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Romans 3:21-23 

 

Exposition of Romans – Lesson 13 

 
Introduction: 
 
     Dr. Edgar C. James in his short commentary study guide on Romans stated that; “The 
word righteousness is an all inclusive term. It means “righteousness” or “the state of being 
right.” Sometimes it refers to God’s character. But in the book of Romans it most often refers 
to the rightness of man, his state of being right with God” (James, Romans - Amazing Grace; 
1996, Page 4/2). Now that raises a great question because Paul has built the case in 
Romans, from 1:18 through 3:20 that all men are guilty before God.  

     “As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one: 11 There is none that understandeth, 
there is none that seeketh after God. 12 They are all gone out of the way, they are together 
become unprofitable; there is none that doeth good, no, not one” (KJV – Romans 3:10-12). 

     As we have the testimony from the book of Job. “How then can man be justified with God? 
or how can he be clean that is born of a woman?” (KJV - Job 25:4). How is it possible to be 
righteous, how can we be saved. What must a man do to actually be in a right relationship 
with Almighty God? Well in this next section Paul answers that very question. Dr. C. I. 
Scofield titles Romans 3:21-28 “Justification by faith in Christ crucified, the alone remedy for 
sins” (Scofield, The Scofield Reference Bible – Notes; 1917, Page 1194). This is the 
beginning of the fourth section of Romans, covering Justification that runs from Romans 
3:21 through 5:11. 

     Our lesson text is only verses 21 through 23, but we will read through the end of the 
third chapter. 

Romans 3:21-31 

21 But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law 
and the prophets; 

22 Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them 
that believe: for there is no difference: 
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23 For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; 

24 Being justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus: 

25 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; 

26 To declare, I say, at this time his righteousness: that he might be just, and the justifier of 
him which believeth in Jesus. 

27 Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? of works? Nay: but by the law of faith. 

28 Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law. 

29 Is he the God of the Jews only? is he not also of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also: 

30 Seeing it is one God, which shall justify the circumcision by faith, and uncircumcision 
through faith. 

31 Do we then make void the law through faith? God forbid: yea, we establish the law. 

     Dr. Alva J. McClain wrote in his book; Romans - The Gospel of God’s Grace, concerning 
Romans 3:21-26: that “this section is the very heart of the book of Romans” (McClain, The 
Gospel of God’s Grace – Romans; 1973, page 101). This clearly answers that question as to 
“How then can man be justified with God? or how can he be clean that is born of a woman?” 
(KJV - Job 25:4). 

     God the Holy Spirit has answered the question for us, so why would anyone want to turn 
to fallen man for the answer or a false remedy to an eternal problem that only the free gift 
of God’s Grace can reconcile by faith in the LORD Jesus Christ?  

     How can a man be justified with God? 

- If you ask that question to Charles Taze Russell – the founder of the Jehovah’s 
Witness, he would tell you that salvation is not a free gift of God’s Grace. But it is 
something that we attain by purposing to dedicate ourselves to doing God’s will by 
our obedience and good works. 
 

- If you ask that question to Mark Baker Eddy – the founder of the Christian Science 
movement, she would tell you that there is no such things as sin and that salvation 
from such evil is not necessary because inside of everyman is good. Yet the Bible 
teaches – “They are all gone out of the way, they are together become unprofitable; 
there is none that doeth good, no, not one” (KJV – Romans 3:12). 
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- Joseph Smith – the founder of the Mormon Religion, he would have said that mankind 
may be saved by obedience to the laws and the ordinances of the Gospel. 

 

- William Miller – the founder of the Seventh-Day Adventist, he would have told you 
that salvation depends on conversion and upon one’s maintenance of acceptable 
character through the keeping of the Law and good works. 

 

- Herbert W. Armstrong – the founder of the Worldwide Church of God, he would have 
told you that salvation comes through self-effort which includes water baptism, the 
keeping of the Sabbath and good works.  

 

- If you ask that question to a Roman Catholic they will tell you that justification is by 
faith but you must maintain your justification by works of penance and the 
sacraments. By which the Catholic Priest is the mediator between man and God for 
the forgiveness of sins committed after baptism.  

 

- If you ask that question to the Church of Christ and most Christian Baptist 
organizations they will tell you that salvation comes through faith, repentance and 
begins with water baptism. One maintains salvation by doing good works and trying 
their best in faith to keep the Law. 

     All of these false systems of religion say that there is something you must do to be saved. 
They teach that there is something you must do or keep to be right with God. “Now the 
serpent was more cunning than any beast of the field which the LORD God had made. And he 
said to the woman, “Has God indeed said, ‘You shall not eat of every tree of the garden’?”” 
(NKJV – Genesis 3:1). 

     These religious works systems are straight from Satan. Because the only true way to be 
right with God is by faith, not our works or our own self-righteousness but His 
Righteousness by faith. Paul closes out the section of Condemnation in Romans 3:20 with 
this very statement – “For no human being will be justified in his sight by works of the law, 
since through the law comes knowledge of sin” (RSV – Romans 3:20). 

     Notice how verse 21 begins, “but now”. “By the words but now Paul introduced a sharp 
contrast with what preceded. He had just affirmed, “No one will be declared righteous in His 
[God’s] sight by observing the Law” (v.20)” (Walvoord & Zuck; The Bible Knowledge 
Commentary – New Testament; 1983, Page 450). 

Romans 3:21-22 

21 But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law 
and the prophets; 
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22 Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them 
that believe: for there is no difference: 

     Paul’s first point in the section of Justification is simply that God’s righteousness cannot 
come through keeping of the Law. That imputed righteousness by faith that brings about 
justification in the life of a sinner has nothing to do with keeping the Law. “The Old 
Testament law was both moral and ceremonial. The moral law was designed to uncover sin; 
the ceremonial law was designed to provide temporary cover for the sinner thus exposed. 
God’s plan of salvation given in the gospel upholds the righteousness of God as revealed in the 
moral law, and also provides a more satisfactory method of cleansing sin than could ever be 
provided by the blood of bulls and goats”  (Phillips, Exploring Romans – An Expository 
Commentary; 2002, Page 66). 

     Dr. John MacArthur states the key to this text is understanding Justification. “The words 
justify and justification occur some thirty times in Romans and are concentrated in 2:13-5:1. 
This legal or forensic term comes from the Greek word for “righteous” and means “to declare 
righteous” (MacArthur, Romans – Grace, Truth and Redemption; 2007, Page 23). 

     Justified is to be declared not guilty, but to be justified in the sense of salvation means to 
be declared not guilty by God’s grace through faith. Passed over by His wrath, and imparted 
eternal life. If justification were by works, and one could lose their justified status then the 
life which God imparts by His grace would not be eternal. “The righteousness of God through 
faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe. For there is no distinction” (ESV – Romans 3:22). 

Romans 3:21 

21 But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law 
and the prophets; 

     The New American Standard Bible translates verse 21 as: “But now apart from the Law 
the righteousness of God has been manifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets” 
(NASB – Romans 3:21). 

     Many good moral, religious people are totally lost because they do not realize that God’s 
righteousness is not found in their keeping of the Law. Justification is totally apart and 
separated from the Law. God Law is not a means to save, but a means to live once we have 
been saved.  Even in the Old Testament it was witnessed by the Law and the Prophets that 
righteousness of God is through faith and faith alone.  

Romans 3:22 

22 Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them 
that believe: for there is no difference: 
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     Righteousness is completely apart from the Law, and there is no difference, or no 
distinction.  Meaning all needs this same righteousness to be in a right standing with God.  

All of this is through and by the grace of God. The Apostle Paul is explaining in this short 
parenthetical here, “that God can bestow His righteousness on all who believe, Jew or Gentile, 
because all people without distinction fail miserably to live up to the divine standard” 
(MacArthur, The MacArthur Study Bible Notes; 2006, page 1665). 

     Paul is also clear to point out here that it is by faith in Jesus Christ. Not works, apart from 
the Law, not good deeds or polluted self-righteousness. “ For we are all become as one that 
is unclean, and all our righteousnesses are as a polluted garment: and we all do fade as a leaf; 
and our iniquities, like the wind, take us away” (ASV – Isaiah 64:6).  

     Or as the King James states; “and all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags; and we all do 
fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind, have taken us away” (KJV – Isaiah 64:6). This 
is how God sees your good works compared to the righteousness of His Son.  

     MacArthur brings out a very good point in his commentary. “Jesus Christ is the very 
embodiment of God’s righteousness, and it is because of that truth that He can impart divine 
righteousness to those who trust in Him” (MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament 
Commentary – Romans 1-8; 1991, Page 206). 

     Paul has shown us in the last 2 ½ chapters that we are all sinners, and then within the 
first few verses of this section on Justification he declares that justification is by faith alone 
in the LORD Jesus Christ, apart from the Law. But why, why does man need this? 

Romans 3:23 

23 For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; 

     For all have sinned - Hamartiology is the study of sin. Hamartiology deals with how sin 
originated, how it affects humanity, and what it will result in after death. To sin essentially 
means to "miss the mark." We all miss God's mark of righteousness, we have all fallen short 
of the glory of God. Except One, Christ Jesus the LORD, the very embodiment of God’s 
Righteousness, and God’s provision of Salvation comes through Christ and Christ alone.  

     Like the man shooting the arrow at the target, and it always falling short. Never striking 
or making the required standard, but always missing the mark. The required righteousness 
is not earned, merited, or bought. It is a free gift of God’s Grace by faith in the finished work 
of Jesus Christ. His freely imputed righteousness is like a garment and it is available to all 
that believe in His Son. And in order to be right with a Holy God, that is what is required, 
and there is no distinction. “For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God” (KJV – 
Romans 3:23). 
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     Not ever by your works, it is totally apart from Law. But only in Christ. Dr. J. Vernon 
McGee illustrates this with his story from his days as a Pastor in California. 

“Let’s suppose that we folk here in California play a game called “Jumping to 
Catalina.” Catalina Island is out in the Pacific Ocean at least fifteen or twenty miles 
from the shore of Califorina. We will go down to the pier in Santa Monica, and we will 
take a big running jump, and we’ll see who can jump to Catalina. Somebody’s going to 
say, “That’s an impossible jump!” Frankly, no one has jumped it, but it’s a lot of fun 
playing the game. Suppose you and I play the game. You may be able to jump farther 
than I can jump, but you will miss Cataline. And the fellow who jumps the farthest gets 
the wettest and has to swim farther back to shore. Of course, nobody could jump 
Catalina. Some are better that others, but it’s rather childish to play a game like that 
and say, “I jumped farther than you did. I’m better than you are, and I’m better than 
half the church members.” Suppose you are and you may well be, but what difference 
does that make? You have not come up to glory of God” (McGee, Thru the Bible 
Commentary Series, Volume 42; 1991, Page 68). 

 

     For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; if you still think it’s through and by 
your works, than my friend you shall always fall short. God owes us nothing except justice. 
And in that justice we all stand condemned before a Holy God. A person must be made to 
see this, they must be made to see the wretch that they are outside of the grace of God.  

     For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God. John Bunyan was great preacher 
and writer. The author of “Pilgrims’ Progress” was made to see his state. By the grace of 
God he was shown the great sinner that he was with no righteousness of his own. And 
Bunyan said at that time, “when God showed me John Bunyan as God saw John Bunyan, I no 
longer confessed I was sinner, but I confessed that I was sin from the crown of my head to the 
sole of my feet. I was full of sin” (Bunyan, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners - Spiritual 
Autobiography of Bunyan, 1666, Page 73). 

     How can God be just if He declares sinners to be righteous when sinners are not 
righteous? The answer to that question is this - Jesus Christ is God’s righteousness. When a 
person places their faith in Jesus Christ, that person receives the righteousness of God. 
They are made to know who they are, and that there is no good in them - For all have 
sinned, and come short of the glory of God.  

     And by faith in Christ they will constantly turn to God from sin. Not to maintain their 
status of justification but because they are justified. “And we know that all things work 
together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. 
29 For whom he did foreknow, he also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his 
Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brethren.  
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30 Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he also called: and whom he called, them he also 
justified: and whom he justified, them he also glorified” (KJV – Romans 8:28-30). 

Ephesians 2:8-9 

8 For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: 

9 Not of works, lest any man should boast. 

     Salvation, justification, imputed righteousness required of God is provided by God’s 
Grace through the merits of His Son. It is not of yourself, not of your works, but justification 
is by faith in Christ, and Christ alone. Minus nothing, and plus nothing!  
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