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In chapter 6 of The Epistle to the Romans, I was particularly drawn to Barth’s unpacking of what human response looks like to the grace of God because Barth seems typically (rightfully) focused on God’s initiative.  Barth comments on Paul’s treatment of the relationship between sin and grace (vv. 1-2); the nature of baptism (vv. 3-4), resurrection life and being “set free from sin” (vv. 5-7); and being slaves to God not sin (vv. 15-23).  
Here are the basic contours of how Barth conceives of human response to God’s grace.  Barth allows Paul’s strong contrast between sin and grace to shine through his commentary.  “A doubt is here cast upon the pre-supposition of the necessity of sin . . . Grace to which sin is a contemporary possibility is not grace.  He that has received grace neither knows nor wills sin.” (191).
  Barth seems to indicate here that baptized people can live free of sin.  He returns to this subject later in the chapter—stressing what is often called imputed righteousness.  “Ye are, however, not under law, but under grace.  That is to say, ye stand beyond the last and noblest human achievement, where only forgiveness matters (4:15; 6:13), and where forgiveness becomes a matter of fact” (213).  But Barth rejects the idea that “because God does everything, men ought to do nothing” (214).  The old person who was concerned about doing certain things dies—“we are not we” (216).  The first part of obedience is to believe you are forgiven.  Paul says to the Roman Christians, “they are bidden to—believe; yes! to believe in their power of obedience.  This is the venture which must be dared” (218).  Having understood what God has done, “righteousness is not a possibility, but a necessity; not a disposition subject to change, but the inexorable meaning of life” (220).  But this does not mean that a “mere fatalistic discrediting of our present life” (222) is the appropriate response to God’s grace.  Rather, “Grace, as the invisible truth, cannot but press to concretion” (222).  The receiver of grace will want to respond to that grace.  “if all that is in us does not stretch out towards a sanctified life prepared for and open to the righteousness of God; if we do not long for a life running so nigh to the righteousness of God that it would break visibly through in our members, in our mortal body—;grace is not grace” (223).   But throughout of course, Barth is adamant that this is no “human possibility” (222).  Rather, “all this human being and having and doing is the miracle of the new creation; it belong to an order wholly distinct from every other being and having and doing” (223). 
Barth takes comfort in Paul’s words in Romans 6:19 (TNIV), “I am using an example from everyday life because of your human limitations.” “Broken men, we dare to use broken language.  We must not forget that we are speaking in parables and after the manner of men” (221).  These are wise words to keep in mind as a flurry of new books continue to delve into how Paul understands righteousness is conferred on human beings.
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