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Illustrations of Faith’s Power
Why does Paul after his deep theological discussion on justification by faith in 
chapter 3 suddenly leap into stories from the Old Testament? Paul needed to 
further establish the reason why people, including religious Jews, cannot obtain the 
needed righteousness by their good works and observation of religious rites. He 
proved what he was teaching was not contrary to the OT law but established it 
(3:31). He demonstrated his point by using two familiar and indisputable 
illustrations from the Old Testament scriptures. 

A. A Look at Abraham’s Life (Romans 4:1-5)
4:1 What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, has found? 2 For if Abraham was justified by 
works, he has something to boast about; but not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? “AND ABRAHAM 
BELIEVED GOD, AND IT WAS RECKONED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS.” 4 Now to the one who works, his wage is 
not reckoned as a favor, but as what is due. 5 But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the 
ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness.

✦  Abraham: His life and faith (4:1-3) 
• “According to the flesh” refers to patriarch Abraham’s own life experience as recorded in Genesis 12-25. The 

chronology of God’s interaction with Abram (and its clear documentation) clearly illustrates and defines the teaching 
of justification by faith. Note: OT verifies NT teaching.

• “Justified by works” is clearly ineffective in gaining righteousness before God. No boasting is allowed.

• “What does the Scripture say?” Abraham was declared righteous (Genesis 15) before he was instructed to be 
circumcised (a Jewish religious initiation ceremony first given in Genesis 17:10). We therefore should not conclude 
that acceptance before God was dependent upon his efforts.

• “Reckoned to him as righteousness.” Though lacking righteousness, God reckoned (credited, imputed, calculated) 
righteousness to Abraham’s account due to his faith. Note: Faith is not considered a work.

These verses demonstrate the critical part faith plays in our relationship with God. Faith 
discerns what is true and real, and therefore discloses what is most important, calling us 
to properly respond in obedience.

✦  Abraham: His need of righteousness (4:4-5) 
God clearly awarded righteousness to Abraham due to his faith (4:3) not works. In fact, 
the scriptures are clear that Abraham was not a righteous man and needed to gain 
righteousness through another means. He selfishly lied about Sarah not being his wife 
(Gen 12:10-20; 20) and in doubt listened to his wife and took Hagar as his concubine to 
have a descendant (Ishmael - Gen 16). If Abraham was righteous, then associated 
blessings would follow, but his blessings are due to his faith in God's gracious promise 
and the justification that God declared.

The stress we put on faith cannot be underestimated. Belief in Christ, the object of our 
faith, becomes central to our relationship with God. Likewise, in the gospel those who 
believe in Christ gain faith through God’s promise to forgive us through Jesus Christ–not 
due to our good works.

B. A Look at David’s Life  (Romans 4:6-8)
6 Just as David also speaks of the blessing upon the man to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works: 7 
“BLESSED ARE THOSE WHOSE LAWLESS DEEDS HAVE BEEN FORGIVEN, AND WHOSE SINS HAVE BEEN COVERED. 
8 BLESSED IS THE MAN WHOSE SIN THE LORD WILL NOT TAKE INTO ACCOUNT.”

✦  David: His life and faith (4:6) 
David plays a key part in the redemptive promises. God promised to King David that one of his sons would be the 
promised king of Israel, providing an ongoing rule of promise and blessing in the Messiah (the Christ), the anointed 
king from David’s descendants (2 Sam 7).  We might wonder if all of these extraordinary promises were because of 
David’s righteousness, but no, David’s sin is too apparent (i.e. Bathsheba). David spoke clearly that these promises 
came not because of his righteousness but despite his failures. “God reckons righteousness apart from works.” 

Romans 4:1-12 Illustrations of Faith’s Power ! /!  1 2

If salvation is 
dependent on our 

belief, then the 
obtaining and 

preserving of this 
belief stands to be 
the most important 

object of our life, 
without which, we 
will most certainly 

perish.



✦  David: His need for righteousness (4:7-8; Ps 32:1-2) 
The whole of Psalm 32, and particularly these quoted verses, starkly remind us how much David was not lauded as 
a righteous king because he was righteous, nor because of his many brave deeds. He instead admitted that the 
blessed man is the forgiven one, who is not imputed guilt for his sins. In other words, there are no good works nor 
merit that contribute towards his righteousness but only mercy, for mercy acknowledges imperfection and the 
need for forgiveness. “How blessed” speaks of grace given to the sinner.

The Christian life is based on mercy and grace (1 Tim 1:2) just as Abraham and David’s life did. Any other approach 
counters and despises the truth of God’s grace, in effect discarding God’s mercy by man’s sinful boasting.

C. A Look at Old Testament Truths (Romans 4:9-12)
9 Is this blessing then upon the circumcised, or upon the uncircumcised also? For we say, “FAITH WAS 
RECKONED TO ABRAHAM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS.” 10 How then was it reckoned? While he was circumcised, 
or uncircumcised? Not while circumcised, but while uncircumcised; 11and he received the sign of circumcision, 
a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while uncircumcised, that he might be the father of all 
who believe without being circumcised, that righteousness might be reckoned to them, 12 and the father of 
circumcision to those who not only are of the circumcision, but who also follow in the steps of the faith of 
our father Abraham which he had while uncircumcised.

Paul did not stop with articulating the need for faith by the two clear cases above in Abraham and David’s lives, but 
leaped forward showing that the Gentiles, like the Jews, are saved by faith just like them.

✦ The timing of circumcision (9-10) 
Paul’s argument was subtly laid in the former verses. His goal is to establish that righteousness gained apart from 
circumcision’s ceremony, thus making it irrelevant to those gaining it. The quote from Genesis 15:6, “Then he 
believed in the LORD; and He reckoned it to him as righteousness” proves Abraham received this righteousness 
before he was circumcised, opening the door so that the uncircumcised can through faith receive righteousness.

✦ The ceremony of circumcision (11-12) 
Paul returns to the chronological factor, that is, the historical facts, to further establish his point. The Jews would 
not easily accept his conclusion. Abraham was accepted by God as righteous before he was circumcised. Paul 
concludes his powerful point establishing that Abraham is father of all those that believe whether circumcised or 
not (avoids discussion of what kind of faith so to not distract from his point of accepting the Gentiles by faith). The 
key is the faith, as he highlights in verse 12c, “who also follow the steps of the faith of our father Abraham.”

• Circumcision as a sign (11a) or wonder points to something greater. 

• Circumcision as a seal (11b) settles the authority of what has been done and makes it irrevocable. 

Circumcision was only the seal of the faith not the basis of the faith. Circumcision is, therefore, unconnected to 
gaining righteousness but following in “the steps of faith” is essential.

Summary 

As Paul stated in Romans 1:16, the gospel “is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew 
first and also to the Greek.” What God did through the small nation of Israel has great implications for the whole 
world and therefore our lives. Salvation can be gained by all of us, no matter our nationality. Nor need our sin, 
though great and awful, keep us from possessing that faith from believing in the promise of God for forgiveness of 
sins. 

Self-confidence is the anti-gospel for it despises God’s clear pronouncement of our sin and provision through His 
Son (Ps 2). Instead of boasting in our works, let us humbly receive God’s mercy, being renewed by God’s desire to 
impute righteousness to us through the costly gift of His Son on the cross.

Application questions 

1) Baptism as a ceremony parallels circumcision. What is baptism? Does faith come before or after baptism? 
Explain.

2) Many churches, Catholic and Protestant, have deserted the gospel by stressing good works as a means to 
acceptance before God. What are some signs that a church has a faulty view?

3)  How can you share the gospel with someone who trusts in his good behavior, works or ceremony?

4) What is the Lord prompting you to do through this passage? 
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