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Romans 4
Today we continue our study of the book of Romans.  Last week, we began looking at Chapter 4.   In this chapter, Paul is going to make the case that salvation has always been by grace through faith, using the OT as his text and Abraham as his role model.   He says:

1What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter? 2If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. 3What does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”

If Abraham was justified by his works, Paul says, he would have had something to boast about. But, Paul asks, what does the scripture say?  He quotes Genesis 15:6:  
Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness. 
In other words, Abraham was justified in exactly the way that Paul claims that everyone who is justified is justified:  by grace through faith.  Abraham believed God, and God, in an act of grace, credited righteousness to him.

Paul goes on to say
4Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation. 5However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.
In these verses, Paul is making a semantic argument hinging on the meaning of the Greek word logozomai, which means “credited.”  When a man works, Paul says, he earns his pay, and it is owed to him.  It would be incorrect to describe that pay as having been credited to him—it has been earned, so it is owed. On the other hand, when a man does not work, but simply believes, then he has not earned anything, and whatever he receives has been credit to him—it is not owed, so it is a gift. 

Now, Paul’s going to turn to a second Jewish hero, King David.  If Abraham was venerated by the Jews as their forefather, both racially and religiously, David would have been only slightly less honored as the greatest King the nation had ever known.  Having already built an argument around Abraham, Paul is going to strengthen his case by quoting David.  Let’s pick up in verse 6: 

6David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the man to whom God credits righteousness apart from works: 

 7"Blessed are they 
      whose transgressions are forgiven, 
      whose sins are covered. 
 8Blessed is the man 
      whose sin the Lord will never count against him”

Paul here is quoting from Psalm 32, verses 1 and 2.  And while these verses seem to us to be generally connected to what went before, to the reader in Greek the connection would have been clear.  Can you guess what it is?  The word translated “count” in verse 8 is… logozomai!  Here the language is reversed—where the Genesis verse talks about being credited with righteousness, this verse talks about not being charged with sin—in effect the meaning is identical:  God gives credit where credit is not due.  

But wait a minute, someone might say:  Abraham and David were both Jews.  How can you argue from their example, Paul, that the blessing of justification is available to non-Jews?  Wasn’t it through their Jewishness—evidenced by their circumcision—that Abraham and David received the blessing?  Paul turns to this objection in the next section:

 9Is this blessedness only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? We have been saying that Abraham's faith was credited to him as righteousness. 10Under what circumstances was it credited? Was it after he was circumcised, or before? It was not after, but before! 11And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. 
In verse 10, Paul asks, was Abraham given the blessing of righteousness before he was circumcised, or only after?  And he answers his own question:  It was not after, but before!  The circumcision of Abraham is recorded in Genesis Chapter 17:

1 When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to him and said, "I am God Almighty [a]; walk before me and be blameless. 2 I will confirm my covenant between me and you and will greatly increase your numbers." 
3 Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, 4 "As for me, this is my covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations. 5 No longer will you be called Abram [b] ; your name will be Abraham, [c] for I have made you a father of many nations. 6 I will make you very fruitful; I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you. 7 I will establish my covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you. 8 The whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien, I will give as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you; and I will be their God." 
 9 Then God said to Abraham, "As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your descendants after you for the generations to come. 10 This is my covenant with you and your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You are to undergo circumcision, and it will be the sign of the covenant between me and you. 

As was saw last week, the events of Genesis 17 occurred many years after Abraham was credited with righteousness in Genesis 15.  Consequently, Paul says in verse 11, circumcision was not the precondition of Abraham’s justification, but instead was a “sign” and a “seal” of “the righteousness he (Abraham) had by faith before he was circumcised.”  This is completely consistent with God’s intent in Genesis 17:  notice in verse 2, God says, “I will confirm my covenant between you and me…” and in verse 11 he says that circumcision will be “the sign of the covenant between me and you.”  So the order is like this:  First Abraham was credited with righteousness; later, God asked him to be circumcised as a sign of his righteousness and a seal of their covenant.

Are there any modern day parallels to circumcision? Baptism.  Church membership.  Maybe things like tithing or fasting.  Do these things save us?  No.  What are they?  They are signs and seals—evidences of the “faith (we) had while we were still uncircumcised.”  Since these things don’t save us, does it matter if we do them?  Sure it does?  Why?  Because they are commanded.  Because they provide evidence of our faith.  How can we claim to trust God if we won’t even do the things he asks of us in response to His gift?
Further, Paul argues, since Abraham was not justified by circumcision, but by faith, it is not just those who are circumcised who are his descendants, but all those who believe, whether they have been circumcised or not.  Picking up in verse 11b:
So then, he is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them. 12And he is also the father of the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised. 
So, Paul says, God’s promise to Abraham, that he would be the father of a great nation, and that his descendant would be like the stars of the sky, is not referring only to his physical offspring, but to all those who follow his model of faith.  He is, literally, the father of a great nation, the Jews; but he is, spiritually and symbolically, the father on an even greater nation, the nation made up of “all who believe,” which includes those “who believe but have not been circumcised” and “the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of faith…”   Paul reinforces this idea a few verses further down, saying in 16 and 17
He is the father of us all. 17As it is written: "I have made you a father of many nations."[c] He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed…

Paul continues to press his point in verse 13:

 13It was not through law that Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world, but through the righteousness that comes by faith. 14For if those who live by law are heirs, faith has no value and the promise is worthless, 15because law brings wrath. And where there is no law there is no transgression. 
OK, this is a little thick, so let’s take it slowly.  First, Paul says, “it was not through the law that Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world, but through the righteousness that comes by faith.”  What does “the promise that he would be the heir to the world” refer to?  Did God promise Abraham that he would be “heir to the world?”  Take various answers.  This could be a reference to the fact those who believe will inherit the world, and that since Abraham is our father in faith, he is symbolically represented by each of us, so symbolically it is appropriate to say that “he (Abraham) will inherit the world.”  Better, I think, is to see this as a Messianic reference:  “He” has double meaning, referring both to Abraham and to his descendant Jesus Christ, of whom the Bible says “but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.”  God promised Abraham that “all peoples on earth would be blessed through (him).”  This promise was fulfilled through Christ, whom God has appointed as the “heir of all things.”  Thus, Abraham, as Christ’s forefather, also symbolically can be said to be the “heir of the world.”

Paul claims that “it was not through the law that Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world, but through the righteousness that comes by faith.”  How do we know that this is true?  Because the law did not come along until hundreds of years after the promises.  Even circumcision—as a symbol for the ceremonial law—was not mandated until many years after Abraham received the promise.  Paul develops this idea more fully in Galatians Chapter 3:
17What I mean is this: The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise. 18For if the inheritance depends on the law, then it no longer depends on a promise; but God in his grace gave it to Abraham through a promise.
So it is not through law that Abraham received his promise, but through faith; and the same is true for us:  the promise of righteousness that we have received from God is not based on our obedience to the law, but instead is received as a gift by grace through faith. 

Now what about verses 14 and 15:

14For if those who live by law are heirs, faith has no value and the promise is worthless, 15because law brings wrath. And where there is no law there is no transgression. 
What is Paul trying to say here?  Take various answers.  Law and faith are opposites, and only one or the other can define the path to salvation—not both.  If it is through obedience to the law that we earn our inheritance, then faith has no value.  Why not?  It isn’t necessary.  You don’t need to receive by faith what you have already earned.  And what is more, Paul says, “the promise is worthless.”  Why?  “Because law brings wrath”.  In other words, since no one can obey the law perfectly, and all stand condemned under the law, if it is through law that we earn the inheritance, then what good is God’s promise?  It is worthless—empty and meaningless—because no one can receive it.
What about that last little sentence: “And where there is no law there is no transgression?”  Paul is making here a fairly complex and technical claim.  He isn’t saying that there is no sin apart from law.  Instead, he’s saying that where there is no law, there may be sin, but there is not transgression.  Without law, there is no fixed, objective standard, so it is not possible to break the standard. In other words, in order to transgress, there must be something to transgress.  When the law was introduced, for the first time the possibility—indeed, the inevitability—of breaking the law was introduced, and with it the certainty of punishment for breaking it.  How does this apply to Paul’s argument?  I think he’s making this point:  Since Abraham received the promise before the introduction of the law, it was not possible for him to break the law, and so he was not subject to the wrath that always results from the attempt—and subsequent failure—to obey the law.  

This is pretty confusing, isn’t it?  As is often the case, I really like the way the New Living Translation cuts through this confusion.  Here’s verse 15 in the NLT:

15 For the law always brings punishment on those who try to obey it. (The only way to avoid breaking the law is to have no law to break!)

That’s better, isn’t it? We’ll come back to the technical argument later in Chapter 5, where Paul explores the idea in more depth, saying
12Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned— 13for before the law was given, sin was in the world. But sin is not taken into account when there is no law. 14Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam, who was a pattern of the one to come.

But enough of that for now.  Let’s move on:

 16Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all. 17As it is written: "I have made you a father of many nations."[c] He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were. 
Therefore, Paul concludes, “the promise comes by faith.”  It cannot be by law, Paul has shown, because the promise came before the law, and because if the promise was dependent on the law it would be impossible to receive.  It is received as a gift, an act of grace, through faith, and since it does not depend on obedience to the law (or any other standard of human conduct) it is available to all:  “guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring.”  It is guaranteed to all:  not only to Jews (“those who are of the law”) but to everyone “who (is) of the faith of Abraham”—to “everyone who believes:  First for the Jew, then for the Gentile.”   Abraham is the father of all who believe, and as a result, the promises God made to Abraham are available to us.  
The word translated as “guaranteed” by the NIV, bebaios (bĕ bă ē ōs) describes that which is fixed, stable, sure, unshakeable, reliable, attested to and certified. It is something which is unwavering and persistent and thus can be relied on or depended on. It pertains to that which is known with certainty.  Figuratively it refers to that upon which one may build, rely or trust.  Bĕ bă ē ōs is used 9 times in the NT  and is translated variously as certain, firm, firmly grounded, guaranteed, more sure, steadfast, unalterable, and valid.  Paul is saying that because the promises of God are not dependent on our behavior—our obedience to the law—but instead on His justice and grace, they are certain, reliable, and sure.
I really like Paul’s description of God there in verse 17:  “the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were.”  Can you think of examples of God giving life to the dead?  Lazarus.  Jesus.  Elijah and the little girl.  The little girl Jesus raised to life.  How about us?  Colossians 2:12-14 says,

When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature,[a] God made you[b] alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, 14having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross.

Can you think of examples of God calling things that are not as though they were?  In context, he called Abraham a great nation, even though he was old and childless.  He called David a king when he was just a shepherd boy.  He called Moses to be a bold leader when he was a timid shepherd.  What about us?  He calls us holy, righteous, blameless when anyone can see that we plainly are not!  He is able to do that because he called “him who had no sin to be sin for us…”  Why can God confidently call things that are not as though they were?  He knows what is to be.  More significantly, He controls what is to be.  He is working, and while the work has not yet been accomplished, its eventual accomplishment is as certain as if it was already done.
Let’s look at the last bit of Chapter 4:

18Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to him, "So shall your offspring be."[d] 19Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead—since he was about a hundred years old—and that Sarah's womb was also dead. 20Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, 21being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. 22This is why "it was credited to him as righteousness." 23The words "it was credited to him" were written not for him alone, 24but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. 25He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.

In verse 18 through 22, Paul repeats and summarizes the argument he’s made in the chapter:  that Abraham believed God even though what God had promised—that Abraham would be a great nation—seemed impossible, given his advanced age—he was “as good as dead” and Sarah’s barren womb, “being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.”  As a result, he received God’s promises, becoming the “father of many nations,” and was credited with righteousness by God.   
Then, having repeated his argument, Paul applies it to us:  the gift of righteousness that God gave to Abraham by grace through faith was not just for him, but for us as well:  “all of us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead.”  In the same way that Abraham received righteousness—as a gift by grace through faith in God’s promises—we also receive righteousness by grace through our faith that God has indeed raised Jesus Christ from the dead.  
I love that phrase Paul uses to describe Abraham’s reasoning:  he was “fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.”  What promises do we trust God for?  

· To complete the good work he has begun in me.  (Philippians 1)

· To conform me to the likeness of his son. (Romans 8)

· To keep me strong to the end (1 Corinthians 1)

· To present me to himself on that day holy and blameless.  (Ephesians 5)

· To make my paths straight (Proverbs 3)

· To meet all of my needs.  (Philippians 4)

· To work all things together for my good.  (Romans 8)
I am “fully persuaded”—convinced  beyond the shadow of a doubt—that God not only is able to keep these promises, but that he will do so:  that they are as certain as if they had already occurred.  I trust in his power to do these things—the power he demonstrated in creating the universe, and again in raising his son from the dead—and I trust in his goodness, that he will be faithful to do everything that he has promised.  I trust in these things because I can see from scripture where time and time again God has demonstrated that he never forgets what he has promised, and that he is able to overcome any obstacle or difficulty, no matter how apparently significant, in the pursuit of his will.

OK, that’s plenty for today. I’m going to be off for the next four weeks:  one of those on family vacation in Florida, and two in Africa.  While I’m away, John Faust will be teaching a mini-series of lessons based on character studies of four New Testament figures.  I hope you will receive him graciously.  I plan to be back on August 17, and our plan will be to pick up then with Chapter 5.
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