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Paul’s Letter to the Romans: 
 

The pinnacle of  
Christian thought 

 
 

But Now a Righteousness from God… 
Romans 3:21-26 
 
Last week, I used an illustration from my boyhood to try to emphasize the 

significance of the change that occurs here in Romans starting in chapter 3, verse 

21. For those of you that weren’t here, let me just repeat a portion of what I said 

back then. When I was a boy and whenever my family was in Tyler, I used to just 

beg my parents to go to the Tyler Rose Garden. Whenever they would agree to 

take me, we would leave my Aunt Murdie’s house and head out. I remember 

there was a sign that read, “Tyler Rose Garden Straight Ahead.”  Unfortunately, 

there was also something else straight ahead that the sign didn’t care to reveal 

and that was the Tyler Soap Factory. Now there was a reason for that and that 

reason was that the Tyler Soap Factory stunk to high heavens. We would roll up 

the windows on our car and just try to hold our breath for eight or none blocks as 

we drove past it. Then after that eight or nine blocks, we drove up a little hill and 

hurriedly rolled down the windows of our car and breathed in the wonderful, 

wafting scent of the tens of thousands of roses that were in bloom at the Rose 

Garden. 

 
Now I told that story because I was trying to make the point that the structure of 

Romans is almost exactly like that. Romans 1:17 is like the sign that announced 

what was ahead and what it announces is that…  
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NIV Romans 1:17…in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a 
righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The 
righteous will live by faith." 

 
Now what we expected to happen was that Paul was going explain what that 

righteousness included, how it was brought about and how we might obtain it 

for ourselves. But he doesn’t do that. Instead, he takes us on a little drive 

alongside the foul smelling “soap factory” of human sinfulness. Now, of course, 

he had a purpose in doing that. His purpose was to show that all people 

everywhere, whether pagan or religious, whether Gentile or Jewish, desperately 

need a righteousness other than the one they inherently possess in order to stand 

before Almighty God. 

 
Then, finally in Romans 3:21, Paul takes back up the wondrous theme of the 

righteousness of God that God has revealed in the gospel. Last week, I read just 

the first half of verse 21 and I likened it the moment in our drive to the Tyler 

Rose Garden when we ascended that little hill leaving the scent of the soap 

factory and rolled down our car windows and breathed in the wondrous, 

wafting scent of ten thousand roses, only what we were actually breathing in last 

week was the glorious scent of God’s kindness to us in Christ in the gospel. 

 
Now what I want to do this morning is to begin a bit of an expositional tour of 

the gospel rose garden growing here in Romans 3:21-31. I want to do that by just 

pointing out to you and perhaps even marveling with you at some of the 

wondrous fragrant truths growing there. Let’s start by looking at verse 3:21. 

 

NIV Romans 3:21…But now a righteousness from God, apart (cwri.j) from 
law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.   
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Now let me focus for a minute of that word “righteousness.” The reason I want 

to do that is because unless you know a little Greek it is very easy to miss the 

central point that the words, “righteous”, “righteousness,” “justify” and 

“justification”, are closely related. You see the Greek word for “righteous” is 

di,kaioj, the word for “righteousness” is the word dikaiosu,nh and the Greek 

word for “to justify” is dikaio,w and the word for “justification” is dikai,wsij.. 

Now notice how the three terms all have the same common root, dikaio. In each 

case, the term carries with it the notion of the “declaration” or “pronouncement” 

of justice. 

 
Now these three words are used hundreds of times in the Bible but one place 

where you can really get a sense of what the word means occurs in Luke 7:29. 

 

NIV Luke 7:29 (All the people, even the tax collectors, when they heard 
Jesus' words, acknowledged that God's way was right, because they had 
been baptized by John. 
 
BNT Luke 7:29 Kai. pa/j o` lao.j avkou,saj kai. oi` telw/nai 
evdikai,wsan to.n qeo.n baptisqe,ntej to. ba,ptisma VIwa,nnou\ 

 

Now. Let me ask you a question. Could the people and the tax collectors make 

God anything? No, of course they couldn’t. What they could do was declare God 

to be just, which they did. Now the reason I am stressing the point that these 

words are related and they all have the notion of “declaration” or 

“pronouncement” associated with them.  You can see the same sort of thing in 

Luke 18, where the self-righteous Pharisee and the publican went up to the 

temple to pray. You remember that the Pharisee “justified” himself before God 

and the publican pled for God’s mercy. The Lord Jesus Himself tells us in verse 
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14 that it was the publican who went home justified. But you can see that 

yourself. 

 
NIV Luke 18:14 "I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home 
justified before God. " 
 
BNT Luke 18:14 le,gw u`mi/n( kate,bh ou-toj dedikaiwme,noj eivj to.n 
oi=kon auvtou/ parV evkei/non\ 

 

Now was this publican made sinless? Obviously, he was not made sinless. The 

man was and recognized that he was a vile sinner but he was declared to be in a 

right standing with God by God before God. Now keep that in mind and we’ll 

talk more about that in a minute. Now let’s continue to look at verse 21. 

 
NIV Romans 3:21…But now a righteousness from God, apart (cwri.j) from 
law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.   

 

Now the next thing I want you to notice is that this righteousness or right 

standing before God is apart from the law. Of course, that doesn’t mean that this 

righteousness is revealed only where the law doesn’t exist. Rather, it means that 

this righteousness is revealed apart from the “works of the law.” Charles 

Cranfield makes the point that “apart from law” here and “apart from the works 

of the law” in verse 29 and “apart from works” in 4:6 all mean the same thing.1 

And of course, that’s right. Paul’s point is that “apart from law” means apart 

from any righteousness that keeping the law can provide. Of course, the obvious 

reason for that is because we just found out in the previous section that nobody 

keeps the law. 

 
Now look again at verse 21 because I want to look at is that little preposition 

“apart” where Paul says “apart from law.” 
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NIV Romans 3:21…But now a righteousness from God, apart (cwri.j) from 
law, has been made known… 

 
Now I want you to get the full force of that little word and I thought the easiest 

way to help you do that might be to show you a couple of other places where the 

word is used. It is used in Matthew 14:21 and it is used in John 15:5. 

 
NIV Matthew 14:21…The number of those who ate was about five thousand 
men, besides (cwri.j) women and children. 

 
Now in this first case, you can see that the word conveys the idea that the 

women and children were not included in the count that numbered 5,000. That 

is, there 5,000 men and that number did not include women and children. 

 
NIV John 15:5…"I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in 
me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart (cwri.j) from me you can 
do nothing.” 

 
In this second verse you can see the point is that the branch is not connected to 

Jesus. In that sense it is apart from Him or not associated with Him. Now that 

helps us I think to get Paul’s point. You see he is saying that now a righteousness 

from God has been revealed and this particular righteousness is not connected in 

any way with the works of the law. 

 
Now finally, let me make one last comment on verse 21, especially on the last 

part of verse 21. 

 
NIV Romans 3:21…to which the Law and the Prophets testify.   

 
Now Paul’s point and think it is so easy to forget that he has already made this 

point before is that this wonderful “righteousness from God” is not something 

from out of the blue. It is something that has been around from the beginning of 
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creation. It is witnessed both in the law, the five books of Moses and in the 

Prophets. That is, the promise of a future redeemer and His work on our behalf is 

both witnessed by and promised in the Old Testament.  Now that promise may 

be in type and in shadow but it’s really there. Now I wonder sometimes if we 

really and truly believe that’s true. Oh, I know we say that we think it is true but 

I wonder if we actually read the Bible that way. What I mean is this, “When you 

read the Old Testament do you look for Jesus there?” He’s there you know. We 

know He’s there because we have His own good word that it is about Him from 

start to finish. Do you remember what he did when He was with the two 

disciples on the road to Emmaus? He exposited the Old Testament to them 

explaining how it was about Him.2 

 
NIV Luke 24:27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he 
explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 

 
And He made the same point to the Pharisees when He told them… 
 

NIV John 5:39…You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that 
by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about 
me,  40 yet you refuse to come to me to have life. 

 
Now we could spend hours going through the Old Testament looking at the 

various prophecies and shadows and types that relate to Jesus but I am not going 

to do that because several will come up in the next two lessons, especially since 

those two lessons will deal expressly with the faith of both Abraham and David. 

So will put it off till then…well, maybe we could look at just one from the life of 

Abraham. 

 

Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and 
placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. As 
the two of them went on together,  7 Isaac spoke up and said to his father 
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Abraham, "Father?" "Yes, my son?" Abraham replied. "The fire and wood 
are here," Isaac said, "but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?"  8 
Abraham answered, "God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt 
offering, my son." And the two of them went on together.  9 When they 
reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar there 
and arranged the wood on it. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the 
altar, on top of the wood.  10 Then he reached out his hand and took the 
knife to slay his son.  11 But the angel of the LORD called out to him from 
heaven, "Abraham! Abraham!" "Here I am," he replied.  12 "Do not lay a 
hand on the boy," he said. "Do not do anything to him. Now I know that 
you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your 
only son."  13 Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram 
caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a 
burnt offering instead of his son. 

Now brothers and sisters, you don’t have to be biblical scholar to see where this 

story points. You can see Abraham was not only speaking prophetically to his 

son but to us as well. God was going to provide a substitutionary sacrifice for 

Isaac but that ram was just an example or type of the ultimate substitutionary 

sacrifice to be fulfilled in Jesus. Jesus would ultimately stand as the great sin 

offering for all those who believe. 

 
Of course, I could go on but then we would never finish this verse much less this 

chapter. So let’s press on and look at verse 22-24. 

 

NIV Romans 3:22…This righteousness from God comes through faith in 
Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, (diastolh,) 23 for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,  24 and are justified freely by 
his grace through the redemption (avpolu,trwsij) that came by Christ 
Jesus. 

 
Now notice how Paul picks back up the idea of a “righteousness from God” and 

notice how Paul says this righteousness is acquired. In the last verse, he made it a 

point to say that it was not acquired through the “works of the law.” Here, he 
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says it is acquired through “faith” in Jesus Christ. Now I make that point 

because there are some people who think that the one work Christians are 

required to do is to exercise “faith”. They go so far as to say that the only part of 

man that is not fallen is that part that can still exercise “faith”. But we saw last 

week that there is not anybody out there exercising faith. There is no one out 

there seeking after God and the implication here in Romans and the explicit 

teaching of Ephesians 2:8-10 is that even the faith that we exercise is a gift from 

God. We cannot in good conscience claim even that our faith comes from us. 

Now I make the point here because sometimes the shorthand version is used in 

the Bible and is used among Christians and you will hear someone say, “What is 

it that saves a person?” Invariably the answer will be and no doubt you yourself 

have said, “Faith.” But the truth of the matter is that is not right. “Faith” doesn’t 

save. A man could have faith that he was an eggplant but that would not make it 

so and it certainly would not save him. There is nothing redemptive about faith 

in and of itself. The kindness of God in the work of Christ on the cross is what 

saves us. We could have “faith” till the cows come home and if Christ had not 

atoned for our sins we would be just as “lost” as the next heathen.  So what is it 

that faith does? It connects us to the saving work of Christ. It is like the open 

hand of beggar receiving bread. It has no strength in and of itself; it simply 

receives. Have you ever noticed that whenever you see anyone rescued on one of 

these television rescue programs, whenever you see someone pulled from raging 

waters by rescue workers, you never hear them say, “Did you see the way my 

hand reached out and grabbed that rescue line?”3 No, instead what do they say? 

They say things like, “I was dead sure as the world. I had absolutely no 

strength left when they came along and saved me.” 
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That’s why this morning I want to teach you a little Latin phrase to help you 

keep in mind how it is that you are actually saved. We’re actually saved gratiae 

per fidem propter Christum.4 Can you figure out what that says? It says we are 

saved by grace, through faith on account of Christ.  

 
Now it is O.K. to use the shorthand version saved by faith if you know the 

longhand version saved by grace, through faith on account of Christ by heart. But 

don’t make the mistake and begin to think that saved by faith is anything like a 

full or complete expression of what actually happens. I mean my wife’s official 

title is “My Beloved and Faithful Wife of Thirty-one years Who Constantly Overlooks 

My Failures and My Eccentricities and Endures Me with Undeserved Patience and an 

even more Undeserved Love.” Of course, I just call her “Sugar” but make no 

mistake about it I know what her actual title is and I never really forget it, not 

even for a moment. How God has saved us ought to be just as emblazoned on 

our hearts. We ought to be able to speak of it with some sort of precision. We 

ought to know that our salvation is gratiae per fidem propter Christum, by grace, 

through faith, on account of Christ. 

 
You see saving faith is not just some sort of dimwitted, anti-intellectual, 

glandular, emotive outburst. No, not at all. It’s based upon facts. Saving faith is 

an uninformed faith.  I would not wager a nickel on the reality of a man’s faith 

that has no inclination to know about his Savior any more than I would wager a 

nickel on the well-being of a marriage where a man doesn’t have an earnest, 

relentless desire to know what matters to his wife. 

 
The Reformers gave proper consideration to this intellectual aspect of saving 

faith by noting that genuine saving faith really has three different aspects. They 

noted those three different aspects by three separate Latin terms: notitia, 
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assensus and fiducia.5 Essentially, these three elements involve knowing the 

facts, assenting to the facts and finally trusting that the facts are true for us. Now 

if you think about it, you can see how not having one of these three elements 

would mean that your faith was lacking. I mean think about it. Does Satan know 

the facts about the gospel? Yes, he does. Does he believe the facts concerning the 

gospel are true? Of course, he does. He knows they are true. Does he willfully 

trust that the facts are true for him? No he does not. That is why James can say: 

 
NIV James 2:19 You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons 
believe that-- and shudder. 

 
You see the devil has a defective type of faith. He lacks the element of trust that 

stems from a regenerated will. True faith contains all three elements. Listen to 

Calvin. 

 
Now we shall possess a right definition of faith if we call it a firm and 
certain knowledge of God’s benevolence toward us, founded upon the 
truth of the freely given promise in Christ, both revealed to our minds and 
sealed upon our hearts through the Holy Spirit.6 

 
And listen also to Luther. I think you ought to hear what he actually said just in 

case you hear someone charge Luther with teaching that faith never manifested 

itself in good works. 

 
Faith, however, is a divine work in us, which changes us and makes us to 
be born anew of God, [John 1:12–13]. It kills the old Adam and makes us 
altogether different men, in heart and spirit and mind and powers; and it 
brings with it the Holy Spirit. O it is a living, busy, active, mighty thing, 
this faith. It is impossible for it not to be doing good works incessantly. It 
does not ask whether good works are to be done, but before the question 
is asked, it has already done them, and is constantly doing them. Whoever 
does not do such works, however, is an unbeliever. He gropes and looks 
around for faith and good works, but knows neither what faith is nor 
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what good works are. Yet he talks and talks, with many words, about faith 
and good works. 
 
Faith is a living, daring confidence in God’s grace, so sure and certain that 
the believer would stake his life on it a thousand times. This knowledge of 
and confidence in God’s grace makes men glad and bold and happy in 
dealing with God and with all creatures. And this is the work which the 
Holy Spirit performs in faith. Because of it, without compulsion, a person 
is ready and glad to do good to everyone, to serve everyone, to suffer 
everything, out of love and praise to God who has shown him this grace. 
Thus it is impossible to separate works from faith, quite as impossible as 
to separate heat and light from fire.7 

 
Obviously we could go on and on but I think you get the idea. Faith is not a 

work. Faith has different aspects and is gift from God linking us to saving work 

of Jesus Christ. That having been said, let’s press on to verse 3:23. 

 
NIV Romans 3:22…This righteousness from God comes through faith in 
Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, (diastolh,) 23 for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God… 

 
You see the point there in 3:23 is that there is no difference between how people 

obtain this wonderful righteousness from God.8 All who believe…all who place 

their faith in Christ gain the righteousness that comes from God and it doesn’t 

matter who they are. In that regard there is no distinction between people. It 

doesn’t matter if they are Jewish or Gentile and the reason it doesn’t matter is 

because all people everywhere have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. 

Now most commentators think that the “glory of God” here is a reference to 

what God intended man to be when he created him. If that is the case, then of 

course, it is a reference to the fact that God judges men not only for their actual 

sin but also for the stain of original sin they obtained in Adam.9  
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Now, I think one other thing that is interesting about this passage is that it is so 

often used in witnessing to show people that everyone everywhere is a sinner. 

You know it is one of the principal verse in the evangelistic presentation called 

the Roman’s Road and it does certainly say that all men are sinners although that 

is not the principal point of the passage. No, the principal point of the passage is 

that all people who are saved are in fact saved the same way. They gain the 

righteousness of God through faith and there is absolutely no distinction in that 

regard. Jews are not saved one way and Gentiles another. No, it doesn’t matter 

whether a man is a Gentile or a Jew, whether he is moral or a scoundrel that man 

is only saved through faith in Jesus Christ. Of course, the reason there is no 

distinction between how men are saved is because there is only place for a man 

to obtain the righteousness of God, which all men need because they have all 

sinned and come short of the glory of God, and that is in Christ.  John Stott 

quotes Bishop Moule here and I just love what he says: 

 
The harlot, the liar, the murderer, are short of God’s glory; but so are you. 
Perhaps they stand at the bottom of a mine, and you on the crest of one of 
the Alps; but you are as little able to touch the stars as they.10 

 

Now, let’s look at verse 24. 

 
NIV Romans 3:22…This righteousness from God comes through faith in 
Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God,  24 and are justified (dikaio,w) freely by 
his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 

 
Now I have to tell you that this is one of my favorite verses in the Bible and 

certainly one of my favorite verses in Romans. It is my one of my favorites 

because it is the first place the doctrine of justification is actually mentioned in 

Romans. Listen to what John Stott says here: 
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…now for the first time ‘a righteousness from God’ is identified with 
justification: and are justified freely by his grace…(24a). The righteousness of 
God or from God is a combination of his righteous character, his saving 
initiative and his gift of a righteous standing before him. It is his just 
justification of the unjust, his righteous way of ‘righteoussing’ the 
unrighteous.11  

 
Now I absolutely love that phrase. In fact, let me repeat it. 
 

…his righteous way of ‘righteoussing’ the unrighteous.  
 
Now the main reason I like Stott’s way of saying that is because it connects the 

idea of “God’s justice”, His gift of a “righteous standing” before Him and the 

doctrine of “justification”. Now I made the point earlier that all four words, 

“righteous”, “righteousness”, “justify” and “justification” are built upon the 

same Greek root, “dikaio”. Here I thinking Stott’s sentence you can begin to see 

that even in English. 

 
Now I have to tell you I am tempted here to stop and just shoot all my bullets on 

the doctrine of justification. But I think I will save that discussion until next week 

and besides I want to give each of you a homework assignment and that is to 

read a short article I wrote for the kids in our Youth Mentoring Program. You’ll 

find copies in the back after class. But let me just say a bit about “justification”. 

 
The Protestant Church has for the last 400 years viewed the article of justification 

as the principal article by which the church stands or falls. Listen to what Luther 

says: 

 
The article of Justification is the master and prince, the lord, the ruler, and 
the judge over all kinds of doctrines...Without this article the world is 
utter death and darkness...This doctrine alone begets, nourishes, builds, 
preserves, and defends the church of God; and without it the church of 
God cannot exist for one hour.12 
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And he said this: 
 

Nothing in this article can be given up or compromised, if heaven and 
earth and things temporal should be destroyed…On this article rests all 
that we teach and practice against the pope, the devil, and the world.  
Therefore we must be quite certain and have no doubts about it.  
Otherwise all is lost, and the pope, the devil, and all our adversaries will 
gain the victory.13 

 
And if that is not enough, listen to Calvin: 

 
The theme of justification was therefore more lightly touched upon 
because it was more to the point to understand first how little devoid of 
good works is the faith, through which alone we obtain free righteousness 
by the mercy of God; and what is the nature of the good works of the 
saints, with which part of this question is concerned.  Therefore we must 
now discuss these matters thoroughly.  And we must so discuss them as 
to bear in mind this is the main hinge on which religion turns…14 

 
This is what Thomas Watson said about it: 

 
Justification is the very hinge and pillar of Christianity. An error about 
justification is dangerous, like a defect in a foundation. Justification by 
Christ is a spring of the water of life. To have the poison of corrupt 
doctrine cast into this spring is damnable.15 

 
And this is from the mild mannered J.I. Packer: 

 
For the doctrine of justification by faith is like Atlas: it bears a world on its 
shoulders, the entire evangelical knowledge of saving grace…a right view 
of these things is not possible without a right understanding of 
justification; so that, when justification falls, all true knowledge of the 
grace of God in human life falls with it, and then, as Luther said, the 
church itself falls.16 

 
Now all those quotes in a row tell you that someone somewhere thinks this 

doctrine is pretty important. Let me add one more quote and this one from a 
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more familiar name, one Larry Danner. The last time we taught through Romans 

together in 1996 he said this: 

Getting the doctrine of justification wrong is not just a matter of being 
right or wrong. It is more important than that. You see it’s not just an issue 
of right or wrong, it can be an issue of heaven or hell.17 

 
Now that having been said let me define what I mean by the doctrine of 

justification using the Westminster Shorter Catechism. 

 
Justification is an act of God’s free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our 
sins, and accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness 
of Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone. 

 
Now, of course, what that means is that when we are justified we are declared 

“righteous” by an act of God’s kindness. That means He “imputes” or credits 

our sin to Christ upon the cross and at the same time “imputes” or credits 

Christ’s righteousness to us. This righteous standing occurs before God as we 

regenerates our heart and we respond to the gospel in faith. It is an act that 

occurs only once and because it is a legal or judicial act on the part of God is 

good for all eternity; it obviously is not a process. 

 

Now we are going to flesh that out next week but what I want to do in the time 

we have left is look at two particular words. The first word occurs at the end of 

verse 24. It’s the word “redemption”. 

 
NIV Romans 3:24… and are justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption (απολύτρωσις) that came by Christ Jesus. 

 

Now the reason this act of justification can occur is because Christ has redeemed 

us for our sin. The expression “to redeem” is an ancient expression that was 

typically used and applied to slaves bought out of their slavery.18 It was some 
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times used of political prisoners or soldiers when a man’s family or sometimes 

even his government bought him or ransomed out of the hands of the enemy. 

The noun form of this word is translated “ransom” and is used in Mark 10:45. In 

other words, when you “redeem” someone you pay a “ransom”. 

 

NIV Mark 10:45…For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many." 

 
Now obviously, there have been a lot of weird ideas about where and to whom 

this ransom was paid. Perhaps the strangest view of all was the one called the 

“Ransom to Satan” theory. The idea was that when man sinned he became the 

property of Satan and for God to redeem man He has to pay a “ransom” to 

Satan. According to this particular theory, a theory which has reappeared 

recently in some Charismatic preaching God tricked Satan into accepting the 

body of Christ as a ransom for sinners only to be foiled three days later when he 

was unable to keep Christ from rising from the dead. Now there are kinds of 

problems with that whole line of teaching, not the least of which is verse 25. it is 

best to just of the act of “redeeming” or “redemption” as a payment for the 

penalty of sin. Hat is how it is used and defined in Ephesians 1:7. 

 
NIV Ephesians 1:7…In him we have redemption through his blood, the 
forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God's grace 

 

Now finally the last thing I want to look at this morning are verses 25-26. 
 

NIV Romans 3:25…God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement 
(i`lasth,rion)19, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his 
justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed 
beforehand unpunished--  26 he did it to demonstrate his justice at the 
present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have 
faith in Jesus.   
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Now that phrase “sacrifice of atonement” in the NIV is a pretty nasty translation 

of the underlying Greek word hislasterion. The word actually means 

“propititation” but the problem is almost nobody knows what that means in 

English. What it means is a “sacrifice, which turns away wrath.” Now, if you are 

married you will know what a “propitiation” is. No doubt men you have at one 

time or another brought home flowers to make amends with a wounded wife. 

No doubt ladies, you at one time or another have baked a pie or a cake to smooth 

things over with a wounded husband. In the new recently, we learned that Kobe 

Bryant just spent four million dollars on a ring to make a propitiation. But some 

Bible translators and I don’t necessarily think the NIV translators are guilty of 

this have refused to use this wonderful biblical word because they do not care  to 

promote the idea that God is angry and needs to be propitiated. As a result,  they 

change the word from “propititate” to “expiate” which means to “cancel out” or 

they turn to something even more difficult to understand like “sacrifice of 

atonement.”  The problem is the word “expiate” means something altogether 

different than “propitiate.” You see, you expiate things. That is, you can expiate 

or cancel out a debt because it is a thing. You propitiate a person.20  

 
Now the principal theologian responsible for this enmity toward the idea of 

“propitiation” is a man named C.H. Dodd. He disliked the idea of “propitiation” 

intensely and the main reason he did is because he thought it made God sound 

like on of the Mayan or Aztec gods. That is, he though it made God sound 

bloodthirsty and cruel. This is what he writes: 

 
The rendering propitiation is therefore misleading for it suggests the 
placating of an angry God, and although this would be in accord with 
pagan usage, it is foreign to biblical usage.21 
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Now I want you to think about that last sentence. Is the idea of “wrath” or anger 

foreign to the Book of Romans? No, no it is not foreign at all. In fact that is one of 

the principal points Paul has been making straight along. But I want you to look 

at verse 25 one more time. 

 
NIV Romans 3:25…God presented him as a sacrifice propitiation 22, through 
faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his 
forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished--  26 he 
did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the 
one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.   

 
Now, let me ask you who is presenting the act of “propitiation”? You see that is 

one of the things that make our God so completely different from the heathen 

gods. Man is not presenting a “propitiation” in Christ’s blood to God. God is 

presenting  a “propitiation” in Christ’s blood to Himself. You see it is God’s 

justice that God is satisfying on the cross and it is the satisfaction of that justice 

that makes it possible for a holy and just God to forgive our sins.23 Listen to what 

Leon Morris writes: 

 
There are problems with the next expression, which the KJV rendered ‘a 
propitiation’ and which nearly every modern translation waters down. 
Part of the trouble is that ‘propitiation’ is neither a well-known nor a well-
used word today, and translators like to employ something simpler. But 
the major reason is that propitiation means the removal of wrath and, as 
we earlier, some commentators find the concept of the divine wrath 
distasteful and unworthy; so they write it out of Scripture…There are two 
major reasons for rejecting this approach. One is the meaning of the word 
Paul uses…The other is the context. Paul has mounted heavy artillery in 
the section 1:18—3:20 to show that all are sinners and subject to the wrath 
God. But unless the present term means the removal of wrath he has left 
them there, still under God’s wrath.24 

 
Now all that means that God can be both “just” in that His justice has been 

maintained and He can be the “justifier” in that He has made a way for man to 
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stand before Him forgiven and covered over in the righteousness of Christ. 

Without question that is extraordinary. I think what R.C Sproul says in his 

Interact Series on Romans is right. There is no place where a person can look and 

more plainly see the wrath of God being poured out than on the cross. There is 

also no place where a person can look to see more plainly the love and mercy of 

God poured out than on the cross. Praise be to God that both things are true. 
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