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We have been working our way through Paul’s letter to the Romans one 

chapter at a time. This morning we finished Paul’s rather extended 

teaching about human sin and began his treatment of the way of 

salvation. All that teaching about sin shows us why salvation is 

necessary. We are all sinners. We are all guilty of breaking God’s law 

and apart from salvation, we are guilty before God and deserving of 

eternal punishment. But there is good news because God is merciful, 

and he has found way to bring us to a place of being in a right 

relationship with himself. That way involves Jesus dying in our place, 

taking our penalty upon himself and it is received as a gift through faith.  

I have tried to show that even though the language used to speak of the 

good news is theological, so we hear words like righteousness and 

justification, this is the most important news we can hear and those 

who do believe and so become righteous and justified, begin to life lived 

as it was meant to be lived, in a loving relationship with God which is 

rich and satisfying and joyful. I am eager that we all see the connection 

between the language and the concepts which are used to describe the 

gospel and real-life blessings and wellbeing that flow from it.  

Well this evening we continue the apostle’s exposition of the good news 

of salvation as we consider chapter 4 of his letter to the Romans. In this 

chapter he shows that this idea of receiving righteousness through faith 

was not something that he thought up, but rather was already taught in 

the Old Testament. He shows how both Abraham and David had 



received a righteous status from God as a gift through faith and not as a 

reward for any works on their part. 

Now an important part of his concern here was convince Jewish readers 

that the good news of justification by faith and not by works was 

already taught in their Scriptures – which we call the Old Testament. 

You see, many of the Jews in that day did think in terms of works as the 

way to be right with God. This error is very much part of the background 

to the New Testament teaching about the gospel. Many of the Jews 

believed that they could be righteous before God on the basis of their 

obedience to the law. Here is a quote from one of the Dead Sea Scrolls 

which are Jewish writings that come from this general period give or 

take a few hundred years. “And it will be reckoned for you as 

righteousness when you perform what is right and good before Him, for 

your own good and for that of Israel.”  It is this kind of thinking that Paul 

is arguing against as he presents the good news of salvation by grace 

through faith on the basis of Jesus’ righteousness and not our own. 

So, Paul quotes from Genesis 15:6. This is part of the story in which God 

appears to Abram and reaffirms the promise that his offspring would 

one day be as many as the number of the stars. That promise was a 

challenge for Abram to believe because he and his wife were old, and 

they had not been able to have children. But Genesis 15:6 says, “And he 

believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness.” Paul 

refers to this verse to show that the idea of being righteous before God 

through faith was not something new. It went all the way back to 

Abram. 

This point is very important for our understanding of the Old Testament 

for it shows us that the way of salvation was essentially the same for the 

Old Testament people of God as it is for the New Testament people of 

God. In the Old Testament, the role of Jesus Christ was not yet clear, but 

Old Testament believers were accepted by God as righteous through 

faith and not through their works. This is an important part of the 

Reformed understanding of the Bible and it is based on passages like 

the one that is before us this evening. Paul is showing that the doctrine 

of justification through faith and not by works is taught already in the 

Old Testament – and his first example is Abram. 



Verses 4-5 give some more insight into the difference between the idea 

of salvation through works and the good news of salvation through 

faith. “Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift 

but as his due. And to the one who does not work but believes in him 

who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness.” 

Paul is saying that if we think of getting in a right relationship with God 

through our good works of obedience then salvation is not a gift, it is 

something that is owed us. But the good news is that the way to being 

right with God is through faith and that means that it is a gift. It is nor 

earned. It is given to people who do not deserve it. Paul says here that 

God “justifies the ungodly.”  And “his faith is counted as righteousness.” 

There is a lot of comfort in these words. That is the thing about 

justification by faith and not by works. We tend to resist it because we 

want to earn our own way with God, but once we understand that that 

is impossible, it is wonderfully comforting to hear that God “justifies the 

ungodly” through faith in Jesus Christ. We do not have to try to impress 

God by somehow trying to make ourselves better before coming to him. 

We are invited to receive the righteousness of Christ by faith as we are – 

as sinners – as ungodly. What a relief that is! That is the point of this 

whole teaching of justification by faith and not by works. We don’t 

come to God trying to impress him with our goodness. We come to him 

confessing the reality of our badness. We come confessing that our 

hearts and our lives are full of sin. We come that way because the 

gospel invites us to do so and to receive a right standing before God as a 

free gift simply by believing in Jesus. 

Next, Paul gives another Old Testament personality, David, as an 

example of justification by faith. Verses 6-8, “[J]ust as David also speaks 

of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart 

from works: ’Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and 

whose sins are covered; blessed is the man against whom the Lord will 

not count his sin.’” The last part is a quotation from Psalm 32 which was 

written by David. 

Here we come across a new idea that helps us to understand what is 

going on when God gives a sinner the righteousness of Christ as a gift 

through faith. So far most of the imagery has come from the law court. 



We are guilty before the law and we are given a righteousness before 

God as a free gift. “Law” and “guilt” and “righteousness” are law-words.  

In this quote from Psalm 32, we are introduced to imagery that comes 

from the world of accounting. “[B]lessed is the man against whom the 

Lord will not count his sin.” This is the language of accounting. The idea 

is that of a balance sheet and on that balance sheet there is a debt. God 

does not count the sin, instead he places righteousness in that column. 

Another word that can be used here is the word “credit.” The Lord does 

not count our sins against us. Instead he credits us with righteousness. 

Sin is seen as a debt that is erased and instead righteousness is credited 

to us in its place. So, our account with God is paid in full. Jesus’ perfect 

righteousness is placed on our account and all of that is received by 

faith. It is given as a gift. It is not earned.  

The idea here is that we have obligations with God and God keeps track 

of those obligations. There is a record in the mind of God of what we 

owe him. Because he made us to glorify him by living a righteous life 

according to his law, we are under obligation to live the life that he 

created us to live. To use the language that is used in this context, we 

owe God righteousness. We owe him a righteous life. And once we have 

sinned we owe God the penalty for sin. Once we have sinned we are 

obligated to pay the penalty that God has attached to breaking his law. 

And that penalty is something that we can never finish paying because 

the penalty for sin is death. 

This is the kind of language that Paul found in Psalm 32 to help him to 

explain the gospel of righteousness apart from works. Those who 

believe in Jesus receive two very significant adjustments to their 

balance sheet with God. The column that records our debt is erased. In 

the column that records our payment is written “paid in full.”  God does 

not count our sin. God credits us with the righteousness of Christ. And 

that righteousness consists of two things. Jesus paid the penalty for our 

sins. But Jesus’ perfect life is also credited to our account. The 

righteousness that is credited to us includes both the payment of the 

penalty for our sins, but also the life of obedience that we owe to God. 

Everything that we owe to God is paid in full. Everything that we need 

to be in a right relationship with God is credited to our account. 



Now that does not mean that obedience to God’s law is not necessary 

for the Christian. Those who believe in Jesus must turn from their sins 

and seek to live their lives to the glory of God. Paul will deal with that 

later on in this letter. But for now, let me just say that our righteous 

standing with God is not in any way based on that obedience. For the 

believer, their righteous standing with God is based on God not 

counting our sins against us and crediting us with the righteousness of 

Christ. 

Now this all is very important for assurance of salvation. A clear 

understanding of this idea that we are counted righteous on the basis of 

Christ’s righteousness and not on our own obedience is crucial for our 

confidence that we are right with God and that God therefore accepts 

us and is looking upon us in favor. If assurance of God’s favor was based 

upon our works, we could only have assurance if we were perfect. That 

means that there can be no assurance if our acceptance with God is 

based on our works. But if we understand the gospel we can have that 

assurance because Jesus’ work is perfect, and his perfect righteousness 

is credited to us. That is why there is so much in the New Testament 

about peace and joy for Christians. Even though our works will never be 

perfect in this life, our record with God is perfect because Christ’s 

record is placed on our account through faith. Our standing with God 

can never be better than it is the moment we believe, because our 

standing with God is based on Christ’s righteousness and not on our 

works. 

That means that the most important matter in our lives for our 

wellbeing is in good order. It has been taken care of. Our relationship 

with God is in good order and therefore we can live at peace, and we 

can face death knowing that all is well with our souls. There is no 

greater peace than the peace of knowing that our relationship with God 

is in good order now and forever. There is no deeper reason for joyful 

living than to live with the assurance of God’s favor and acceptance and 

love now and forever. This is why it is so important to go through the 

trouble of learning the terminology of righteousness and guilt and law 

and works and credit. These are words that help us to understand the 

good news of the way to live in the light of God’s favor, now and 

forever. 



Now as we have been seeing a number of times in our survey of Paul’s 

letter to the Romans, one thing that is a very big deal about the gospel 

is that it is offered to Gentiles as well as Jews. This was such a big deal 

for the Jews because from the time of Abraham onward, they had been 

God’s chosen people and the Gentiles were the enemies of God and his 

people. Just think of Jonah’s resistance to the idea of God having mercy 

upon the people of Nineveh. Even though God’s purpose in choosing 

the Jews as his people had been that they might be a blessing to the 

rest of the world, that outward looking aspect of God’s plan had been 

neglected and overlooked. So now after Jesus had come and had 

insisted that God was going to gather his people from all nations, the 

Jews had to make some adjustments in their thinking and those changes 

did not come easily. 

That is why this is such a prominent subject in the New Testament and 

since Paul was the leader of the mission to the Gentiles, it was an 

important part of his teaching. And one of the main points of this 

chapter we are studying has to do with the fact that the glorious gospel 

of becoming right with God through faith in Jesus is for the Gentiles as 

well as for the Jews. That is the focus of the second half of this chapter. 

Now we must understand that it had always been possible for Gentiles 

to join the people of God, but in order to do that they had to become 

Jews. They had to embrace the Jewish way of life with its obedience to 

the ceremonial aspects of their laws. As a symbol of that, male converts 

to Judaism had to be circumcised. It is understandable therefore that 

many in the early church insisted that Gentile believers in Jesus should 

be circumcised. Paul however, was insisting that that was not necessary 

and in the second half of this chapter he shows why. 

He makes a point of the fact that Abraham was declared righteous by 

faith in God’s promise long before he was circumcised. That key text 

from Genesis that says that “Abraham believed God and it was counted 

to him as righteousness” is found in Genesis 12. God does not command 

Abraham to be circumcised until Genesis 15. What this means is that 

Abraham was righteous before God through faith long before he was 

circumcised. And what that means is that there is not a necessary 

connection between being counted righteous by faith and circumcision.  



In the light of this background listen again to verses 9-12. "9Is this 

blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? 

For we say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10How 

then was it counted to him? Was it before or after he had been 

circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised. 11He 

received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he 

had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make 

him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that 

righteousness would be counted to them as well, 12and to make him the 

father of the circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also 

walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he 

was circumcised."  

So, it is very significant for Paul that Abraham was righteous before God 

by faith long before he was circumcised. God’s purpose in this order was 

to make it clear that righteousness was received by faith and not by 

keeping the law – including circumcision. And in this connection Paul 

says something very interesting and significant for us. He says that God 

did it this way so that Abraham could one day be the “father of all who 

believe without being circumcised.”  What this means is that if we are 

believers, Abraham is our father. Through faith Gentiles become 

children of Abraham. 

That is very important because it means that by faith Gentiles become 

members of the chosen people to whom God had made the promises of 

salvation and whom God had set apart to be a blessing to the rest of the 

world. There is therefore a continuity between Old Testament Israel 

(who are the descendants of Abraham) and the New Testament church 

including the Gentile who belong to it. There is one people of God which 

stretches all the way back to Abraham. It means that the history of 

Israel is our history. If we believe in Jesus, we are the spiritual 

descendants of Abraham. And that means that we are heirs of the 

promises that God made to Abraham and to the people of Israel. The 

Old Testament has many promises addressed to Israel. These promises 

are what propel the history of salvation. Those promises are ultimately 

of the renewal of all things. As the children of Abraham through faith all 

of those promises are addressed to us. The Old Testament history is our 

history. And all of that shapes our identity as followers of Jesus Christ. 



It means that we are the people through whom God is blessing the 

world. It means that we are God’s chosen people. It means that the 

people who inhabit the story of the Old Testament are our ancestors. 

This is who we are and that shapes how we think of ourselves and our 

relationship to God and to the rest of the world. Our history plays an 

important role is shaping our identity – our self-understanding. And the 

point that Paul is making here is that when we believe we become the 

offspring of Abraham. The story told in the Bible is our history. This is 

our story. This is the story in the light of which we understand who we 

are in the world. 

Paul spells this out in verses 16. “That is why it depends on faith, in 

order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his 

offspring – not only the adherent of the law but also the one who shares 

the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all….”  If you believe in 

Jesus Abraham is your father and you inherit the promises that God 

made to him and his offspring.  

Verses 19 to 25 contain a reflection on Abraham’s faith. The promise 

that God made to Abraham was that he would have many descendants 

and that through those descendants God was going to bring salvation to 

the world. So, everything was tied to Abraham and Sarah having 

children. Without children none of the other aspects of the promise 

could be fulfilled. And so, imagine how difficult it must have been for 

Abraham and Sarah as they became older and older and no children 

came. From a human perspective it was impossible that they would ever 

have children together. People who are over a hundred years old so not 

have children.  

But Abraham continued to believe that God would fulfill his promises. 

“Verse 20, “No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of 

God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, (verse 21) 

fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.”  

Abraham believed that God would do what he had promised, even 

though it had become impossible from a human perspective.  

That is an important part of the story. God orchestrated things so that it 

was clear that his promises could not be fulfilled by normal human 

means to test Abraham’s faith, but also to make it clear that he was the 



one who would fulfill his promises and that he was not limited to 

normal human means. Faith is trusting God to do what is impossible for 

man. 

And what God did for Abraham he also did for us. Verses 23-25, “But 

the words ‘it was counted to him’ were not written for his sake alone, 

but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised 

from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses 

and raised for our justification.”   

Faith for Abraham meant believing God’s promises even when it 

became clear that God would have to do a miracle to keep them. Faith 

is believing that what is impossible with man is possible with God. Faith 

is trusting in the word of God even when the fulfillment of that word 

seems to be very unlikely.  

And that is the case with believing in Jesus for the forgiveness of our 

sins. It means trusting in God’s promises even when those promises 

seem unlikely to be fulfilled. God forgiving our sins through faith in Jesus 

may seem impossible for us once we are given to see something of the 

enormity of our sins and once we experience that our sinful nature and 

its fruit in our lives continue even after we are saved. There will be 

times when it seems absolutely impossible that God could ever forgive 

my sins. Once we are saved, we do make some progress in obedience, 

but we still sin, and those sins often seem more serious because of all 

the mercy that God has already shown to us.  

But just as Abraham believed a promise that seemed impossible, so we 

are called and invited to trust in God’s promise of righteousness in 

Christ in the same way. It can seem impossible that God would ever 

forgive us. We may think that our sins are too evil and to provoking to 

ever be forgiven. But God’s mercy in Jesus is beyond anything in our 

human experience. God’s mercy in Jesus is impossible from a human 

perspective. But like Abraham we are called to believe the impossible 

because what is impossible for man is possible with God. 

God’s grace is amazing grace. It seems strange when we think of it. God 

sending Jesus to earth to become a man and to die as the sacrifice for 

sin. Most of us are very familiar with it, but if we think about it, it is a 



very odd story. And the world makes fun of it. It seems foolish and just 

plain weird to them.  

But it is at the heart of salvation. It is at the heart of the way that we, 

sinners, are made right with God – not by living a good life, not by trying 

to make up for our sins, not by trying to convince God to have mercy on 

us by our good deeds – not by any of these things, but simply by 

believing a promise that seems impossible – a promise that seems too 

good to be true. 

But it is true. We can be righteous before by trusting in Jesus and what 

he has done on our behalf. The most important thing in all the world – 

being in a right relationship with our Creator – we can have that by 

simply believing a promise – by simply receiving a gift – by trusting the 

one who has given his life for us. 

This is at the heart of the Christian faith. This is at the heart of the life of 

all of God’s people. Because of the righteousness that is ours by faith 

alone, we can have peace knowing that all is well with our souls and 

that we live in the light of God’s acceptance and care.  

It is no wonder that there is so much in the New Testament about peace 

and joy and hope. It is no wonder that singing and celebration is such an 

important part of Christian worship. Our God is gracious. We will never 

completely fathom the depth of what that means, but we will spend 

eternity celebrating it. 


