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Romans 4

“Father Abraham Has Many Sons”

When we come to Romans chapter four, the Apostle Paul is continuing to hammer home the principle of justification by faith alone. As he did at the beginning of chapter three, Paul begins chapter four anticipating Jewish objections to his message. In a bold move, Paul takes the revered figure of Abraham, and uses him and his life to support the truth of justification by faith alone.

“Romans 4 is the great Bible chapter on salvation by faith alone. Many claim to believe in salvation by faith, but not in salvation by faith alone. The word ‘alone’ is the watershed which divides the Catholic from the Protestant, and it was the watchword of the Reformation.”

-Exploring Romans; John Phillips

“Here the chapter refutes the unbelieving, arrogant Jews who tried to be justified by works. They labored under the delusion that their father Abraham was pictured to them as an example of work-righteousness. [Paul] therefore shows that Abraham was justified solely by faith without works.”

-Commentary on Romans; Martin Luther

“The Old Testament does not merely prophesy and predict this way of making men righteous by imputing the righteousness of Christ to them, and justifying them by faith – that was God’s way of forgiving men and dealing with them even in the time of the Old Testament dispensation itself. The Apostle feels constrained to establish this point.”

-Romans: Atonement and Justification; Martyn Lloyd Jones

In this chapter, Abraham is the central figure. Paul uses him as a strong testimony of the theological truth he is trying to communicate. To the Jew and the Christian, Abraham is a hallowed figure. By declaring Abraham as a recipient of grace through faith, Paul further illustrates the point that all men are justified through the same means.

There are three lights in which Paul portrays Abraham in this chapter.

I. ABRAHAM AS A PATTERN OF THE PRINCIPLE OF FAITH (v. 1-8)

In the opening verses of chapter four, Paul uses the most revered and beloved of Jewish figures, and explains how Abraham is himself a pattern of justification by faith.

The Jews would have looked to Abraham as a pillar of their belief in justification by works. Yet, Paul takes what they would have consider to be a foundation of their belief, and actually uses him as a foundation for the gospel.


A. Abraham’s justification is specifically addressed

By bringing up the name of Abraham, Paul would have immediately drawn the attention of the Jewish reader. In verse one, Paul wastes no time getting to the issue at hand. He asks rhetorically, “What shall we say then that Abraham our father as pertaining o the flesh, hath found?” The question Paul asks is essentially whether or not Abraham’s “flesh”, which speaks of his works, had resulted in his own justification.

This reason for this question is addressed in verse two. Paul states that if Abraham had been justified by his works, then he would have a reason to boast – something Paul had addressed in the previous chapter. Then Paul says that this boasting would not have been possible when it came to God. Abraham, in spite of his good works, could not use those works when he stood before God.

The reason Abraham’s works could not be presented to God was because, as Paul states in verse three, the Scriptures had clearly stated that, “…Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness.”

In these opening verses, Paul takes the bull by the horns, and specifically addresses the subject of Abraham’s justification.


B. Abraham’s justification is sensibly argued

In verses four and five, Paul takes the clear point that he has just made regarding Abraham’s justification, and shows why it is the logical argument to make regarding Abraham’s justification.

He uses the statement, “…counted unto him for righteousness”, and shows that if something is “counted”, or credited and given, to someone, it must be a work of grace, and not payment for something that is earned. Justification is not the result of man’s work, but a gift of the grace of God through faith.

The word translated “counted” in verses three and five, is also translated “reckoned” in verse four. The Greek word is logizomai. It is translated primarily as “impute”. The word appears 11 times total in chapter four. The word means “…’to reckon, take into account…consider, calculate.’ That is its usage here. It is a bookkeeping term. Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness.” (Taken from Word Meanings in the New Testament, by Ralph Earle)

Paul’s point is that if righteousness was credited, or given to Abraham solely based on faith, than it is a sensible argument that Abraham was not justified by works of the Law.


C. Abraham’s justification is scripturally affirmed

In verses six through eight, Paul calls upon the Scriptural witness of another prominent Jewish name – David. Quoting from Psalm 32, Paul points out that David had described the “blessedness” of a man to whom God imputes righteousness.

Again, Paul is using the icons of Jewish faith to support his position. It is a weighty and powerful argument. The Jews believed in the veracity of the Old Testament Scriptures, as well as in the validity of Old Testament saints. Therefore, for Paul to illustrate and affirm scripturally that Abraham was justified by faith alone was no doubt compelling to a Jewish reader. 

As you move on in this chapter, you see a further picture of Abraham.

II. ABRAHAM AS A PATRIARCH TO THE PEOPLE OF FAITH (v. 9-17)

As if shattering their perception of Father Abraham was not enough, Paul goes on in the next section of chapter four to show that Abraham, because of His justification by faith alone, was actually the father of “many nations”, as opposed to just Israel.

Paul continues to tear down the idea that the Old Testament and the gospel of Christ were at odds.

He describes Abraham as a Patriarch, not just of Israel, but of all those who come to God by faith alone. He begins this line of reason with the question in verse nine, “Cometh this blessedness then upon the circumcision only, or upon the uncircumcision also?” This question opens up the way for Paul to show that all those who follow Abraham must come to God in the same manner as he did – by faith.

When Abraham came to God, he was accepted on the grounds of his faith, and therefore:


A. Justified without ritual acts 
In verse 10, Paul asks this question, “How was it [righteousness] then reckoned?” The rhetorical question that Paul raises is that if Abraham received righteousness through “reckoning”, or imputation, then on what grounds came that imputation?

Paul goes on in verse 10 to point out that it was not the ritual of circumcision that brought the righteousness to Abraham. Paul proves this point by reminding the reader that Abraham was uncircumcised when God counted his faith as righteousness.

In verse 11, he goes on to point out that circumcision was a “sign” that Abraham received after his faith in God. 

“Abraham’s circumcision occurred at the age of 99 (Gen. 17:1; 10, 11). His justification in response to his faith was declared at least 14 years earlier (Gen. 15:6). So Paul wants all to understand that what was true of Abraham is true for anyone else. Circumcision did not make a man right with God.”

-Paul’s Epistle to the Romans; Lamoyne Sharpe

Paul goes on to point out that Abraham was the father of all those who come to God by faith, because further, he was:


B. Justified without racial authority

Along with their high views of circumcision, the Jews also felt that they were justified before God simply based upon their race. They falsely believed that being born into the “seed of Abraham” justified them before God.

Paul debunks the racial authority of the Jews in verse 12. He states that Abraham is a father, not just to those that are circumcised, but to those also who are uncircumcised, but follow him in the “the steps of that faith”. The idea here is that being Jewish did not necessarily mean you were justified, anymore than being Gentile meant you could not be justified. Faith is the grounds of justification before God.
Note also, that Abraham is the father of the faithful, because he was:


C. Justified without religious ability

In verse 13, following on the theme of Abraham and his “seed”, Paul states that the promise that came to Abraham (and those who follow him in faith) is one that comes apart from the Law. Paul says, “For the promise…was not to Abraham, or to his seed, through the law, but through the righteousness of faith.”
Again, Paul is making the point that Abraham, and anyone else for that matter, can only receive justification and salvation through faith and by grace. This point is supported in verse 14, where Paul says, “…if they which are of the law be heirs, faith is made void, and the promise made of none effect:” Essentially, Paul says that if the law could justify, then faith would be nullified, and the promise would be meaningless, because, as he says in verse 15, “…the law worketh wrath…” 
In other words, if the law were the means of justification, then Abraham would have no heirs, for no one keeps the law. If you have the law, you have guilt.

Therefore, Paul concludes in verse 16, “…it is of faith, that it might be by grace…” Religious attainments and abilities are not enough. Because it is of faith and by grace, then Abraham is a patriarch and “father of us all…”
Don’t get so close to the painting that you miss the picture. Abraham is trying to prove, using the illustration of Abraham, that justification, whether for the Jew or the Gentile, is something that can only come through faith, by the grace of God. 

By proving that Abraham is a father to “many nations”, he can disprove the premise that only Jews, circumcised, and obedient to the Law can be saved.

The chapter closes, continuing with Abraham:

III. AS A PARTICIPANT IN THE PRACTICE OF FAITH (v. 18-25)

In verse 17, the promise of God to Abraham is mentioned, and with the remainder of the chapter, Paul describes the faith with which Abraham responded to that promise.

Abraham was justified before God through faith, and the remainder of his life, his relationship with God was one that was lived through the practice of faith.

Paul describes Abraham’s faith as:


A. Extraordinary faith

In verse 18, Abraham is described as a man that “against hope believed in hope”. When there was no reason for hope, Abraham still hoped in the promise of God regarding his seed.

In verse 19, Abraham’s extraordinary faith is seen in the fact that, “…he considered not his own body now dead, when he was about an hundred years old, neither yet the deadness of Sarah’s womb.” His age, the age of Sarah, and physical impossibilities they posed, were not hindrances to the faith of Abraham. He believed God in spite of the odds. His was an extraordinary faith.


B. Expectant faith

Can you help but love the opening of verse 20? It says, “He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in faith…” As ridiculous as God’s promise sounded, it was not enough to stagger the faith of Abraham. He expected that what God says, He can and will do.

Verse 21 states that Abraham was “fully persuaded” about God’s ability. He did not hope that God would keep His word. He knew and expected that God would keep His word. Abraham would have staggered had God not been faithful!


C. Exemplary faith

As Paul wraps up the chapter, he reminds the reader of why we are discussing Abraham in the first place. He says in verse 22, “And therefore it was imputed to him for righteousness.” The point throughout the chapter has been that Abraham’s faith was the only grounds for his justification.

In verses 23 through 25, Paul reaches the climax of his biographical lesson, and points to the truth that Abraham’s faith declares to all those that would follow him. Not only was Abraham justified by faith alone, “but for us also, to whom it shall be imputed, if we believe on him that raised up Jesus…”

We learn from Abraham, the Father of the faithful that justification is apart from efforts. It is solely the grace of God, entered into by faith. When we by faith trust in the finished work of Christ, we become one of Abraham’s sons, even though we have no Jewish heritage to claim.

“It is…shewn that Abraham’s justification was such that it gave him not the least ground for self-applause; it was not in the least degree based on merit. It was ‘of grace, not of debt.’ A promise of sovereign kindness, connected with the redemption of himself, and of the world, was made to him.”

-The Epistle to the Romans; H.C.G. Moule
Terry Trivette 2009


