
Lesson 16 at StudyRomans.org

Romans 1:17, Continued

Romans 1:17— For in it the righteousness of God is re-
vealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The righ-
teous shall live by faith.”

When we ended last week, we had started looking at the word “re-
vealed” in verse 17, and we saw that it can be understood in two dif-
ferent ways.

• First, the word “reveal” can simply mean to make something
known.

• Second, the word “reveal” can mean to create something new
that did not previously exist so that it can nowbe seen or heard.

So which is it here? Does the gospel just tell us about the righteous-
ness of God? Or does the gospel both create the righteousness of God
and then show it to us?

Well, we can’t answer that question until after we have answered our
next question: what ismeant in verse 17 by the righteousness of God?

Thefirst thingwe shouldnote about the righteousness ofGod is that it
is certainly a key phrase in the book of Romans. Paul uses that phrase
nine times in his epistles, with eight of those nine occurrences found
in Romans.
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So what does “the righteousness of God” mean? There are three pri-
mary views. (And you can see all of our various options on the Hand-
out for Lesson 16.)

First, the righteousness of God may refer to an attribute of God, to
some quality inherent in God’s character such as his righteousness.

Psalm119:142—Your righteousness is righteous forever,
and your law is true.

Second, the righteousness of Godmay refer to a gift or a status that is
given by God, such as the righteousness that comes from God.

Philippians 3:9 — And be found in him, not having a
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but
thatwhich comes through faith inChrist, the righteous-
ness from God that depends on faith.

Third, the righteousness of God may refer to some activity done by
God, such as the salvation done by God.

Isaiah 46:13— I bring near my righteousness; it is not
far off, and my salvationwill not delay; I will put salva-
tion in Zion, for Israel my glory.

Sowhat then is themeaning of the righteousness of Godhere in verse
17?

Once again, I think we should look at another question before we an-
swer that one. Let’s get all the cards out on the table before we start
defining things!
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Before we define “reveal” and “the righteousness of God,” let’s look
at a third phrase from verse 17: “from faith for faith.” What does that
mean? There are six primary views.

Actually, there is a seventh view not shown on the Handout. But we
know that this seventh view is not a correct view, and so we will not
include it on our list of possibilities.

Andwhat is this seventh view? It is the view that “from faith for faith”
is just Paul’s way of saying “by faith alone” as that phrase is used in
most of the denominational religious world.

Those who hold this position use that phrase “by faith alone” to drive
a wedge between faith and obedience, but we know that view is false.
Paul has already told us that back in verse 5 with the obedience of
faith. We know that a saving faith is always an obedient faith.

And we also know this seventh view is false because of what James
tells us. In fact, the book of James is the only book in the Bible where
we find that phrase, “faith alone.” Given that, you would think that
this verse would be the favorite verse of the “faith alone” crowd —
but, of course, it is instead their least favorite verse!

James 2:24—You see that a person is justified by works
and not by faith alone.

James 2:26 — For as the body apart from the spirit is
dead, so also faith apart fromworks is dead.

There could be no clearer statement than that as to what happens
whenyou try topeel faith andobedience apart. What youendupwith
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is a dead faith! It would be just like trying to peel the body and spirit
apart— you would end up with a dead body.

Sowhat is the solution? Luther’s solutionwas to throw James out the
window. But I think a better solution is to throw Luther out the win-
dow, or at least his false views.

WhateverPaulmeanshereby thephrase “fromfaith for faith,”wecan
be sure that he is not contradicting what James tells us or what Paul
himself told us in verse 5 about “the obedience of faith.” So, although
it is a popular view, this seventh view is a false view, and so it is not
on the list of six possibilities shown on the Handout for Lesson 16.

The first view on that list is that “from faith for faith” may refer to
the fact thatwe are saved through faith only in God. We are not saved
through faith in ourselves or faith in our achievements or faith in our
good deeds. We are saved through faith only in God.

Aswehave said, faith is trust and reliance inGod, and a saving faith is
an obedient faith. We trust God, and we obey God. That is the path to
salvation. If we trust in ourselves and rely on our own righteousness,
we will die in our sins. We must trust in God and only in God— that
is faith: complete trust and reliance in God and only in God.

The gospel is a system based on faith; not a system based on human
works. And perhaps this phrase “from faith for faith” is just Paul’s
way of saying that. In effect, perhaps Paul is just saying that the
gospel is all about faith, from beginning to end. That is the first view
on our list.
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Second, “from faith for faith” may refer to God’s faithfulness (from
faith) and man’s faith (for faith). Elsewhere, Paul tells us about the
faithfulness of God.

2Timothy2:13—Ifweare faithless,heremains faithful
— for he cannot deny himself.

1Thessalonians 5:24—Hewho calls you is faithful; he
will surely do it.

2Thessalonians 3:3— But the Lord is faithful. He will
establish you and guard you against the evil one.

Third, “from faith for faith” may refer to the progression from faith
in the Old Testament to faith in the New Testament. This view has
the advantage of being supported by the immediate context — the
Old Testament verse wewould quote first as evidence for this view is
quoted by Paul himself right here in verse 17!

Habakkuk 2:4— Behold, his soul is puffed up; it is not
upright within him, but the righteous shall live by his
faith.

Fourth, “from faith for faith”may refer to the faith of the Jews (which
came first) and the faith of the Gentiles (which came second). This
view has a similar advantage to the previous view — support in the
immediate context. The verse that we would quote first as evidence
for this view of verse 17 is verse 16!

Romans 1:16— For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for
it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who be-
lieves, to the Jew first and also to the Greek.
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Fifth, “from faith for faith” may refer to the faith of the preacher and
the faith of the hearer. This view also has the advantage of support
in the context— but here it is not the immediate context. We have to
look ahead to Romans 10.

Romans 10:15,17— And how are they to preach unless
they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the
feet of those who preach the good news!” … So faith
comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of
Christ.

Sixth, “from faith for faith” may refer to the growth of our own faith
from our first faith in Godwhenwe obey the gospel to amoremature
faith as we grow spiritually in our walk with Christ. Paul describes
that path to maturity elsewhere.

Ephesians 4:13—Until we all attain to the unity of the
faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, tomature
manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness
of Christ.

Hebrews 6:1 — Therefore let us leave the elementary
doctrine of Christ and go on to maturity, not laying
again a foundation of repentance from dead works and
of faith toward God.

So, after looking at our options for “reveal,” our options for “the
righteousness of God,” and our options for the phrase “from faith for
faith,” where are we?

• We have two possible views for “reveal.”

• We have three possible views for “the righteousness of God.”

• We have six possible views for “from faith for faith.”
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If we do the math, then what that means is that, if we wanted to ex-
amine all of those various combinations, we would have to look at 36
different views for the meaning of verse 17! But that would take too
much time— even for us! So, instead, let’s see if we can narrow our
options down a bit.

What about that word “reveal”? Is God just informing us about some-
thing here, or is God creating something and then showing it to us
here?

I think the next verse, verse 18, is helpful in answering that question.
And so let’s briefly look ahead to the next verse.

Romans 1:18— For the wrath of God is revealed from
heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of
men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth.

I think the word “revealed” in verse 18 is clearly in our second cate-
gory — it is describing something that is created and then shown to
us.

God’s wrath is not just something about which the ungodly are be-
ing informed; instead God’s wrath is caused by the ungodly and is
then shown to the ungodly. The ungodliness of man brought about
the wrath of God as a response to their sin. Paul tells us that else-
where:

Ephesians 5:6 — Let no one deceive you with empty
words, for because of these things the wrath of God
comes upon the sons of disobedience.
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Colossians 3:6— On account of these the wrath of God
is coming.

What is being revealed in verse 18 is something that came about
because of and on account of something done by the disobedience of
mankind. That disobedience caused the wrath.

And I think that use of the word “revealed” in verse 18 suggests that
we should view the same word in the same way in verse 17.

And, if we adopt that second view of “reveal” in verse 17, then what
does that say about our list of potential views for the righteousness
of God? Are there any options for that second term that we can drop
from our list based on our view of the first term?

Yes, I thinkwe can rule out the first view— that the righteousness of
God refers to an attribute of God’s nature. Yes, that view is a popular
view, but I don’t think it is the correct view.

Why not? Because God has always been righteous. God’s righteous-
ness isnot something that couldhavebeencausedby thearrival of the
gospel. If “reveal” in verse 17 means the same thing it does in verse
18, then I do not think that the “righteousness of God” in verse 17 can
refer to God’s righteous nature.

That leaves us with two options: the righteousness of God refers to
a gift or a status given by God, or the righteousness of God refers to
some activity done by God.

Which of those two remaining options should we choose? To answer
that question, I think we should look at how this same phrase will be
used again later in Romans to describe the Jews.
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Romans 10:3—For, being ignorant of the righteousness
of God, and seeking to establish their own, they did not
submit to God’s righteousness.

The distinction in Romans 10:3 is between the righteousness that we
seek to establish ourselves versus the righteousness that comes from
God through our submission to the gospel of Christ. That righteous-
ness from God is a gift from God. It is the gift from God that is given
when we obey the gospel.

Philippians 3:9 — And be found in him, not having a
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but
thatwhich comes through faith inChrist, the righteous-
ness from God that depends on faith.

Paul refers to this “righteousness of God” elsewhere as somethingwe
become.

2 Corinthians 5:21—For our sake hemade him to be sin
who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the
righteousness of God.

I think the righteousness of God in Romans 1:17 and 2 Corinthians 5:21
is the righteousness from God in Philippians 3:9 and is the righteous-
ness of God in Romans 10:3 aboutwhich the Jewswere ignorant, seek-
ing instead to establish their own righteousness.

And that view fits perfectly with our understanding of “reveal” in
verse 17. This righteousness of God is revealed by the gospel in the
sense that the gospel gives God the power to make sinners righteous.
This power was created by the gospel and then shown tomankind by
the proclamation of the gospel. This righteousness was “revealed” to
us.
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And I think that view of “the righteousness of God” agrees with how
that same phrase is used elsewhere in Romans. For example:

Romans 3:21-22 — But now the righteousness of God
has been manifested apart from the law, although the
Law and the Prophets bear witness to it — the righ-
teousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all
who believe. For there is no distinction.

Notice the word “now” in that verse — “now” the righteousness of
God has beenmanifested apart from the law. Again, that suggests we
are looking at something new here — something that had not been
shown to us before, but that has “now” been shown.

And notice the phrase “through faith” in that verse. Again, that
phrase suggests that we are not looking at some attribute of God
here, but rather we are looking at something that we received from
God through faith, and this gift from God is “for all who believe,”
keeping in mind all that we said about that word “believe” in our
prior lesson.

And, finally, those verses tell us that the Law and the Prophets bear
witness to the righteousness of God. We are reminded of what Jesus
said:

Luke 24:44—Thenhe said to them, “These aremywords
that I spoke to you while I was still with you, that ev-
erything written about me in the Law of Moses and the
Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.”

Likewise, I think this “righteousness of God” in verse 17 is something
about Jesus thatwaswritten in the Lawand theProphets and that had
“now” been fulfilled.
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The righteousness of God is the righteousness that comes only from
God and that comes only through the gospel of Christ. The righteous-
ness of God is the righteousness that we receive as a free gift from
God when we obey the gospel of Christ.

Don’t we sing about this righteousness of God?

“When he shall come with trumpet sound, O may I then
in him be found: dressed in his righteousness alone,
faultless to stand before the throne.”

In the gospel is revealed a plan by which God makes men righteous.
And, so, with that understanding of the righteousness of God, how
should we interpret the phrase “from faith for faith?” Which of our
six options is the best choice? Here, again, is the list from the Hand-
out for Lesson 16:

• “from faith for faith” refers to our salvation only through faith
inGod rather than through faith in ourselves and our owngood
deeds; we will never be able to work our way to heaven; the
gospel is all about faith, from beginning to end.

• “from faith for faith” refers to God’s faithfulness (from faith)
andman’s faith (for faith).

• “from faith for faith” refers to the progression from faith in the
Old Testament to faith in the New Testament.

• “from faith for faith” refers to the faith of the Jews (which came
first) and the faith of the Gentiles (which came second).

• “from faith for faith” refers to the faith of the preacher and the
faith of the hearer.
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• “from faith for faith” refers to the growth of someone’s faith
from his first faith to a more mature faith.

Which should we choose? The short answer is that any of these op-
tions could bewhat Paulmeant by the phrase “from faith for faith” in
verse 17. They are all Biblical ways to describe faith. We looked at the
verses earlier.

The phrase is ambiguous. And, any time I see an ambiguous phrase
like that in the Bible, I wonderwhether Godmeant for us to seemany
different meanings in that phrase.

Perhaps, here in verse 17, God wanted us to see all six of these mean-
ings. Perhaps Paul did not intend only one meaning, and, if so, we
should not choose only one meaning. We can find all of these mean-
ings elsewhere in the Bible — why not also see them here in verse
17?

But, if I were forced to choose only one, I would likely lean toward
the last option on our list — that “from faith for faith” looks to the
first step of faith that we show when we obey the gospel (from faith)
and also looks to our life of faith as we walk in the light, zealous for
goodworks, and aswe remain faithful unto death (for faith). We start
with faith, and we continue with faith. That option fits well with the
quote at the end of the verse — faith is how we live; faith is how we
walk.

But, given the support in the immediate context for two of the other
options, I leanmore toward theopinion that this phrasewas intended
to include all of these various Biblical possibilities.
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In short, the Bible tells us that there are many facets to how the righ-
teousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, and I do not think
that Paul’s intention herewas to include only one of thosemanyways
to understand that description of faith.

And, with that, we are halfway through verse 17! Now let’s read the
second half:

as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”

Wherewould you turn if I asked you to name the Old Testament book
that teaches us the most important thing in the Old Testament about
faith?

Somemightwonder if there’s anyOldTestament book that teaches us
about faith. Isn’t faith just a New Testament concept? Wasn’t the Old
Testament focused only onworks? And didn’t God suddenly focus on
faith only under the New Covenant?

Notat all. Godhasalwaysbeen focusedon faith. AndPaul’s quotation
here fromHabakkuk proves that.

Habakkuk 2:4— “Behold, his soul is puffed up; it is not
upright within him, but the righteous shall live by his
faith.”

And so, I ask again —what Old Testament book tells us the most im-
portant thing in the Old Testament about faith? It may be Habakkuk.

Why do I say that? Because the NewTestament repeatedly quotes the
verse we just read when explaining the role of faith in the gospel of
Christ. We see one example of that right here in verse 17, but there
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are two other places where this same verse from Habakkuk is also
quoted:

Galatians 3:11: Now it is evident that no one is justified
before God by the law, for “The righteous shall live by
faith.”

Hebrews 10:38: But my righteous one shall live by faith,
and if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure in him.

For those who think that Paul wrote Hebrews, this verse from
Habakkuk is a major piece of their evidence.

But, to understand what Habakkuk’s statement means in Romans 1,
we first need to understand what Habakkuk’s statement meant in
Habakkuk.

We don’t know much about Habakkuk the person, but we do know
that his prophecy is very different from most of the other prophetic
books. Instead of speaking to the people for God, Habakkuk speaks
to God for the people.

But why? What caused Habakkuk to speak to God? The answer is
that Habakkuk looked around and did not like what he saw. And so
he boldly confronted God with his concerns and with his questions.
Habakkuk saw aworld thatwas in amess, and hewonderedwhy that
was so, andhewonderedwhyGodwasn’t doing anything about it. We
see all of that in the opening verses of his book.

Habakkuk 1:2-4—OLORD, how long shall I cry for help,
and youwill not hear? Or cry to you “Violence!” and you
will not save? Why do you make me see iniquity, and
whydoyou idly look atwrong? Destruction andviolence
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are before me; strife and contention arise. So the law is
paralyzed, and justice never goes forth. For the wicked
surround the righteous; so justice goes forth perverted.

In short, Habakkuk was wondering how God’s people could ever live
in such a world? How could God’s people know that God had not
turned his back on them and on his promises to them — when, at
least on the surface, it looked like God had done both of those things.
Had God deserted them?

And God’s answer? God’s answer to Habakkuk is found in the same
verse that Paul quoteshere inRomans 1:17. God’s answer toHabakkuk
is that the righteous shall live by faith. God’s answer to Habakkuk is
faith. Faith is the answer to those questions — it was the answer in
the days of Habakkuk, it was the answer in the days of Paul, and it
remains the answer in our own day. The answer is to rely on God and
to trust in God.

But before we leave the pages of Habakkuk, let’s pause and consider
three great lessons from this wonderful Old Testament verse: “The
righteous shall live by faith.”

Lesson 1: Faith Is Not Just a New Testament Concept

Thefirst thingHabakkuk teaches us is that peoplewere always saved
through faith, even under the Old Covenant. Why? Because the only
alternative to salvation by faith is to live a perfect life — and only Je-
sus was ever able to do that.

Romans 3:23 will later remind us that all have sinned. We can never
come to God on the basis of our own merit. We must come to God
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trusting only in him and relying only on him. We must come to God
in faith, and that has always been true.

Yes, there are enormous differences between the Old and New
Covenants, but the faithfulness of God’s obedient children is not one
of those differences. Faith has always been the way to God — and
that faith has always been a living, active, obedient faith. That is
the only kind of faith that saves.

And God’s people have always been a faithful remnant — an active,
working, trusting, obedient remnant. We see that faithful remnant
all throughout the Old Testament, and we see that faithful remnant
today in the church.

And that remnant is just that — a remnant. We should never expect
to be in themajority. In fact, in the history of theworld, God’s people
have been in the majority only twice — right after the creation and
right after the flood. Other than that, we have always been a distinct
minority— a remnant.

And, yes, that faithful remnant today is the church. But there was
also a faithful remnant prior to the church. We see that faithful rem-
nant all throughout the Old Testament— people trusting in God and
relying on God as they walked in faithful obedience to God. Hebrews
11 gives us many examples of such faithful people. The people of God
have always been a faithful remnant.

And that faithful remnant is saved only by the blood of Christ, both
under the NewCovenant and under the Old Covenant. We see that in
Hebrews 9:15; 10:4; 10:14.

Lesson 2: Faith Is aWay of Life
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Habakkuk 2:4 tells us that “the righteous shall live by faith.” That
word “live” tells us at least two important things about faith.

First, that word “live” tells us that faith is not just a single one-time
event. Instead, faith is howwe live.

For our physical life, we might say that the healthy shall live by oxy-
gen. Absent oxygen, our health will end very quickly. Likewise, spir-
itually, the righteous shall live by faith. And,with oxygen, one breath
is not enough. Wemust continue to breathe everymoment of our life.
That is what faith is like—wemust live by faith just as we must live
by oxygen. Faith is the path to life— the only path to life. If we want
to live, wemust live by faith.

The second thing we learn from that word “live” is that faith is our
way of life. Faith is how we live. Faith is how we walk with God.
Faith is howwe follow Christ.

To see that, let’s look at the contrast between this verse from
Habakkuk and the very next verse in Habakkuk.

Habakkuk2:5—Moreover,wine is a traitor, anarrogant
man who is never at rest. His greed is as wide as Sheol;
like death he has never enough. He gathers for himself
all nations and collects as his own all peoples.

There is a stark contrast between the righteousman inverse 4 and the
sinful man in verse 5. The sinful man is a drunkard, the sinful man is
arrogant, the sinful man is greedy, and the sinful man is proud. But,
and here is the crucial point, that contrast is not just a contrast about
how they think— it is also a contrast about how they live.
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What is the difference between thosewho live by faith and thosewho
do not? Is it just that one group is thinking the right things? No. It
is more than that. Yes, they are thinking the right things— but they
are also doing the right things.

The righteous do not live as the proud live. Instead, the righteous live
by faith. They walk by faith. They think by faith. They act by faith.
They speak by faith. Faith is their way of life in everything they think
or do.

Colossians 3:17 — And whatever you do, in word or
deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giv-
ing thanks to God the Father through him.

That is the walk of faith — whatever you do, in word or deed. That
is what it means to be the people of God. Faith is not just what we
believe— faith is howwewalk, faith is howwe live. Faith is our way
of life.

Lesson 3: Faith Is a Two-Way Street

A saving faith involves both our faithfulness and God’s faithful-
ness. And, as we saw, that is one possible understanding of the
phrase “from faith for faith” in verse 17.

God is faithful to his promises. When we have faith in God what that
means is thatwe have placed our trust only in God andwe are relying
only upon God. And we can be certain that our trust in God is not
misplaced. We can entrust our very souls to God.
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1 Peter 4:19 — Therefore let those who suffer accord-
ing to God’s will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator
while doing good.

A saving faith involves both our faithfulness to God and God’s faith-
fulness to his promises. But how does Habakkuk teach us that?

To answer that question, we need to take a step back to see the en-
tirety of Habakkuk’s book. Whenwe do that, I thinkwhatwewill see
is that the central theme of his prophecy is living by faith in light of
the faithfulness of God.

Habakkuk knew that God loved his people. Habakkuk knew that God
could not tolerate evil. AndHabakkuk knew that Godwould be faith-
ful to his promises.

And, yes, Habakkuk asked God some tough questions, but Habakkuk
did not ask those tough questions because he doubted God’s faithful-
ness. Habakkuk asked those tough questions because hewas certain
of God’s faithfulness. That is why Habakkuk was so puzzled.

If Habakkuk had doubted God’s faithfulness, then there would have
been no reason for Habakkuk to wonder why the world was in such
a mess. He would have simply concluded that God must have turned
his back on his promises.

But Habakkuk knew that wasn’t the answer. Habakkuk had no doubt
aboutGod’s faithfulness—and that certainty about thenature ofGod
waswhat droveHabakkuk to ask God those tough questions: “Where
are you? Why aren’t you doing anything to stop this? Are you seeing
this?” The entire book of Habakkuk is all about the faithfulness of
God.
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