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The Quarter Ahead
This spring the focus is on the good 

news of Jesus Christ, that is, the gos-
pel. In Paul’s letter to the church in 
Rome, he explains both what the gos-
pel is and what it is not, starting with 
some of the misconceptions his Jew-
ish and Gentile audience had about 
the good news.

In the first unit, we will explore the 
bad news for which the gospel is the 
one and only answer: that all are unrigh-
teous based on their own merits. The 
opening lesson presents Paul’s intro-
duction of himself to the church, which 
he had not yet visited (but wished to), 
and the purpose of his letter.

Paul wanted to explain how the Jew-
ish Messiah came to save Gentiles too. 
But to start, he had to show that Gen-
tiles and Jews alike are utterly sinful, 
unrighteous, and separated from God. 
The second and third lessons culmi-
nate in that inescapable point, leaving 
no excuses and no escape for those 
who want to justify themselves apart 
from God.

The second unit offers answers to the 
questions raised by the first. If no one 
is righteous, then who can be saved? If 
righteousness is a free gift, then what 
is the point of the Law? And how does 
being declared righteous lead to a holy 
life? The unit starts with a look at the 
faithful life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ as the foundation of our 
faith and justification.

Our Easter Sunday lesson points us 
to the faithfulness of Abraham in be-
lieving in God’s promise as the mod-
el for our faith in the same God who 
raised Jesus from the dead. The next 
lesson explains how Jesus’ death on 

the cross, even while we were God’s 
enemies, welcomes us to a new life 
not characterized by self-righteous-
ness but by faithful love. That new life, 
as seen in the next lesson, is found 
through dying with Jesus, as pictured 
through the symbol of baptism, so we 
can live with Him as God’s children.

Finally, the third unit shows how 
God’s determination to forgive sins 
through Christ is completely in agree-
ment with the Law of Moses and the 
Prophets of the Old Testament. Start-
ing with the necessity of hope—not-
ing how even creation hopes to be 
released from the consequences of 
sin—Paul explores the question of 
present suffering versus future glory.

The tension between God’s ultimate 
righteousness and the present wicked-
ness of the world is resolved by seeing 
God working for good both with and 
through those He predestined to bear 
the image of Jesus as joint-heirs. The 
tenth lesson wrestles with God’s sover-
eignty and human choice in our calling, 
using Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Pha-
raoh as examples for a Jewish audience.

Though Paul loved his fellow Israel-
ites, he taught them that only faith in 
the crucified and resurrected Jesus, 
not birthright or law-keeping, will save. 
The twelfth lesson expands that key 
point, pulling quotes from various por-
tions of the Bible to show that God’s 
plan always intended the unimpeded 
inclusion of the Gentiles—everyone, 
in fact, who calls on the name of the 
Lord. The quarter ends where it start-
ed: with the good news, the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, welcoming all who be-
lieve into God’s family.

—James T. Wood.

PLEASE NOTE: Fundamental, sound doctrine is the objective of The Incorporated Trustees of the Gospel Worker Society, 
Union Gospel Press Division. The writers are prayerfully selected for their Bible knowledge and yieldedness to the Spirit of 
Truth, each writing in his own style as enlightened by the Holy Spirit. At best we know in part only. “They received the word with 
all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so” (Acts 17:11).
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In the New and Old Testaments, the 
terms “righteous” and “righteousness” 
occur 510 times and “just” and “jus-
tice” 178 times. Romans alone has 
56 total occurrences of these words, 
8 percent of the Bible’s total, though 
Romans accounts for only 1 percent of 
all the words in the Bible.

In addition, the words “believe” and 
“faith” and their various forms (that is, 
“believed,” “believing,” “faithful”) are 
found more than 600 times in the Bible 
with 9 percent found in Romans. What 
this says is that the concepts of justice, 
righteousness, faith, and belief are vital-
ly important to understanding not only 
Romans but the whole of Scripture.

But it gets complicated. In translating 
the Bible from Hebrew and Greek into 
English, the translators had more options 
to choose from. Both Hebrew and Greek 
use one word to mean both “justice” 
and “righteousness” (Hebrew, tsadaq; 
Greek, dikaiosune~), and one word to 
mean both “belief” and “faith” (Hebrew, 
aman; Greek, pistis). English divided the 
first concept into a mostly legal or social 
sense for “justice” and a mostly moral or 
religious sense for “righteousness.”

Likewise, though “belief” and “faith” 
are often used interchangeably in En-
glish, the idea of belief has more of an 
intellectual and emotional sense, while 
“faith” still tends to pull more from 
the idea of faithfulness or integrity in 
action. Those nuances of meaning in 
English thus had some impact on the 
translation of the Bible into English.

Unquestionably, a key theme of the 
Bible is the creation of a right spiritual 
relationship with God. It is no wonder, 
then, that three-quarters of the time the 
translators chose “righteousness” over 
“justice” to capture the idea of the orig-
inal languages. But in the process of 

trying to use two words in one language 
to capture the meaning of one word in 
another, there is always something lost. 
For righteousness/justice what is lost 
is often the sense of social and judicial 
justice as a part of the righteousness 
that God personifies. For faith/belief 
what is often lost is the sense of integ-
rity in action or commitment-keeping. 
But those more holistic understandings 
do not have to stay lost!

In opening his letter to the Romans, 
Paul quotes Habakkuk: “The just shall 
live by faith” (Rom. 1:17; cf. Hab. 2:4). 
In this one verse, both of our split terms 
play off of each other. In other words, 
the one who is righteous/just shall live 
by faith/faithfulness/belief. Paul then 
goes on to explore both righteousness/
justice and faith/belief in the rest of 
the letter. Abraham was declared just/
righteous by faith/belief (Rom. 4:3; cf. 
Gen. 15:6), we are declared righteous/
justified by belief/faith (Rom. 5:1), and 
the Law is fulfilled in Christ as justice/
righteousness for all who are faithful/
believe (10:4-10). Throughout Romans 

Righteousness, Justice, Belief, and Faith
James T. Wood
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these terms play a key role in the over-
all argument Paul makes.

Translators are often faced with 
impossible choices when trying to 
convey the meaning of the original 
language. We can help them in their 
work by learning about some of the 
difficulties, as well as learning the mul-
tiple meanings the author may be con-
veying. It would be tedious to read the 
Bible if it were written like the above 
paragraph, but to get to the fuller un-
derstanding of God’s Word we need to 
grasp the full meaning of its words.

Think of words like “righteousness”/
justice” and “faith”/“belief” as existing 
on a continuum. In some contexts, they 
overlap; in others they are separate—
like on a Venn diagram. While in English 
we can talk about social justice, legal 
justice, religious righteousness, and so 
on, when we see the word “righteous-
ness” or “justice” when reading the Bi-
ble, we should be careful not to imme-
diately exclude any of these concepts.

Isaiah spoke of the one who could 
stand in the midst of God’s judgment on 
His chosen people as “he that walketh 
righteously, and speaketh uprightly; he 
that despiseth the gain of oppressions, 
that shaketh his hands from holding 
of bribes, that stoppeth his ears from 
hearing of blood, and shutteth his eyes 
from seeing evil” (Isa. 33:15). And Jer-
emiah said, “Thus saith the Lord; Ex-
ecute ye judgment and righteousness, 
and deliver the spoiled out of the hand 
of the oppressor: and do no wrong, do 
no violence to the stranger, the father-
less, nor the widow, neither shed inno-
cent blood in this place” (Jer. 22:3).

Clearly the social aspects of justice/
righteousness are in view in these pas-
sages, but that does not remove the 
meaning of God’s ultimate moral righ-
teousness as the basis of all justice, 
whether social or spiritual.

In a similar way, faith and belief need 
to be understood more in terms of 
how they overlap, rather than primarily 

as separate concepts. To believe is to 
have faith, and to be faithful is to be a 
believer; there is no sharp distinction in 
the Bible. While in English “belief” can 
have the connotation of an intellectual 
or emotional conviction, the Greek and 
Hebrew terms almost always include 
the concept of active integrity.

We can illustrate this in terms of a 
marriage relationship: we can believe 
that the spouses love each other, and 
that belief is borne out as we watch 
them be faithful to each other over the 
years of their commitment. In the biblical 
languages, belief and faith always coex-
ist in this understanding of conviction 
leading to consistent action over time.

So when we think about what it 
means that “the just shall live by faith” 
(Rom. 1:17; cf. Hab. 2:4), we should 
help the translators in their important 
work and think about it in terms of 
both/and rather than either/or. Those 
who are socially just and spiritually 
righteous will live lives of integrity by 
acting based on their convictions.

Further, we can use the justice/righ-
teousness and the faithfulness/belief 
of Jesus as a model for ourselves. 
Paul spoke of the righteousness of 
God as being “by faith of Jesus Christ 
unto all and upon all them that believe: 
for there is no difference” (Rom. 3:22). 
That is to say, Christ always acts in 
justice/righteousness and faithfulness/
belief. This makes sense only if we do 
not think of belief as just thinking the 
right thoughts but as being faithful to 
those convictions over time.

Jesus did not need to believe in Him-
self, in the sense that He needed to be 
convinced of His own lordship. Rather, 
He was true to His conviction and call-
ing as God’s Son to live a just/righteous 
life, to die on the cross due to the injus-
tice/unrighteousness of people, and to 
rise again from the dead in faithfulness 
to His promise. And we are declared 
just/righteous by believing faithfully 
that Jesus’ promises will come to pass.
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NOTES

ROM. 1:8 First, I thank my God 
through Jesus Christ for you all, that 
your faith is spoken of throughout 
the whole world.

9 For God is my witness, whom 
I serve with my spirit in the gospel 
of his Son, that without ceasing I 
make mention of you always in my 
prayers;

10 Making request, if by any 
means now at length I might have 
a prosperous journey by the will of 
God to come unto you.

11 For I long to see you, that I 
may impart unto you some spiri-
tual gift, to the end ye may be es-
tablished;

12 That is, that I may be comfort-
ed together with you by the mutual 
faith both of you and me.

13 Now I would not have you ig-

norant, brethren, that oftentimes I 
purposed to come unto you, (but 
was let hitherto,) that I might have 
some fruit among you also, even 
as among other Gentiles.

14 I am debtor both to the Greeks, 
and to the Barbarians; both to the 
wise, and to the unwise.

15 So, as much as in me is, I am 
ready to preach the gospel to you 
that are at Rome also.

16 For I am not ashamed of the 
gospel of Christ: for it is the power of 
God unto salvation to every one that 
believeth; to the Jew first, and also 
to the Greek.

17 For therein is the righteous-
ness of God revealed from faith to 
faith: as it is written, The just shall 
live by faith.

LESSON 1 MARCH 7, 2021 

SCRIPTURE LESSON TEXT
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Lesson Exposition
Though Paul’s letter to the Romans 

contains one of the fullest explana-
tions of his theology, the text is inex-
tricably connected to the situation of 
the church in Rome. Paul wrote from 
Corinth around a.d. 56, just before 
going to Jerusalem (cf. Rom. 15:26, 
31-32). In a.d. 49 Emperor Claudius 
had expelled all the Jews from Rome, 
presumably leaving only Gentile Chris-
tians in the church until the edict was 
lifted. The subsequent reintegration 
of Jewish Christians into a Gentile 
church was no doubt behind much of 
the situation Paul addressed.

PAUL’S HOPE—Rom. 1:8-12
Paul had not been to Rome before 

writing to the church there, though he 
knew a lot about the situation (cf. Rom. 
16). One of the reasons his letter is so 
long and thorough (it is the longest of 
Paul’s epistles) is that he had never 
spoken to them in person. Paul consid-
ered himself to be the “apostle of the 
Gentiles” (11:13), and Rome was the 
preeminent city in the Roman Empire.

The faithfulness of the church in 
Rome was “spoken of throughout the 

whole world” (1:8), and Paul saw how 
the gospel could be spread even fur-
ther from there. Therefore, he fervently 
prayed both for the church in Rome 
and his own chance to travel there.

After he wrote this letter, Paul re-
turned to Jerusalem and was arrested 
and imprisoned. He eventually ap-
pealed to Caesar and was taken to 
Rome in chains rather than as part of 
“a prosperous journey” (vs. 10). God 
honors our godly desires and uses 
them according to His will. We might 
desire to serve God in a certain way, 
but He may fulfill our desire in a com-
pletely different way. Paul is a good 
example. He desired to go to Rome 
and preach the gospel there, and he 
eventually did, but it was in God’s way 
and in His time.

Seeking to do the will of God sets 
our feet on the path, but as God leads 
us toward “green pastures,” the road 
sometimes leads us “through the valley 
of the shadow of death” (Ps. 23:2, 4). 
We must trust in God’s timing as well as 
His leading. Sometimes it is our desire 
that must mature to match God’s; oth-
er times it is the time that must mature 

Paul’s Desire to Visit Rome
Lesson Text: Romans 1:8-17 

Related Scriptures: I Thessalonians 1:1-4; I Corinthians 1:18-24;  
Galatians 3:10-14

TIME: a.d. 56 PLACE: from Corinth

GOLDEN TEXT—“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of 
God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek” 
(Romans 1:16).


