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In the third chapter “The Righteousness of God,” Barth emphasizes the “chasm” between God and human beings.
  “No road to the eternal meaning of the created world has ever existed, save the road of negation.  This is the lesson of history.”
  Beyond the temptation of all human beings to idols before God, what does Barth have in mind that needs this dire warning?  John Webster notes, “The outbreak of hostilities in 1914 further disillusioned him, especially because of what he saw as the collusion of mainstream theology with the ideology of war.”
  Barth began working on his commentary on the Romans in 1916.  Barth finished his second edition in 1921 and English translation was released in 1933.  Webster notes the “collusion” of religious and governmental authorities at the heart of Barth’s concern.  We see an example of the religious opponents he opposed in his 1934 essay “The Church” in which Barth opposes “the error of the Roman Catholic Church . . . and the error of modernistic Protestantism.”
  In the 1934 Barmen Declaration, Barth names “the errors of the ‘German Christians’ of the present Reich Church government which are devastating the Church and also therefore breaking up the unity of the German Evangelical Church.”
  Claudio Koonz notes an American living in Germany who reported hearing someone say, “Hitler was sent by heaven” by not just the uneducated but by the upper class.
  Barth describes Jesus as the one who “takes the form of a slave; He moves to the cross and to death; His greatest achievement is a negative achievement.  He is not a genius, endowed with manifest or even with occult powers; He is not a hero or leader of men; He is neither poet nor thinker” (Emphasis mine).
  Though the first half of this quotation resembles Philippians 2:6-8, the latter presents a strong contrast with Hitler.  I would say that in a certain sense Jesus was a genius and endowed with powers but Barth’s point is not to present some sort of low Christology but rather to note presciently that unlike the “leader” (Führer) and his “contempt for Christianity,”
 Jesus “sacrifices to the incomparably Greater”
—God the Father.  It is for these reasons that Barth relentlessly pounds away at the idea of the “negative.”
  People need to realize that “they have nothing which they have not received”
 “. . . fundamentally there are no human works sufficiently significant to excite the favour of God.”
 

Into this reality comes the “But now” of Romans 3:21.  “But now directs our attention to . . . the impossible possibility.”
  “The righteousness of God is that ‘nevertheless’ by which He associates us with Himself and declares Himself to be our God.”
  For Barth, in this chapter, faith is recognizing the chasm between God and human beings—the crisis, the dialectic.  It is very Lutheran and he quotes Luther before he begins his exposition of 3:22b-24.
  Human beings can only “repent.”
   “Faith is conversion: it is the radically new disposition of the man who stands naked before God and has been wholly impoverished that he may procure the one pearl of great price.”
  “Faith in Jesus, like its theme, the righteousness of God, is the radical ‘Nevertheless.’”
  Barth does not (at this point) mention a horizontal dimension—at least one of Paul’s concerns in Romans is that Jewish and Gentile Christians be reconciled—Barth is thus far completely occupied with the vertical dimension.  Later in 1926, Barth acknowledges that response to God is not just faith but also obedience.  “Faith and obedience are bound to this Word of God, are born from it and live from it.  I judge it essential to name faith and obedience together, neither one without the other.”
  In both cases, Barth emphasizes “hope”—the eschatological dimension.  “What has been left out is the insight that all Christendom and its relation to culture depends entirely on hope.”
  “Men are bereft of every ground of boasting except hope.”
  This “theology of hope” (Moltmann) or “apocalyptic dimension” (Ernst Käsemann, J. Christiaan Beker and J. Louis Martyn) crystallizes Barth’s difference from his theological contemporaries.  Barth notes that “If relationship with God were to produce an enhancement of human being and having and doing in this world . . . In that case much use would be made of the word ‘God,’ but the theme would not be concerned with righteousness, or redemption, or resurrection, it would not be concerned with all things, or with Last Things, or with Eternity.”
  N.T. Wright’s book Surprised by Hope
—probably the most acclaimed theological book of 2008—points out some common eschatological errors among evangelicals and argues for the importance of Jesus in the now—but these corrections can only be made when the otherworldly character of God has been established—this Barth helpfully portrays.  
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