulates what God 
was doing through Jesus’ death on the cross. “Abraham was called so that 
through his family God might undo the problem of Adam--the problem 
Paul has set out extensively in 1:18-3:20. This is exactly the sequence of 
that larger logic in which 3:20-4:25 replies to the preceding section. If, 
then, God has been faithful to the covenant, it must be clear that sins 
have indeed been dealt with. This is a matter not simply of law court 
‘justice,’ but of covenant theology; the later includes the former and 
must be not played off against it. God’s creation of a new 
Jew-plus-gentile family was the aim; forgiveness of sins the necessary 
means.”  
 
V.  God’s fairness to those who sinned before Jesus came.  
 
Romans 3:25b-26 Understanding the cross enables us to understand Paul’s 
words in verse 25. “This sacrifice shows that God was being fair when He 
held back and did not punish those who sinned in times past, for He was 
looking ahead and including them in what He would do in the present 
time. God did this to demonstrate His righteousness, for He Himself is 
fair and just, and He declares sinners to be right in His sight when they 
believe in Jesus.” If God had totally forgiven the sins committed by His O.T. 
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people, they would be gone; nothing more would need to be done. Paul is 
showing us that in fact God had not forgiven them, so much as left them 
unpunished, until Jesus took their punishment for them and us at the cross. 
God in His patience had deferred payment on those sins. All of the sacrifices 
and ritual of the O.T. were only and always place-holders pointing to Christ; 
they did not really pay the debts (as the N. T. books of Galatians and Hebrews 
explain in far more detail.) God is accepting Abraham, Moses, David and all 
the O. T. saints when they repented and trusted in His mercy, but He accepted 
them on the basis of the future work of Christ. He was already the just judge 
who justifies His people. This demonstrates His justice and fairness. Oh what 
a wonderful loving, forgiving and gracious God we have, church.  What 
happens if we forget that God is “just,” or forget that He is “the one who 
justifies?” Keller writes, “Unless your God is a God of both sacrificial love and 
holy anger against evil, it will introduce distortions into your life.” 
 
VI.  You can boast or believe.  
 
Paul writes in vs. 27 “Can we boast, then, that we have done anything to 
be accepted by God? No, because our acquittal (justification) is not 
based on obeying the law.” Paul has just dazzled us with this profound 
understanding of the Gospel. This is the Gospel he says he is not ashamed of 
because it is the power of God saving everyone who believes. This idea of 
boasting comes from the battlefield. As a solder, you gained your confidence 
to advance in battle against your enemy by say in your mind and out loud, 
we’re bigger and stronger than you. We have more men or better weapons 
than you. We’re going to crush you. This is exactly what Goliath was doing as 
he stood before the Israelite soldiers in 1 Samuel 17:8-11. But Paul says in 
this passage that boasting is excluded because any good that is in our lives 
come from faith in Jesus Christ. Paul says in Philippians 3:5-11 that what he 
boasted in before he surrendered his life to Jesus was nothing but rubbish. His 
pedigree, achievements meant nothing. 
 
Keller argues that this boasting transfer, from works to Christ, changes us 
completely. As a matter of fact, we can see most of the problems in societies 
and individuals as the result of misplaced boasting. Here are three: 1) Human 
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Divisions. Pride in race, social status, or achievements necessarily leads to 
prejudice, condescension and hostility. Those who boast of what they 
have--they have to see themselves better than other classes of people. 2) 
Denial. If our confidence comes from our race/ethnicity, we will have to blind 
ourselves to the evils and flaw of our people. This leads to racism classism. If I 
boast in my moral character, I will be blind to myself and my selfishness and 
sin. 3) Anxiety. When anything I boast in is threatened, my fundamental 
security is threatened. We are all vulnerable to great terror. The gospel creates 
a whole new mindset. Its characteristics include 1) Your heart and mind are 
deeply satisfied with the doctrine of justification. You say, I see it. It’s 
staggering! God accepts me because Jesus paid for all of my flaws. What a 
wonder! You never get tired of thinking about it. You can’t get enough of it. It is 
the wellspring of your joy; a truth that truly makes your heart sing. Just try 
worshipping and keep in mind that you are free from condemnation, judgment, 
criticism, and your sin. 2) A new freedom from denial. The Gospel gives you 
grounding so that criticism, bad news, and negative evaluation can now be 
handled. Bad news and abject failure no longer threaten your confidence. You 
don’t focus on your faults and failures the more aware you become of His 
unfailing love for you. 3) A new freedom from Anxiety. Slowly you will become 
a more courageous person, not afraid of death or the future of other people. 
You come to believe that God is for you. So you place your worst fears into His 
hands and leave them there; you face difficulty and danger by saying: He is for 
me so I can face death. I know my future is in His hands.  Let’s pray. 
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