
Old Testament Proof
Romans 4:1-12

Paul has just declared the truth of gospel is the clearest and 
most profound way possible.  That gospel is the only way in which 
that most ultimate question can be answered—how can a man be 
made right with God?  Or even more plainly, how can you be 
forgiven your sins?  That’s personal, isn’t it?  How can you be 
forgiven your sins, by God.  And that really is the ultimate 
question.

It is a question many people suppress, because they don’t 
believe they will be held responsible by a personal God.  Or they 
don’t believe that their is a god at all, not one with any sort of 
personal relationship with his creatures.  They might call 
themselves spiritual, but they don’t believe in an actual person 
who is identified and recognized as God.  But remember, 
according to chapter 1, such a God has made himself known, he 
has revealed himself.

Rom. 1:20  “For since the creation of the world His invisible 
attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that 
are made, even His eternal power and Godhead.”

That universal, natural revelation of God, his general 
revelation as it is often called, establishes the accountability of 
every human being, as Romans 1 verse 20 continues, “so that 
they are without excuse.”  Paul goes on,

Rom. 1:21  “…because, although they knew God, they did not 
glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their 
thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22 Professing to 
be wise, they became fools, 23 and changed the glory of the 
incorruptible God into an image made like corruptible man—and 

birds and four-footed animals and creeping things.”

So God gives them over to their sin, as Paul puts it.  God 
removes his restraints, and they indulge themselves in shameful 
sin, and are judged for it.  Paul emphasizes that this judgment, 
this condemnation, is universal.  In chapter 2, he emphasizes that 
the self-righteous hypocrites among the Jewish leaders are not 
shielded from God’s judgment.

Rom. 2:1  “Therefore you are inexcusable, O man, whoever 
you are who judge, for in whatever you judge another you 
condemn yourself; for you who judge practice the same things. 2 
But we know that the judgment of God is according to truth 
against those who practice such things. 3 And do you think this, O 
man, you who judge those practicing such things, and doing the 
same, that you will escape the judgment of God?”

The plain and obvious emphasis is that the outward 
ceremonies of the Old Testament religion of the Jews was 
inadequate, it would not provide for the blessing of salvation 
without the internal reality of God’s saving work in the heart.  In 
other words, circumcision as the outward symbol of a relationship 
with God was insufficient without the corresponding change of 
heart.  Paul calls that actual saving work of God “circumcision of 
the heart.”

Rom. 2:28  “For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is 
circumcision that which is outward in the flesh; 29 but he is a Jew 
who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the 
Spirit, not in the letter; whose praise is not from men but from 
God.”

In chapter 3, the blunt message is painfully obvious.  Best 
summarized by,

Rom. 3:10 “There is none righteous, no, not one; 11 There is 
none who understands; There is none who seeks after God.  12 
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They have all turned aside; They have together become 
unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, not one.”

So the conclusion is,
Rom. 3:23  “…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God.”

That is the conclusion that creates the ultimate question any 
human being could possible ask, “How can a man be made right 
with God?”  The specific word Paul uses for that idea of being 
made right with God is justification.  How can a sinner who has 
fallen short of glory of God be justified?  How can a sinful creature 
be forgiven his sins?  How can you be restored to fellowship and 
communion with God after you have rebelled against him by your 
sin?  

I want you to feel that question this morning.  If you know the 
answer to that question, and if you have known it for years, I want 
you to feel it in a new and fresh way.  A personal way.  If you are 
unsure of the answer, or have doubts even to the smallest 
degree, I want you to feel the importance of that most ultimate 
question that can ever be asked.  How can a man be made right 
with God?  How can a woman be made right with God?  How can 
you as a young child be made right with God?

There are really only two answers to that question, one is the 
right answer and the other is the wrong answer.  Here is the 
wrong answer.  How can I be made right with God?  By living a 
good life.  By doing what is good.  By obeying the law.  And the 
reason that is the wrong answer is because I could never do 
enough!  I could never be sure that I had done enough.  And no 
matter how good I was, I’m still left with that most painful and 
unanswerable question of, “How can I make up for what I’ve 
done?”

Here is the right answer.  By faith.  By believing the promise of 
God in the gospel, and by receiving that gift as a gift, the gift of 
forgiveness.  The word for that gift is justification.  That’s Paul’s 
message through Romans 1, 2 and 3.  And here in chapter 4 we 
come to the proof.  The startling thing that I must emphasize is 
that this is Old Testament proof.  In other words, this idea of 
justification by faith isn’t a new testament doctrine that the Apostle 
Paul has establish in order to correct the inadequacies of the Old 
Testament.  Rather, it is a doctrine founded in the very essence of 
all that God had previously revealed in the Old Testament.  And 
he uses two of the most prominent of all the Old Testament saints 
to prove his point.  Abraham and David.  Let’s begin with,

I. THE EXAMPLE OF ABRAHAM.
v.1-4

Justified by works refers to what I just mentioned as the wrong 
answer to that ultimate question, seeking to be made right with 
God and to be forgiven your sins on the basis of something you 
do yourself.  Paul’s point is that if that is the case, using Abraham 
as a typical example, if there is something you do, in your own 
flesh, that can atone for your own sins, they you have something 
to boast about.  Something to take confidence in.  Something to 
rely upon, for your salvation.

So the question could become, as it is often put, “If you were 
to die tonight and stand before God, and he were to ask you, 
‘Why should I let you into my heaven’, what would you say?”  
That’s a serious question.  Why?  Why should God let you into 
heaven?  And if the answer to that question because with, 
“Because I…”, then you are taking confidence in something you 
have accomplished.  That’s what Paul means here by boasting.  
I’ve tried to live a good life. I’ve tried to live by the golden rule.  
Etc.  Etc.
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If Abraham was justified by works, if anyone is justified by 
works, then he has something to boast about.  But we can’t boast 
in that way, can we?

v.2

The point is that,

A. Abraham has nothing to boast about in himself.
That is the foundation upon which the gospel is based.  There 

is none righteous, no, not one.  There is no one who can boast 
before God in what he does such that your sins will be forgiven 
and your relationship with God will be established.  There is no 
one good enough!

1 Cor. 1:26  “For you see your calling, brethren, that not many 
wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are 
called. 27 But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to 
put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of 
the world to put to shame the things which are mighty; 28 and the 
base things of the world and the things which are despised God 
has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the 
things that are, 29 that no flesh should glory in His presence. 30 
But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom 
from God—and righteousness and sanctification and redemption
— 31 that, as it is written, “He who glories, let him glory in the 
LORD.”

The Old Testament prophet Jeremiah puts it this way,
Jer. 9:23  Thus says the LORD: “Let not the wise man glory in 

his wisdom, Let not the mighty man glory in his might, Nor let the 
rich man glory in his riches; 24 But let him who glories glory in 
this, That he understands and knows Me, That I am the LORD, 
exercising lovingkindness, judgment, and righteousness in the 
earth.  For in these I delight,” says the LORD.”

Abraham could not, and did not, claim anything in himself as 
the basis upon which God would forgive him.  Instead, what we 
read about his example is that,

B. Abraham’s faith was the instrument by which he was 
justified.

That’s the Old Testament example that is before us this 
morning.

v.3

That comes from,
Gen. 15:6  “And he believed in the LORD, and He accounted it 

to him for righteousness.  7 Then He said to him, “I am the LORD, 
who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land 
to inherit it.”

Do you remember the context of that promise?  Let me read 
some more of those verses.

Gen. 15:1  After these things the word of the LORD came to 
Abram in a vision, saying, “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your 
shield, your exceedingly great reward.” 2 But Abram said, “Lord 
GOD, what will You give me, seeing I go childless, and the heir of 
my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 Then Abram said, “Look, 
You have given me no offspring; indeed one born in my house is 
my heir!”  4 And behold, the word of the LORD came to him, 
saying, “This one shall not be your heir, but one who will come 
from your own body shall be your heir.” 5 Then He brought him 
outside and said, “Look now toward heaven, and count the stars if 
you are able to number them.” And He said to him, “So shall your 
descendants be.”

Descendants, and land. That was the focus of the covenant 
promise God made to Abraham.  It was a covenant promise 
tracing back to,
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Gen. 12:1  “Now the LORD had said to Abram:  “Get out of 
your country, From your family And from your father’s house, To a 
land that I will show you.  2 I will make you a great nation; I will 
bless you And make your name great; And you shall be a 
blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless you, And I will curse him 
who curses you; And in you all the families of the earth shall be 
blessed.”

It was the promise of the Covenant.
Gen. 17:2  “And I will make My covenant between Me and 

you, and will multiply you exceedingly.” 3 Then Abram fell on his 
face, and God talked with him, saying: 4 “As for Me, behold, My 
covenant is with you, and you shall be a father of many nations. 5 
No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall 
be Abraham; for I have made you a father of many nations. 6 I will 
make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and 
kings shall come from you. 7 And I will establish My covenant 
between Me and you and your descendants after you in their 
generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and 
your descendants after you. 8 Also I give to you and your 
descendants after you the land in which you are a stranger, all the 
land of Canaan, as an everlasting possession; and I will be their 
God.”

I will be your God and you will be my people.  That was the 
covenant.  For Abraham, that meant a lot of children, 
descendants, living in a land promised by God to be their own.  
And Abraham believed God!  That’s the definition of faith.  

v.3

With all of that, what Paul is making so clear and plain in our 
text this morning is that,

C. Abraham demonstrates the difference between earned 
wages and an undeserved gift.
v.4

Wages are given to those who work.  You earn your wages, 
and your employer is obligated to pay you what is promised.  
They are, as Paul calls it, a debt.  If you work 40 hours a week for 
some employer, then that employer is now indebted to you.  You 
must be paid, for you have earned it.

Grace, on the other hand, is a gift.  Completely and entirely 
unearned.  In fact, unable to be earned!  That’s the very definition 
of grace.  Unable to be earned.  So, again, “to him who works, the 
wages are not counted as grace but as debt.”

It really is one or the other.  Either it is a gift, or it is a wage.
Rom. 11:6  “And if by grace, then it is no longer of works; 

otherwise grace is no longer grace. But if it is of works, it is no 
longer grace; otherwise work is no longer work.”

Abraham’s example demonstrates that distinction.  Abraham 
believed God.  Abraham was justified by faith.  And so we read 
the words of the message of gospel,

Eph. 2:8  “For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest 
anyone should boast.”

Second example,

II. THE EXAMPLE OF DAVID.
v.5-8

I don’t want to repeat everything I just said about Abraham 
with reference to David, but I could.  But Paul does bring out a 
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couple of distinctive with the example of David.  First of all, the 
emphasis upon blessing.  The blessedness of justification by 
faith.  

And, to go one step further, understanding that blessing to be 
the blessing of forgiveness.

A. David understood that forgiveness is an unearned 
blessing given by God.

Not simply the doctrine.  Not simple the theology.  But the 
experience of blessing, the personal experience of being forgiven 
your sins.  That’s what gets the emphasis here with David’s 
example.  And David understood that such forgiveness was not 
earned, but given.  Unearned.  Undeserved.  Freely bestowed as 
a gift.  Such a blessing.

v.6

In the words of, 
Rom. 8:1  “There is therefore now no condemnation to those 

who are in Christ Jesus.”
No condemnation

B. David understood the nature of the blessing of 
forgiveness.

He knew what it meant.  It meant that your sins are no longer 
held against you.  You sins are no longer credited to your 
account.  You are forgiven.

v.7-8

Isn’t that a marvelous phrase, “your sins are covered.”  The 
reference is to atonement, the satisfaction of wrath and justice.  
The offense is covered.  If a debt had to be paid, then it has been 
paid.  If restitution is required, then restitution has been provided.  
If a penalty is imposed, then the penalty has been satisfied.  Your 
sins are covered!  That’s the blessing.  God no longer looks upon 

you and sees you as a judge would see a defendant on the day of 
sentencing.  He looks upon you and sees in you the 
righteousness of Jesus, credited it your account.  He looks at you 
and sees Jesus, his own son.  That’s the blessing of forgiveness.

He removes the sin.
Psalm 103:10  “He has not dealt with us according to our sins, 

Nor punished us according to our iniquities.  11 For as the 
heavens are high above the earth, So great is His mercy toward 
those who fear Him; 12 As far as the east is from the west, So far 
has He removed our transgressions from us.”

Similarly,
Micah 7:18  “Who is a God like You, Pardoning iniquity And 

passing over the transgression of the remnant of His heritage?  
He does not retain His anger forever, Because He delights in 
mercy.  19 He will again have compassion on us, And will subdue 
our iniquities.  You will cast all our sins Into the depths of the sea.”  

That’s forgiveness.  That’s justification.  And that is the 
blessing God bestows upon those who believe in him.  He 
removes your sin from you as far as the east is from the west.  
That’s the Old Testament proof of what simply call the doctrine of 
justification.

There is one more point to be made, however, as Paul goes 
back to the subject of circumcision.  We’ve already covered it in 
previous sermons, but Paul brings it up again with this point 
particularly in focus.

III. WE MUST DISTINGUISH BETWEEN THE OUTWARD 
SYMBOL OF SAVING FAITH AND THE INWARD 
REALITY.

In other words, outward symbols, by themselves, are useless.  
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In fact, circumcision, which was the very definition of the Old 
Covenant in outward form, is being done away with.  This 
blessing of forgiveness, this blessing of justification is no longer 
tied to that outward ritual.  What matters is the issue of the heart.  
So it is that,

A. The blessing of God is not dependent upon outward 
symbols.

And the Jews needed to hear that, because they were clinging 
to the outward form while ignoring the inward reality.  So Paul 
confronts and corrects them again.

v.9-10

Do you see the point?  Abraham received the promise of the 
covenant and the blessings of the covenant before he was even 
circumcised!  The sign didn’t save Abraham, his faith did.  The 
sign didn’t establish Abraham among the nation of the people of 
God, his faith did.  And in Paul’s language here, “the circumcised” 
is a reference to the nation of Israel, the Old Testament nation of 
Israel, and the great declaration of the New Testament is now 
that,

B. The inward reality of saving faith removes all outward 
distinctions between people.

v.11-12

With one stroke of a pen, the entire huge wall of separation 
between Jew and Gentile was pulled to the ground, ended, 
destroyed.

Eph. 2:14  “For He Himself is our peace, who has made both 
one, and has broken down the middle wall of separation, 15 
having abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of 
commandments contained in ordinances, so as to create in 
Himself one new man from the two, thus making peace, 16 and 
that He might reconcile them both to God in one body through the 

cross, thereby putting to death the enmity. 17 And He came and 
preached peace to you who were afar off and to those who were 
near. 18 For through Him we both have access by one Spirit to 
the Father.”

That’s Jew and Gentile, they are now one.
Gal. 3:28  “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 

slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all 
one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you are Christ’s, then you are 
Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise.”

So we who believe in Jesus are the children of Abraham.  We 
who believe in Jesus are the covenant people of God.  And that 
faith is what defines us and identifies us, as all outward 
distinctions are removed.

We now live in an age and in a culture when those external 
markers are being emphasized again and again, often with quite 
divisive consequences, marking divisions among us.  Those 
external markers are, in our day, often racial, black and white.  I 
need not note how deeply our country is feeling those racial 
divisions.  The divisions are also often related to gender, male 
and female, now even issues of sexual identity.  There are 
divisions among economic status and political affiliations.  Identity 
politics, it is so often called.

But the gospel is to transcend all of that.  For there really are 
only two groups of people in this world.  Those who have received 
the blessing of justification and the forgiveness of their sin, 
through faith in Jesus Christ.  And those who have not, whose 
sins the Lord will continue to hold against them until the final 
judgment.

And so I declare and proclaim to you the blessing of 
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justification, a blessing proven by these two great Old Testament 
saints.

v.7  “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, 
And whose sins are covered; 8 Blessed is the man to whom the 
LORD shall not impute sin.” 

Blessed are you who believe in Jesus.       
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