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Main Idea: All have sinned before a holy God, but all are freely 
forgiven by faith in the finished work of his Son, Jesus Christ  
 
 

Personal Study Guide 

READ ROMANS 3:21-26 

 
 



Highlight – What stands out? 

 
1. What stood out to you in the passage? 

 
 
 
 

2. Can you think of any Old Testament passages where “the Law and the 
Prophets bear witness” (21) to how “now the righteousness of God has been 
manifested apart from the Law” (21)? 
 
 
 

3. What words or ideas are repeated in the passage? 
 
 
 

4. What do you learn about God in this passage? What do you learn about his 
Son, Jesus Christ in this passage? What do you learn about salvation both in 
the Old and New Testaments in this passage? 

 

 
 

Explain – What does this mean? 

 
Up to this point, what have we been talking about in Romans 1-3? How is 3:21 a 
turning point? What is the text shifting to in these verses? 
 
What do we learn about “the righteousness of God” from the four times it appears in 
the passage? 
 

Verse 21  
 

Verse 22  

Verse 25  
 

Verse 26  
 

 
 



What is “propitiation”? Write your own definition if you are familiar with it or look it 
up in the dictionary. (Or both!) 
 
For Leader Study: “the act of gaining or regaining the favor or goodwill of 
someone,” “something that appeases” 
 

 

 
There are other examples of propitiation in the Bible, of God working to restore his 
favor upon his people. Jesus is the perfect propitiation, the fulfillment where only 
pictures existed before. But even pictures point to God’s character, future plan, and 
desire for his people.  Let’s look at a few: 
 
 

• Genesis 3:16-21 
 
 
 

• Genesis 7:17-24 
 
 
 

• Genesis 22:9-14 
 
 
 

• Leviticus 16:1-5, 33-34 
 
 
 
The ESV Study Bible explains that, in verse 26, Paul is saying that God is both just–
“utterly holy, so that the penalty demanded by the law is not removed but paid for 
by Christ”–and also the justifier–“the one who provides the means of justification and 
who declares people to be in right standing with himself.” 
 
 How do the following verses show God’s justice or justification? 
 

Just Justifier 

Isaiah 61:8 
 
  

Isaiah 53:6 

1 Peter 3:18 Galatians 3:13 



 
  

Colossians 2:14 
 
  

Romans 4:5-8 

 
  
 

 

Apply – How does this change me? 

1. How should “his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 
Jesus” (24) change us? 
 
 

2. Paul says that all have sinned and all have the hope of being made righteous. 
Some Jews struggled with the idea of salvation for “all who believe” (hence 
Paul having to write to them about it). Have you ever struggled with believing 
that any and all can come? Why is it difficult? 
 
 

3. Verse 26 says that God is both “just and the justifier.” How does this encourage 
you? Is one easier for you to lean into than the other? 

 
 
 
 

Respond – What’s my next step? 

1. Verse 23 says that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Are there 
any (fellow) sinners you need to forgive? What plan can you make to move 
toward reconciliation this week? 
 
 
 

2. Who can you be praying for this week, that they would come to the 
“righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ” (3:22)? 
 
 



3. After spending time in Romans 3:21-26 this week how would you define the 
good news of Jesus Christ if someone were to ask you what it is? 

 
 

Commentary: Taken from John Stott commentary on 
Romans 3:21-26 

Note to Group Leaders: You also have your F.F. Bruce Commentary on 
Romans you were given on Team Night. Reach out to Courtney Reissig if 
you need one or haven’t received yours. 
 
 

1. God’s righteousness revealed in Christ’s cross (3:21–26) 

Verses 21–26 are six tightly packed verses, which Professor Cranfield rightly calls ‘the 
centre and heart’ of the whole main section of the letter, and which Dr Leon Morris 
suggests may be ‘possibly the most important single paragraph ever written’. Its key 
expression is ‘the righteousness of God’, which we considered when it first occurred, 
namely in 1:17. In both verses NIV renders the phrase a righteousness from God, thus 
stressing the saving initiative which he has taken to give sinners a righteous status in 
his sight. Both speak of his righteousness as being ‘revealed’ or ‘made known’. Both 
indicate its newness by declaring that it is made known either ‘in the gospel’ (1:17) or 
apart from law (3:21). Yet both represent it as a fulfilment of Old Testament Scripture, 
which shows that it was not a divine afterthought. And both state that it is available 
to us through faith. The only significant difference between these two texts lies in the 
tense of their main verbs. According to 3:21 a righteousness from God has been made 
known, a perfect tense which must refer to the historical death of Christ and its 
abiding consequences, whereas in 1:17 a righteousness from God is being revealed (a 
present tense) in the gospel, which presumably means whenever it is preached. 

In verse 22 Paul resumes his announcement of the gospel by repeating the 
expression righteousness from God, and now adds two more truths about it. The first 
is that it comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. Moreover, it is offered 
to all because it is needed by all. There is no difference between Jews and Gentiles in 
this respect, as Paul has been arguing in 1:18–3:20, or between any other human 
groupings, for all have sinned (hēmarton, everybody’s cumulative past being 
summed up by an aorist tense) and fall short (a continuing present) of the glory of 
God (23). God’s doxa (‘glory’) could mean his approval or praise, which all have 
forfeited, but probably refers to his image or glory in which all were made5 but which 
all fail to live up to. Of course there are degrees of sinning, and therefore differences, 
yet nobody even approaches God’s standard. Bishop Handley Moule put it 
dramatically: ‘The harlot, the liar, the murderer, are short of it [sc. God’s glory]; but so 



are you. Perhaps they stand at the bottom of a mine, and you on the crest of an Alp; 
but you are as little able to touch the stars as they.’ 

The second novelty in these verses is that now for the first time ‘a righteousness 
from God’ is identified with justification: and are justified freely by his grace … (24a). 
The righteousness of (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. 

Justification is a legal or forensic term, belonging to the law courts. Its opposite is 
condemnation. Both are the pronouncements of a judge. In a Christian context they 
are the alternative eschatological verdicts which God the judge may pass on 
judgment day. So when God justifies sinners today, he anticipates his own final 
judgment by bringing into the present what belongs properly to the last day. 

Some scholars maintain that ‘justification’ and ‘pardon’ are synonymous. For 
example, Sanday and Headlam wrote that justification ‘is simply Forgiveness’, while 
more recently Professor Jeremias has insisted that ‘justification is forgiveness, nothing 
but forgiveness’.8 But surely this cannot be so. Pardon is negative, the remission of a 
penalty or debt; justification is positive, the bestowal of a righteous status, the sinner’s 
reinstatement in the favour and fellowship of God. Sir Marcus Loane has written: ‘The 
voice that spells forgiveness will say: “You may go; you have been let off the penalty 
which your sin deserves.” But the verdict which means acceptance [sc. justification] 
will say: “You may come; you are welcome to all my love and my presence.” ’ C. H. 
Hodge clarifies the difference further by developing the antithesis between 
condemnation and justification. ‘To condemn is not merely to punish, but to declare 
the accused guilty or worthy of punishment; and justification is not merely to remit 
that punishment, but to declare that punishment cannot be justly inflicted … Pardon 
and Justification therefore are essentially distinct. The one is the remission of 
punishment, the other is a declaration that no ground for the infliction of punishment 
exists.’ 

If justification is not pardon, neither is it sanctification. To justify is to declare or 
pronounce righteous, not to make righteous. This was the nub of the sixteenth-
century debate over justification. The Roman Catholic view, as expressed at the 
Council of Trent (1545–64), was that justification takes place at baptism, and that the 
baptized person is not only cleansed from sins but simultaneously infused with a new, 
supernatural righteousness. One can understand the motive which led to this 
insistence. It was the fear that a mere declaration of righteousness would leave the 
person concerned unrenewed and unrighteous, and might even encourage 
persistence in sinning (antinomianism). This was, of course, the precise criticism which 
was levelled at Paul (6:1, 15). It led him to expostulate in the most vigorous manner that 
baptized Christians have both died to sin (so that they cannot possibly live in it any 
longer) and risen to a new life in Christ. Put a little differently, justification (a new 
status) and regeneration (a new heart), although not identical, are simultaneous. 
Every justified believer has also been regenerated by the Holy Spirit and so put on the 
road to progressive holiness. To quote Calvin, ‘no one can put on the righteousness of 
Christ without regeneration’. Again, ‘the apostle maintains that those who imagine 
that. Christ bestows free justification upon us without imparting newness of life 
shamefully rend Christ asunder’.13 

An important fresh turn in this Roman Catholic-Protestant debate was taken by 
Professor Hans Küng in 1957, when his dialogue with Karl Barth entitled Justification 



was published. He agreed both that justification is a divine declaration and that we 
are justified by faith alone. But he also insisted that God’s words are always efficacious, 
so that whatever he pronounces comes immediately into being. Therefore, when God 
says to somebody, ‘You are just,’ ‘the sinner is just, really and truly, outwardly and 
inwardly, wholly and completely … In brief, God’s declaration of justice is … at the same 
time and in the same act a making just’. Thus justification is ‘the single act which 
simultaneously declares just and makes just’.15 There is a dangerous ambiguity here, 
however. What does Hans Küng mean by ‘just’? If he means legally just, put right with 
God, then indeed we become immediately what God declares us to be. But if he 
means morally just, renewed, holy, then God’s declaration does not immediately 
secure this, but only initiates it. For this is not justification but sanctification, which is 
a continuous lifelong process. This is the point which C. K. Barrett is making when he 
claims that to justify does signify to make righteous, but that ‘ “righteous” does not 
mean “virtuous”, but “right”, “clear”, “acquitted” in God’s court’.17 

Reverting now to the text of Romans, and in particular to verses 24–26, Paul 
teaches three basic truths about justification—first its source, where it originates; 
secondly its ground, on what it rests; and thirdly its mean’s, how it is received. 

a. The source of our justification: God and his grace 

We are justified freely by his grace (24). Fundamental to the gospel of salvation is the 
truth that the saving initiative from beginning to end belongs to God the Father. No 
formulation of the gospel is biblical which removes the initiative from God and 
attributes it either to us or even to Christ. It is certain that we did not take the initiative, 
for we were sinful, guilty and condemned, helpless and hopeless. Nor was the initiative 
taken by Jesus Christ in the sense that he did something which the Father was 
reluctant or unwilling to do. To be sure, Christ came voluntarily and gave himself freely. 
Yet he did it in submissive response to the Father’s initiative. ‘Here I am … I have come 
to do your will, O God.’ So the first move was God the Father’s, and our justification is 
freely (dōrean, ‘as a gift’, RSV, or ‘gift-wise, gratuitously’)19 by his grace, his absolutely 
free and utterly undeserved favour. Grace is God loving, God stooping, God coming to 
the rescue, God giving himself generously in and through Jesus Christ. 

b. The ground of our justification: Christ and his cross 

If God justifies sinners freely by his grace, on what ground does he do so? How is it 
possible for the righteous God to declare the unrighteous to be righteous without 
either compromising his righteousness or condoning their unrighteousness? That is 
our question. God’s answer is the cross. 

No expression in Romans is more startling than the statement that ‘God … justifies 
the wicked’ (4:5). Although it does not occur until the next chapter, it will help us to 
follow Paul’s reasoning if we take it now. How can God justify the wicked? In the Old 
Testament he repeatedly told the Israelite judges that they must justify the righteous 
and condemn the wicked. But of course! An innocent person must be declared 
innocent, and a guilty person guilty. What more elementary principle of justice could 
be enunciated? God then added: ‘Acquitting the guilty and condemning the 
innocent—the LORD detests them both.’ He also pronounced a solemn ‘woe’ against 
those who ‘acquit the guilty for a bribe, but deny justice to the innocent’.22 For, he 



declared of himself, ‘I will not acquit the guilty’, or ‘I will not justify the wicked’ (AV). But 
of course! we say again. God would not dream of doing such a thing. 

Then how on earth can Paul affirm that God does what he forbids others to do; that 
he does what he says he will himself never do; that he does it habitually, and that he 
even designates himself ‘the God who justifies the wicked’ or (we might say) ‘who 
“righteousses” the unrighteous’? It is preposterous! How can the righteous God act 
unrighteously, and so overthrow the moral order, turning it upside down? It is 
unbelievable! Or rather it would be, if it were not for the cross of Christ. Without the 
cross the justification of the unjust would be unjustified, immoral, and therefore 
impossible. The only reason God ‘justifies the wicked’ (4:5) is that ‘Christ died for the 
wicked’ (5:6, REB). Because he shed his blood (25) in a sacrificial death for us sinners, 
God is able justly to justify the unjust. 

What God did through the cross, that is, through the death of his Son in our place, 
Paul explains by three notable expressions. First, God justifies us through the 
redemption that came by Christ Jesus (24b). Secondly, God presented him as a 
sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood (25a). Thirdly, he did this to 
demonstrate his justice … (25b), so as to be just and the one who justifies those who 
have faith in Jesus (26). The key words are redemption (apolytrōsis), atonement or 
better ‘propitiation’ (hilastērion), and demonstration (endeixis). All three refer not to 
what is happening now when the gospel is preached, but to what happened once for 
all in and through Christ on the cross, his blood being a clear reference to his sacrificial 
death. Associated with the cross, therefore, there is a redemption of sinners, a 
propitiation of God’s wrath and a demonstration of his justice. 

(i) Redemption 

The first word is apolytrōsis, that is, redemption. It is a commercial term borrowed 
from the marketplace, as ‘justification’ is a legal term borrowed from the lawcourt. In 
the Old Testament it was used of slaves, who were purchased in order to be set free; 
they were said to be ‘redeemed’. It was also used metaphorically of the people of Israel 
who were ‘redeemed’ from captivity first in Egypt,25 then in Babylon, and restored to 
their own land. Just so, we were slaves or captives, in bondage to our sin and guilt, and 
utterly unable to liberate ourselves. But Jesus Christ ‘redeemed’ us, bought us out of 
captivity, shedding his blood as the ransom price. He himself had spoken of his 
coming ‘to give his life as a ransom for many’.27 In consequence of this purchase or 
‘ransom-rescue’, we now belong to him. 

(ii) Propitiation 

The second word is hilastērion, which AV renders ‘propitiation’. Many Christian people 
are embarrassed and even shocked by this word, however, because to ‘propitiate’ 
somebody means to placate his or her anger, and it seems to them an unworthy 
concept of God (more heathen than Christian) to suppose that he gets angry and 
needs to be appeased. Two other possible ways of understanding hilastērion are 
therefore proposed. The first is to translate it ‘mercy-seat’ referring to the golden lid of 
the ark within the temple’s inner sanctuary. This is what the word nearly always means 
in LXX and also what it means in its only other occurrence in the New Testament.29 
Since sacrificial blood was sprinkled on the mercy-seat on the Day of Atonement, it is 



suggested that Jesus is himself now the mercy-seat where God and sinners are 
reconciled. Those who hold this view tend to render the verb protithēmi (presented) 
as to ‘set forth’ (AV) or ‘display publicly’ (BAGD), in order to indicate that, although the 
mercy-seat was hidden from human eyes by the veil, ‘God has publicly set forth the 
Lord Jesus Christ, in the sight of the intelligent universe …’ as the way of salvation. 
Luther and Calvin both believed that ‘mercy-seat’ was the right translation, and others 
have followed them. 

But the contrary arguments seem conclusive. First, if Paul meant ‘mercy-seat’ by 
hilastērion, he would inevitably have added the definite article. Secondly, the concept 
is incongruous in Romans which, unlike Hebrews, does not move ‘in the sphere of 
Levitical symbolism’. Thirdly, the metaphor would be confusing and even 
contradictory, since it would represent Jesus as being simultaneously the victim 
whose blood was shed and sprinkled and the place where the sprinkling took place. 
Fourthly, Paul’s sense of personal indebtedness to Christ crucified was so profound 
that he would hardly have likened him to ‘an inanimate piece of temple furniture’.33 

A second possible translation of hilastērion is ‘an expiation by his blood’ (RSV). The 
argument for this is that, whereas in secular Greek the verb hilaskomai means to 
‘placate’ (whether a god or a human being), its object in LXX is not God but sin. It is 
therefore said to mean not to ‘propitiate’ God but to ‘expiate’ sin, that is, to annul guilt 
or remove defilement. C. H. Dodd, with whom this viewpoint is particularly associated, 
and who as Director of the NEB evidently influenced its translators in this direction, 
wrote that expiatory acts ‘were felt to have the value, so to speak, of a disinfectant’. 
Thus NEB translates: ‘God designed him to be the means of expiating sin by his 
sacrificial death.’ 

The main reason these options are not satisfactory, and a reference to propitiation 
seems necessary, is the context. In these verses Paul is describing God’s solution to 
the human predicament, which is not only sin but God’s wrath upon sin (1:18; 2:5; 3:5). 
And where there is divine wrath, there is the need to avert it. We should not be shy of 
using the word ‘propitiation’ in relation to the cross, any more than we should drop 
the word ‘wrath’ in relation to God. Instead, we should struggle to reclaim and 
reinstate this language by showing that the Christian doctrine of propitiation is totally 
different from pagan or animistic superstitions. The need, the author and the nature 
of the Christian propitiation are all different. 

First, the need. Why is a propitiation necessary? The pagan answer is because the 
gods are bad-tempered, subject to moods and fits, and capricious. The Christian 
answer is because God’s holy wrath rests on evil. There is nothing unprincipled, 
unpredictable or uncontrolled about God’s anger; it is aroused by evil alone. 

Secondly, the author. Who undertakes to do the propitiating? The pagan answer 
is that we do. We have offended the gods; so we must appease them. The Christian 
answer, by contrast, is that we cannot placate the righteous anger of God. We have no 
means whatever by which to do so. But God in his undeserved love has done for us 
what we could never do by ourselves. God presented him (sc. Christ) as a sacrifice of 
atonement. John wrote similarly: ‘God … loved us and sent his Son as an atoning 
sacrifice (hilasmos) for our sins.’ The love, the idea, the purpose, the initiative, the 
action and the gift were all God’s. 

Thirdly, the nature. How has the propitiation been accomplished? What is the 
propitiatory sacrifice? The pagan answer is that we have to bribe the gods with sweets, 
vegetable offerings, animals, and even human sacrifices. The Old Testament sacrificial 



system was entirely different, since it was recognized that God himself has ‘given’ the 
sacrifices to his people to make atonement. And this is clear beyond doubt in the 
Christian propitiation, for God gave his own Son to die in our place, and in giving his 
Son he gave himself (5:8, 8:32). 

In sum, it would be hard to exaggerate the differences between the pagan and the 
Christian views of propitiation. In the pagan perspective, human beings try to placate 
their bad-tempered deities with their own paltry offerings. According to the Christian 
revelation, God’s own great love propitiated his own holy wrath through the gift of his 
own dear Son, who took our place, bore our sin and died our death. Thus God himself 
gave himself to save us from himself. 

This is the righteous basis on which the righteous God can ‘righteous’ the 
unrighteous without compromising his righteousness. Charles Cranfield has 
expressed it with care and eloquence: 

God, because in his mercy he willed to forgive sinful men, and being truly 
merciful, willed to forgive them righteously, that is, without in any way 
condoning their sin, purposed to direct against his own very Self in the person 
of his Son the full weight of that righteous wrath which they deserved. 

Professor Cranfield returns to the theme in his final essay on ‘The Death and 
Resurrection of Jesus Christ’. He argues that God purposed Jesus Christ to be a 
propitiatory sacrifice in order ‘that he might justify sinners righteously, that is, in a way 
that is altogether worthy of himself as the truly loving and merciful eternal God’. For 
God to have forgiven their sin lightly would have been ‘to have compromised with the 
lie that moral evil does not matter and so to have violated his own truth and mocked 
men with an empty, lying reassurance, which, at their most human, they must have 
recognized as the squalid falsehood which it would have been.’ 

(iii) Demonstration 

So far we have looked at two of the words Paul uses to describe the cross, namely 
apolytrōsis (‘redemption’) and hilastērion (‘propitiatory sacrifice’). We come now to 
the third, endeixis (‘demonstration’). For the cross was a demonstration or public 
revelation as well as an achievement. It not only accomplished the propitiation of God 
and the redemption of sinners; it also vindicated the justice of God: He did this to 
demonstrate his justice … (25b); … he did it to demonstrate his justice … (26a). In order 
to understand the form which this demonstration of God’s justice took, we need to 
note the deliberate contrast which Paul makes between the sins committed 
beforehand or previously, which in his forbearance he had left … unpunished (25b), 
and the present time in which God has acted to demonstrate his justice (26a). It is a 
contrast between the past and the present, between the divine forbearance which 
postponed judgment and the divine justice which exacted it, between the leaving 
unpunished or ‘passing over’ (RSV) of former sins (which made God appear unjust) and 
their punishment on the cross (by which God demonstrated his justice). 

That is, God left unpunished the sins of former generations, letting the nations go 
their own way and overlooking their ignorance, not because of any injustice on his 
part, or with any thought of condoning evil, but in his forbearance (cf. 2:4), and only 
because it was his fixed intention in the fulness of time to punish these sins in the 



death of his Son. This was the only way in which he could both himself be just, indeed 
demonstrate his justice, and simultaneously be the one who justifies those who have 
faith in Jesus (26b). Both justice (the divine attribute) and justification (the divine 
activity) would be impossible without the cross. 

Here, then, are the three technical terms which Paul uses (apolytrōsis, hilastērion 
and endeixis) to explain what God has done in and through Christ’s cross. He has 
redeemed his people. He has propitiated his wrath. He has demonstrated his justice. 
Indeed, these three achievements belong together. Through the sin-bearing, 
substitutionary death of his Son, God has propitiated his own wrath in such a way as 
to redeem and justify us, and at the same time demonstrate his justice. We can only 
marvel at the wisdom, holiness, love and mercy of God, and fall down before him in 
humble worship. The cross should be enough to break the hardest heart, and melt the 
iciest. 

We have considered that the source of our justification is God’s grace and its 
ground Christ’s cross. Now we turn to the means by which we are justified. 

c. The means of our justification: faith 

Three times in this paragraph Paul underlines the necessity of faith: through faith in 
Jesus Christ to all who believe (22); through faith in his blood (25) or, more probably, 
‘by his blood, to be received by faith’ (RSV); and God justifies those who have faith in 
Jesus (26). Indeed, justification is ‘by faith alone’, sola fide, one of the great watchwords 
of the Reformation. True, the word ‘alone’ does not occur in Paul’s text of verse 28, 
where Luther added it. It is not altogether surprising, therefore, that the Roman 
Catholic Church accused Luther of perverting the text of Holy Scripture. But Luther 
was following Origen and other early Church Fathers, who had similarly introduced 
the word ‘alone’. A true instinct led them to do so. Far from falsifying or distorting 
Paul’s meaning, they were clarifying and emphasizing it. It was similar with John 
Wesley who wrote that he felt he ‘did trust in Christ, in Christ alone, for salvation’. 
Justification is by grace alone, in Christ alone, through faith alone. 

Further, it is vital to affirm that there is nothing meritorious about faith, and that 
when we say that salvation is ‘by faith, not by works’, we are not substituting one kind 
of merit (‘faith’) for another (‘works’). Nor is salvation a sort of cooperative enterprise 
between God and us, in which he contributes the cross and we contribute faith. No, 
grace is non-contributory, and faith is the opposite of self-regarding. The value of faith 
is not to be found in itself, but entirely and exclusively in its object, namely Jesus Christ 
and him crucified. To say ‘justification by faith alone’ is another way of saying 
‘justification by Christ alone’. Faith is the eye that looks to him, the hand that receives 
his free gift, the mouth that drinks the living water. ‘Faith … apprehendeth nothing 
else but that precious jewel Christ Jesus.’ As Richard Hooker, the late-sixteenth-
century Anglican divine, wrote: ‘God justifies the believer—not because of the 
worthiness of his belief, but because of his (sc. Christ’s) worthiness who is believed.’ 

Justification (its source God and his grace, its ground Christ and his cross, and its 
means faith alone, altogether apart from works) is the heart of the gospel and unique 
to Christianity. No other system, ideology or religion proclaims a free forgiveness and 
a new life to those who have done nothing to deserve it but a lot to deserve judgment 
instead. On the contrary, all other systems teach some form of self-salvation through 
good works of religion, righteousness or philanthropy. Christianity, by contrast, is not 



in its essence a religion at all; it is a gospel, the gospel, good news that God’s grace has 
turned away his wrath, that God’s Son has died our death and borne our judgment, 
that God has mercy on the undeserving, and that there is nothing left for us to do, or 
even contribute. Faith’s only function is to receive what grace offers. 

The antithesis between grace and law, mercy and merit, faith and works, God’s 
salvation and self-salvation, is absolute. No compromising mishmash is possible. We 
are obliged to choose. Emil Brunner illustrated it vividly in terms of the difference 
between ‘ascent’ and ‘descent’. The really ‘decisive question’, he wrote, is ‘the direction 
of the movement’. Non-Christian systems think of ‘the self-movement of man’ 
towards God. Luther called speculation ‘climbing up to the majesty on high’. Similarly, 
mysticism imagines that the human spirit can ‘soar aloft towards God’. So does 
moralism. So does philosophy. Very similar is ‘the self-confident optimism of all non-
Christian religion’. None of these has seen or felt the gulf which yawns between the 
holy God and sinful, guilty human beings. Only when we have glimpsed this do we 
grasp the necessity of what the gospel proclaims, namely ‘the self-movement of God’, 
his free initiative of grace, his ‘descent’, his amazing ‘act of condescension’. To stand 
on the rim of the abyss, to despair utterly of ever crossing over, this is the indispensable 
‘antechamber of faith’.1 

 

 

Additional Resources: 

 
Article: God the Just and Justifier 
 
Sermon: John Piper, God Justified the Ungodly 
 

 
1 John R. W. Stott, The Message of Romans: God’s Good News for the World, The Bible Speaks 
Today (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 108–118. 

https://bible.org/seriespage/lesson-18-god-just-and-justifier-romans-325-26
https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/god-justified-the-ungodly
https://ref.ly/logosres/bstus66ro?ref=Bible.Ro3.21-26&off=24042

