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3:21 TO 5:21 RIGHTEOUSNESS BY FAITH  

Righteousness from God, as a gift, by faith (3:21-31) 

(v 21) “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known,[
35

] to which the Law 

and the Prophets testify.”    

• That this righteousness is ‘apart from law’ and ‘apart from works’, will be further explained in this 

chapter and in chapter 4.  

• The ‘Law’ and the ‘Prophets’ are two main parts of the Jewish Bible. 

The Jewish ‘Bible’ is called Tanakh
36

 – the OT, but in different order 

T  Torah (=Law; the Books of Moses)  

a 

N  Nevi’im (=Prophets; Former and Latter)  

a 

Kh  Ketuvim (=Writings; all other Books, including the Poetic Books) 

                        (in Luk 24:44 called ‘Psalms’ after this section’s first book)  

  

(v 22-24) “This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe.”  

• All who believe in Christ receive righteousness from God 

• “There is no difference” (between Jew and Gentile; also in 10:12). Paul continues to explain that 

all mankind have the same problem and that all can only receive righteousness as an act of God’s 

mercy, through Jesus Christ.  

• All have sinned (Cf. 3:9-10, all under sin, no-one is good; 3:20, no-ne righteous by the law) 

• All fall short of the glory of God 
37

 

• All are justified freely (it’s a gift), by his grace (favour
38

), through redemption by Jesus Christ  

 

(v 25-26) God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement
39

 (NASB: propitiation). Not available to all; it is 

limited to believers “through faith in his blood”, also referring to blood shedding as a means to 

atonement. In faith, we are cleansed of sin by Christ and reconciled to God. God’s wrath is appeased. Our 

debt is fully paid.        

• Compare the sacrifice on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16); by the sacrifice of Jesus we have now 

entrance to the sanctuary.  

• (v 25b) God “... did this to demonstrate his justice ... had left the sins committed beforehand 

unpunished ...”; 

• (v 26) By the blood of Christ justice is demonstrated “at the present time”.  

• God “justifies those who have faith in Jesus.” Christ represents all believers in his death.  

• The blood of the sacrifices in the old covenant was not enough (Cf Heb 10:3-4; 10:11-14). But 

God in his forbearance left the sins (committed beforehand) unpunished. So those sacrifices 

were a type/shadow of the sacrifice of Christ. God shows his justice in the sacrifice of Jesus. 

• God is ‘truly just’ and he is the ‘justifier’.   

 

In this part we find several theological terms:        

• Justification; God declares a sinner righteous and on the basis of his faith in Christ. 

o Negative aspect: declared not guilty of sin (cancelling the guilt) 

o Positive aspect: declared righteous (credited with righteousness)  

                                                           
35

 In 1:17, this word is translated as ‘revealed’.  Cf. KJV: “righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith”. 
36

 Different spellings exist, but often spelled with ‘kh’, indicating the pronunciation as the ‘ch’ in Scottish ‘loch’.  
37

 Or, ‘lacking’; NEB: “are deprived of the glory of God”. 
38

 Gr charis. 
39

 Gr hilasterion, often used for the ‘atonement cover’.  Cf. AV: ‘mercy seat’.   
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• Redemption; Christ has offered his life to pay a ransom to deliver us from bondage to Satan. 

o Includes the aspect of paying a ransom for a slave (or a hostage) 

• Propitiation (or, sacrifice of atonement); God provided a sacrifice, to achieve atonement by the 

sacrificial shedding of blood.  

o Includes the appeasement of the wrath of God and being reconciled to him 

• Righteousness - we can differentiate between:   

o Righteous in standing (imputed; attributed or ascribed – instantly; result of salvation)  

o Righteous in state (imparted; in position and in fact –result of sanctification process)
40

 

 

 (v 27-28) “Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded.” After everything in the previous chapters, there is no 

reason for boasting at all. 

• It is excluded ... by God!  

• No-one has any reason to boast about his own righteousness.  

• Justification has nothing to do with ‘the principle (law) of’ observing the law, only of faith.  

• Paul maintains that we are only justified by faith, apart from observing the law (v 28).  

 

(v 29-30) “Is God the God of Jews only?” Don't think (you Jews) that God is your monopoly. Since there is 

only one God, so he is the God of Gentiles too. There must be a way of justification for both groups.  

God “will justify ... 

• ... the circumcised by faith, 

• ... and the uncircumcised through that same faith.“ 

• Note ‘by’ and ‘through’ faith,
 41

 there is no difference. Meant to be ironical?  

• The law divided mankind into two groups, Jews and Gentiles – united in Christ; Eph 2:13-16.  

 

(v 31) “Do we, then, nullify the law by this faith? Not at all! Rather, we uphold the law.”  

• Jesus did not come to abolish the law, but to fulfil it (Mt 5:17; Cf Lk 16:17).  

• Similarly, Paul upholds the law, which he said earlier (3:21) testifies of ‘righteousness apart from 

law’. This kind of righteousness needs explanation, which Paul offers next.
42

  

Abraham's righteousness is by faith (4:1-25) 

In this next part Paul shows that the ‘law’ too speaks about justification by faith, apart from works – as 

Abraham discovered, 'our forefather' (the Greek adds: ‘to the flesh’; the head of the Jewish nation). Paul 

had already mentioned previously that the gospel was promised and announced in the Scriptures (1:2; 

3:21). Here he shows that Abraham, as well as David, already were partakers in righteousness by faith. 

1. Righteousness is not based on works of Law  

• (v 2) Abraham was not justified by works. There is not the slightest indication in Genesis that his 

acceptance was based on works or obedience to law or any rules. His special blessings and 

promises were given to him by God’s mercy – the same mercy as believing Gentiles experience in 

response to the gospel. Why should the Jews oppose these Gentiles?  

o Gal 3:17 adds to this argument, that the law, introduced 430 years later, does not set 

aside the covenant and the promise to Abraham.  

•  (v 3) “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” (quoting Gen 15:6) 
43

 

                                                           
40

 This should not be confused with the concept of ‘infused righteousness’ in R.C. theology, stating that 

righteousness is gradually infused to the believer through the sacraments and enhanced by good works. Also, 

stating that the so-called ‘purgatory’ plays a role, where the sinful status can be purged from his or her record.  
41

 Gr ek pisteos & dia pisteos; used interchangeably by Paul in Gal 2:16.    
42

 More about: the position of the law in Ch 7; fulfilment of the law by love in 13:8-10.  
43

 The Gr verb for ‘to credit’ (logizomai), also translated as ‘to count’, ‘to reckon’, is used 9x in this chapter.   
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This seems a strong argument. It is amazing that such a concept of righteousness by faith was already 

revealed in the OT but was not understood by the Jews. Paul adds:  

• (v 4) “... wages are not credited as a gift, but as an obligation” (Cf 6:23; 11:6), which is the case 

with works of the law (Cf Gal 3:12).  

• (v 5) The one who ‘does not work’ (as Abraham) but trusts God who justifies ... his faith is 

credited as righteousness.  

 

(v 6) Interestingly, also “David says the same thing ...”  (= righteousness apart from works).  

(v 7-8) “Blessed are they: 

• whose transgressions are forgiven; (Gr anomiai = lawless acts; transgressions of the law)  

• whose sins are covered; 

• (...) whose sin the Lord will never count against him.” (quoted from Ps 32:1-2)  

o David clearly seems to have understood God’s mercy of forgiveness.   

o David too has a very important place in the Jewish beliefs.    

� A man after God’s own heart (Act 13:22; 1Sam 13:14)     

� Eternal kingship (2Sam 7:11-16), which was conditional for natural Israel (1Ki 2:2-

4), but fulfilled in the Messiah, the son of David (Act 2:30; 13:22-23, 32-37)  

2. Righteousness is not based on circumcision either 

(v 9-11a) “Is this blessedness only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised?”  

• To answer this question we have to look at Abraham when he received righteousness. 

• This was ‘before’ his circumcision, which was a “sign ...  a seal of the righteousness that he had by 

faith while he was still uncircumcised.” 
44

 

3. Abraham is father of all who believe (whether Jew or Gentile) 

(v 11b-12) So Abraham is the ‘father’ of:  

all who believe ...  also the circumcised who also walk in faith 

but are not circumcised  like Abraham did  (before he was circumcised) 

(father of certain Gentiles) (father of certain Jews) 

So we may conclude that there is no need to circumcise the Gentiles – only spiritual descent matters. 

“Those who believe are children of Abraham” (Gal 3:7). Circumcision neither excludes from nor 

contributes to either righteousness in God or being Abraham's offspring. 

4. Also the promise (of being heir of the world) is through faith 

(v 13-15) Not only righteousness was received.  

• (v 13)“Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world.”  

• This promise was not through law, but “through the righteousness that comes by faith”. 

• Being ‘heir of the world’ is not literally mentioned in Genesis, only ‘this land’, but may be implied 

in that he was also called the ‘father of many nations’ and that ‘all nations would be blessed 

through him’.  

• (v 14) If those who obey the law would become heirs instead, the previous promise related to 

faith would become worthless.  You cannot ‘earn’ a promise – it is a gift.  

• (v 15) Holding on to the law brings wrath and punishment (curse, Gal 3:10-12).
45

 Without law 

there is no transgression, and no punishment; this is the way of faith.
46

 

                                                           
44

 The circumcision happened 13 years later. Both words, sign and seal, indicate a visible, external confirmation and 

were also expressed in the rabbinic liturgy of circumcision.   
45

 The law demonstrates the transgression; 3:20; 5:13, 20; 7:7-11.  
46

 Regarding the righteousness by faith there is no consideration of the law; 3:21, 28.  
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(v 16-17a) The promise comes by ‘faith’ and is not limited “to those who are of the law”. So the promise:  

• “may be by grace”; 

• “ may be guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring” (spiritual children, both Jew and Gentile); 

• “...those ... of the law ... of the faith. He is the father of us all.”  (believing Jew and Gentile) 

• “As it is written: ‘I have made you a father of many nations.’” (Quoting Gen 17:5) 

• “... our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed.”  (in God’s eyes!)  

 

(v 17b-21) Isaac was received by faith. God “gives life to the dead” and “calls things” into being.  Abraham 

and Sarah could be reckoned as dead. The promise to them of uncountable offspring needed a miracle.  

Abraham grew in faith to see it actually happen (after 25 years) and believed God. 

•  (v 18) All hope was gone, yet Abraham “in hope believed and so became the father of ...” 

• (v 19) “Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead ... and 

that Sarah’s womb was also dead.” – the impossibility of both of them of having a son.
47

  

• (v 20) He did not waver in unbelief but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God. 

• (v 21) He was fully persuaded that God had power to do it.  

God fulfilled the promise when it had become impossible – humanly speaking. Abraham's faith had 

become strong (substantial). Later, he was even prepared to sacrifice his son, believing that God could 

raise the dead and give him back (Cf Heb 11:17-19).  

 

(v 22-24) “This is ‘why it was credited to him as righteousness.'”  

• God’s promises were dependent on having offspring to be the blessing – ultimately Christ.  

• These words were not written for him alone, but also for us
48

. Paul speaks about this kind of faith 

as a pattern for us.  

• God will also credit righteousness to us who believe in him. (Paul does not stop pointing out the 

importance of faith.) 

• “...  who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead.”  (Comparison: bringing a son into being in two “as 

good as dead” bodies, v 19, and bringing our Lord back to life.)  

 

(v 25) In the relationship with Christ we find the principle of substitution: 

• Christ “was delivered over to death for our sins ...  

• ... and was raised to life for our justification.” 
49

  

• Note contrasting parallelism: death-life; sins-justification.   

 

The two go together:  

• In his death our punishment was placed on him for atonement.  

o Christ was taking away the sins of this world.  

o Only he was totally righteousness and did not need to die for his own sins. 

o Only he could die for all mankind, imprisoned in death.  

• In his resurrection this work is completed and confirmed.  

o The fullest assurance of our reconciliation with God and our eternal life. 

o Showing that divine justice was satisfied; after carrying our penalty Jesus was discharged, 

acquitted and justified, and we in him. 

o The resurrection is also the centre of our beliefs; v 24; 1Co 15:17; 1Pet 1:3.  

o Jesus conquered death, which is closely related to sin, as the next chapter shows. 

                                                           
47

 Regarding Abraham, aged 100, see Gen 17:17; 18:12; Heb 11:12. Regarding Sarah, aged 90 and barren, see Gen 

11:30; 18:11; Heb 11:11.  
48

 Written for us, as a particular example, but see also the general: Rom 15:4; 1 Cor 10:11.  
49

 These phrases reflect the Septuagint (Greek) translation of Isa 53:12 and may have been an early Christian creed.  


