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Romans 4:1-12

Before I start I'd like to acknowledge thoughts taken from The Life Application Bible

Commentary, William Barclay and The Beacon Bible Commentary.  In chapter 3 v 21 Paul

has stated that a righteousness from God apart from law, has been made known to which the

law and the prophets testify.

In that passage, chapter 3:21-31, Paul has talked much about "righteousness through

faith".  Now he continues to show the Jews from their own scriptures that a person is

justified by faith and not by works.

The passage breaks down naturally into two sections.

vv 1-8 show Abraham justified by faith, not works.

vv 9-12 show Abraham justified by faith, not circumcision.

Looking first at vv 1-8, Abraham justified by faith not works.

Paul uses as his first example of "righteousness by faith" the father of the Jewish nation

Abraham.  William Barclay points out three reasons Paul would use Abraham as an example.

I. The Jews looked on Abraham as the great founder of the race and the pattern of all

that a man should be.

It would have been natural for them to ask, "If what you say is true, what was the special

thing that was given to Abraham when God picked him out to be the ancestor of his special

people?  What makes him different?"  Paul will seek to answer these questions.

II. Paul has been seeking to prove that what makes a man right with God is not the

performance of the law's works, but simply trusting God at his Word and believing God

loves us even though we have done nothing to deserve that love.

The Jew would say, "This is new and contradictory to all we have been taught to believe.

This doctrine is completely incredible.

Paul answers, "No, this doctrine is as old as the Jewish faith.  In fact it is the very basis of
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Jewish religion."

III. Paul says Abraham was a wise teacher.

Paul has been talking about faith.  Faith is an abstract idea.  You can't put it under a

microscope or on a scales.

Our minds find abstract ideas hard to grasp.

The way our minds can grasp an abstract idea is to see it in action, embodied in a person.

So Paul says, "I'm talking about faith.  If you want to see what faith looks like look at

Abraham."  Every Jew would understand Paul's argument.  Abraham was a unique

personality.

He was the founder of the nation.

He was the man to whom God had first spoken.  He was the man who in a unique way

had been chosen by God and who had heard and obeyed Him.

Paul saw Abraham's greatness as follows: God called him to leave home, friends, kindred

and livelihood.

God said to him, "If you make this great venture of faith, you will become the father of a

great nation."  Abraham had taken God at His word.  He didn't hesitate or argue.  Heb. 11:8

says, "He went out not knowing where he was to go.  So Paul says it was not the fact that

Abraham had meticulously performed the law that put him into his special relationship with

God.

It was his complete trust in God and his complete willingness to abandon his life to God.

Paul says that was faith and it was Abraham's faith, and it was Abraham's faith which made

God regard him as a good man.

A few rabbis did believe that it was Abraham's faith which made him acceptable to God.

Most of them though clung stubbornly to the belief that it was not Abraham's faith but his

work of keeping the law which earned God's favor.

So the question became how could Abraham keep the law when he lived hundreds of

years before the law was given?

The rabbis advanced the odd theory that he kept the law by intuition or anticipation.  The

Jewish Baruch says, "The unwritten law was named among them and the works of the

commandment were then fulfilled."

Ecclesiastes says, "He kept the law of the most high and was taken into covenant with

God… therefore God assured him by an oath that the nations should be blessed in his seed."
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The rabbis insisted that it was because of works that Abraham was chosen even though

that meant they had to argue that he knew the law by anticipation since it had not yet come.

This shows clearly the difference between Jewish legalism and Christian faith.

The basic Jewish teaching was that a man must earn God's favor.

The basic thought of Christianity is that all a man can do is to take God at His word and

stake everything on the faith that His promises are true.

Paul said that Abraham entered into a right relationship with God not because he did all

kinds of legal works, but because he cast himself, just as he was on, on God's promise.

Someone has written,

If our love were but more simple,

We should take Him at His word;

And our lives would be all sunshine,

In the sweetness of our Lord.

Barclay writes,

It is the supreme discovery of the Christian life that we do not need to

torture ourselves with a losing battle to earn God's love but rather need to

accept in perfect trust the love which God offers to us.  True, after that, any

man of honour is under the life-long obligation to show himself worthy of that

love.  But he is no longer a criminal seeking to obey an impossible law; he is a

lover offering his all to one who loved him when he did not deserve it.

End of quotation

The Beacon Bible Commentary says about vv 1-8…

In all likelihood Paul had no choice about dealing with Abraham; his Jewish

opponents probably faced him with the story.  "Look at Abraham," they said,

"There's a righteous man for you.  He obeyed the law perfectly, even before it

was given.  He has something to boast about; what about faith and works

now?"
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Paul picks up their question in v 1. What shall we say then that Abraham our father

[forefather NASB]� hath found?1

He answers, if Abraham were justified by works you are right he hath whereof to glory

before men, perhaps, but not before God.

Abraham has no ground of boasting before God.  Paul answers from the Septuagint, which

was a Greek translation of the OT used at the time of Christ.  Gen. 15:6 reads, Abraham

believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness.

In Gen. 15:5 Abraham believed the promise of God.

We read, And he [God] brought him [Abraham] forth abroad, and said, Look now

toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to number them: and he said unto him,

So shall thy seed be.2

Abraham believed God's promise.

Faith doesn't operate in a void.  It is always based on God's promise.

Abraham's trust in God's promise was counted to him as righteousness.

Abraham was justified because he put his trust in the word of God.

vv 17-22 are not in our lesson today, but they give Paul's example of the nature and

character of Abraham's faith.

It's interesting to observe Paul's use of the verb "to count".  It is rendered in the text as

counted, reckoned, imputeth, or impute.  It is a metaphor from the accounting field.  It

means to set down on the credit side of the ledger.

So faith is counted for righteousness.

It is important that we do not think that only faith is necessary.  Faith is necessary, but

our lives must show forth the fruits of obedience and righteousness.

Faith is not just a kind of righteousness which God will accept in place of obedience.

Obedience is always required.

Faith without works is dead.

The faith by which Abraham was justified derived its power from God.  Faith is not

relying on trust; it is relying on God.  We are justified by God.

Justification by grace through faith is wholly apart from any trace of human merit.

                                                          
1The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., Ro 4:1 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
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Ephesians 2:8-9:

8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of
yourselves, it is the gift of God;
9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.3

Paul now proceeds to elaborate this truth.  If we work for a reward Paul says that is not

given by grace.  It is owed as a debt.

But the one who does not work but believes that faith is counted as righteousness.

works and due go together. "Faith" and "grace" go together.

Since Abraham had righteousness counted to him he could not have done works for

acceptance, but was the recipient of grace.

To be justified by grace through faith is to be given a righteousness which one does not

deserve.

We can do nothing to deserve salvation through grace.  We must simply believe and

accept it.

The Beacon Bible Commentary says it this way:

…we are to understand that God acquits the guilty sinner for reasons of His

own mercy apart form any human worthiness or merit.  Justification is an act

of sheer grace on the part of God.

John Wesley saw this clearly.  He writes,

We see plainly how groundless that opinion is, that holiness or

sanctification is previous to our justification. For the sinner, being first

convinced of his sin and danger by the Spirit of God, stands trembling before

the awful tribunal of divine justice ; and has nothing to plead, but his own

guilt, and the merits of the Mediator. Christ here interposes; justice is satisfied;

the sin is remitted, and pardon is applied to the soul, by a divine faith wrought

                                                                                                                                                                                          
2The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., Ge 15:5 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
3New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Eph 2:7 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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by the Holy Ghost, who then begins the great work of inward sanctification.

Thus God justifies the ungodly, and remains just, and true to all his

attributes… If a man could possibly be made holy before he was justified, it

would entirely set his justification aside; seeing he could not, in the very

nature of the thing, be justified if he were not, at that very time, ungodly.

Wesley says we are not holy when we come to God.  We are depraved and wholly sinful.

The basis of our justification is Christ's grace and pardon.  After one is justified God the Holy

Spirit begins a work of sanctification.  We cannot possibly be justified by doing anything to

make us worthy of justification.  If it were possible to be made holy without justification,

that justification would not be necessary.

God does not save us by our own righteousness, but by the righteousness of Christ.

Our own personal righteousness must be ripped out by the roots.  We must rely totally on

Christ's imputed righteousness.  That righteousness is credited to our account.  We are

credited not with our own sinfulness, but with the very righteousness of Christ.

The hymn writer saw this when he wrote:

Could my tears forever flow

Could my zeal no language know

These for sin cannot atone

Thou must save, and thou alone.

Before Paul leaves this section dealing with "justification by faith not works" he brings one

more OT example.

Paul quotes David's words in Psalm 32… "Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven,

and whose sins are covered.  Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin."

Paul's logic is this:  We have seen the imputing or counting of righteousness in Abraham.

Here we see the non-imputing or counting of sin to the account of the man David is

describing.  The two actions are equal.  Paul is saying Abraham had righteousness imputed to

his account.  David says his man had sin not counted against his account.

Neither of these men's imputation is due to works they did.  They were both based on

faith, not works.
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The commentary says:

It is now crystal clear that justification or the counting of righteousness

does not mean the just evaluation of human virtue (such as the Jew supposed

Abraham to have), but forgiveness or acquittal.  The man is justified whose

iniquities are forgiven and whose sins are covered.

End of quotation

In vv 9-12 Paul deals with "Abraham justified by faith, not circumcision".

The Jew attached great value to circumcision.  To the Jew a man who was not circumcised

was literally not a Jew no matter who his parents were.

The rabbinical ordinance said, "Ye shall not eat of the Passover unless the seal of Abraham

be in your flesh."

For a Gentile to become a Jew three things were required—"Baptism", "Sacrifice" and

"Circumcision".

Paul is answering the Jew who objects, "Suppose I admit the fact that it was Abraham's

complete trust that gained him an entry into right relationship with God.  Paul, you still

have to admit that he was circumcised."

Paul had an unanswerable argument.

Abraham's call and entering into blessing and relationship with God are recorded in

Genesis 15:6.  The account of Abraham's circumcision is in Genesis 17:10.  There was a 14-

year separation between the two events.

Circumcision was not the door to his right relationship with God; it was the sign and seal

that he had already entered into it.  His being accounted righteous had nothing to do with

circumcision and everything to do with his act of faith.

Paul makes two deductions from this unanswerable argument…

1. Abraham is the father of all those who place their faith in God.

He is not only the father of the Jew; he is the father of all the faithful.

Paul says the real Jew is the man who trusts God as Abraham did, no matter what race he

is.
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The descendants of Abraham are not the members of any particular nation, but those in

every nation who belong to the family of God.

2. The second observation is the opposite.  A man may be a Jew of pure lineage and may

be circumcised and yet in the real sense may be no descendant of Abraham.

He has no right to call Abraham his father or to claim the promises of God unless he

makes the venture of faith that Abraham made.

In one short paragraph Paul has demolished the Jewish argument.

The Jewish belief that just because he is a Jew he will have automatic salvation and

immunity from punishment lies shattered before Paul's argument.

Paul has laid down the great principle that the way to God is not through membership of

any nation, not through any ordinance which makes a mark on a man's body, but by the

faith which takes God at His word and makes everything dependant not on man's

achievement, but solely upon God's grace.

C. Anderson Scott writes,

The Christian analogue to circumcision is of course baptism as a rite

symbolizing purification and admission to the redeemed community.  And

there can be no doubt that all Paul had to say about circumcision he would say

equally about baptism.  Like circumcision, baptism had its value, but like

circumcision, it had no value apart from a new creature.

End of quotation

The Jew counted circumcision as a work that was just as important as faith.  Paul has

proven in these 12 verses that our standing before God rests not on the works or distinctives

that we practice, but alone on our faith in God and His son Jesus.

Our works, distinctives and convictions must never be allowed to take the place of simple

faith in the saving work of Jesus Christ.

Works, distinctives and convictions should flow out of our lives because we are saved.

We must never look on them as saving us.

Our salvation rests squarely on our faith in the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.
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Think with me about a few lessons from these 12 verses…

I. Legalism is so easy to slip into.

The Jew believed Abraham and each of them needed to do works in order to be acceptable

to God.

They insisted on circumcision, law keeping and a slavish obedience to a rigid set of rules.

They were scrupulous in maintaining a distinct dress code.

They thought they were better than those around them.

They were much more interested in looking good than in being good.

They acted out of habit and form rather than from a heart devoted to God.

They believed God would judge them kindly simply because they were Jews.

How we need to guard against legalism.  We follow the NT teachings which many in

Christendom have dropped.

We must never allow the doing of outward things to replace an inward heart worship of

God.

Instead of making us feel superior to others our distinctive practices should move us

toward devotion, holiness and evangelism.  We have been saved by God's incredible,

matchless grace.

We deserve hell forever.  God incredible grace has given us the opportunity to serve Him

and to inherit eternal life.

We receive this grace not because we deserve it but simply because God credits our faith

as righteousness.

There is absolutely no room for legalism.

There is no basis for us to feel superior to others.

Our attitude should be simply incredible wonder that God would choose to give us grace

and offer us the opportunity to serve Him.

II. God's promises are sure and certain.

God has never made a promise He has not or will not keep.

We can stake our lives on God's promises.  We don't have to understand them.  We

simply need to believe and obey them.  God will never say, "Oh my, I forgot about that one."
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God's promises are eternal and completely trustworthy.

III. God requires our faith and our obedience.

We can never hide behind our faith and say, "We have faith; obedience is not required."

IV. Amazing as it seems, God credits our faith to our account as His righteousness.

V. We are justified and saved by grace through faith alone.

All the things we do and practice are done because we have been saved, not to save us.

We must never think that anything we do will save us.  It is only by grace through faith

that we receive salvation.

Thank God for His amazing love, grace and mercy.  Let's give Him willing, loving, faithful

service because of it.

Kenneth Wuest says:

It is like the proffered hand of a drowning man that makes it possible for

the life guard to save him. There is nothing meritorious in the act of a

drowning man in stretching out his hand in order to be saved. It is the

efficient medium through which he is saved. Thus, the act of faith on the

sinner's part is not meritorious but only the efficient medium through which

God is able to save him.
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