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Romans 4 CCP 
 
The story is told of a mountaineer who was doing his thing climbing 
up a cliff face, but managed to lose his grip. One of his... pitons I think 
they’re called – you know those steel pegs they use – they suddenly 
snapped when he was just half way up. And was left just swinging 
there from a single rope. He was terrified, of course, and he tried 
everything he could think of to get himself back to the rock face, but to 
no avail. As a last resort he looked up to the heavens and shouted ‘Is 
there anybody up there?’ Well to his amazement, he heard a voice 
answering: ‘This is your God, I have heard you, my son, and I will save 
you. Just let go the rope and have faith!’ The climber just hung there, 
open-jawed, in complete astonishment. Again that commanding voice 
came from above: ‘This is your God. Your prayer has been heard. Just 
let go the rope and have faith!’ Eventually, rather timidly, the climber 
called out again, ‘Er…is anybody else up there?’ 
 
I tell the story because that is what some people think faith is. It’s just 
a leap in the dark. It’s about abandoning all the facts – in this case, the 
facts of gravity – and just hoping for the best. As someone put it once: 
‘Faith is believing what you know ain’t true’.  
 
But is that really what faith is? 
 
As I understand it, you looked last week at what God has done for us in 
Jesus. That passage towards the end of Romans 3 is like a jewel in the 
Bible. You could say it just glitters with the wonder of God’s grace to 
us. After all the bad news of what we were like and what we deserved 
from God, we got to some good news about what God in fact gave us 
despite all of that. He gave us a new start. A new righteous status 
before him. We get to live as those who are 100% sorted when it 
comes to God. 
 
But there’s a question waiting to be answered. If that’s what God has 
done for us – redeemed us, declared us righteous – what kind of 
response does God expect from us? 
 
One response that’s impossible, I guess, is feeling good about 
ourselves in some way. In verse 27 of chapter 3, Paul chucks that out 
straight away.  
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Verse 27: ‘Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded!’ 
 
And that makes sense. If our spiritual status comes from what God has 
done for us, then there’s no way we can claim to be better than other 
people! There’s nothing to boast about at all! 
 
But what, then, is the response God is looking for? I mean, faith, yes. 
But what is faith? What does it involve? What does it mean?  In other 
words, the question that’s left dangling at the end of chapter 3 is 
exactly the question we’re asking. What exactly is faith?  
 
But it’s interesting the way Paul answers the question. He doesn’t just 
give us a straight dictionary definition. No, what he gives us is a 
definition wrapped up in an illustration. The illustration is of the 
‘great grandfather’ figure of God’s people, the grand old man himself. 
Who’s that? Who’s the Daddy? 
Well, it’s Father Abraham, of course. 
 
So verse 1 of chapter 4:  
 
What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the 
flesh, discovered in this matter? 
 
In other words, ‘there are lots of bogus versions of faith around’, he 
says. ‘So let’s make sure we get the real deal. Go back to the genuine 
article, Mr Faith himself. Let’s go back to the archives and see what 
Abraham has to teach us about real, old-fashioned faith.  
 
Well, it turns out, he teaches us 2 things.  
 
First, good, old-fashioned faith means not trusting in our own 
efforts.  
 
That’s the basic point Paul makes in the first half of the chapter, up to 
verse 15. [REP: faith, at least that good old-fashioned, Abraham-style 
faith, means not trusting in our own efforts.]  
 
Abraham certainly didn’t trust in his own efforts. And if he’s any kind 
of model for us, then neither will we trust in ours. 
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For a start, you see, Abraham didn’t rely on moral box-ticking. 
Even though he was known far and wide as an upright man, that’s not 
what he was counting on. Look at verse 2 there.  
 
 
2 If, in fact, Abraham was justified [declared right with God] by works 
[that is by doing good deeds, clocking up some brownie-points with 
God], he had something to boast about – but not before God. 3 What does 
Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as 
righteousness.’[j] 

 
In other words, here are two versions of how it could have happened 
with Abraham. There’s the hypothetical version, in verse 2, that he 
was made right with God by works. He was just a box-ticker. Or there’s 
the true-to-life historical version, in verse 3, that he just trusted God. 
Now what’s the basic difference between these two scenarios? Well, 
think of it financially, Paul says. In the first case, that is, if he’d pursued 
the box-ticking approach, what would have happened is that he’d have 
earned his righteous status before God, a bit like an employee earns 
what goes into his or her bank account. Verse 4. 
 
4 Now to the one who works, wages are not credited as a gift but as an 
obligation. 
 
Let me ask anybody here who’s got a job. When your monthly pay 
packet comes in, do you send flowers round to the Personnel 
Department with a little note thanking them for their generosity. No, 
you don’t, do you? Why not? Because your pay packet is a contractual 
entitlement. It’s directly linked to the job we do, or the hours we’ve 
worked. We’ve earned it. But faith is just the opposite of that. It’s not 
about earning, as an entitlement; it’s about receiving as a gift. Verse 5.  
 
5 However, to the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies the 
ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness. 
 
In other words, where God finds people trusting in him, he 
pronounces them utterly righteous, which of course he’s able to do 
because of Christ. So faith, the kind of faith that gets someone right 
with God, the kind of faith Abraham had – in fact according to the next 
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few verses which David too would later have – is the exact opposite of 
that moral box-ticking. It means not even trying to earn brownie 
points with God. We can earn other people’s trust, we can earn other 
people’s respect, we can earn other people’s money. But we can never 
earn a righteous status with God. Not if Abraham’s any kind of model 
for us. 
 
Then again, Abraham didn’t rely on religious rituals. Even though, 
he was known as the founding father of Jewish circumcision, he wasn’t 
depending on that little procedure to get him sorted with God. Not at 
all. Verse 9. 
 
9 Is this blessedness only for the circumcised, or also for the 
uncircumcised?  
 
That’s the question. Does circumcision, or by extension, perhaps, any 
other religious ritual, help somebody get right with God? Well, says, 
Paul, let’s think about that. Back to verse 9. 
 
We have been saying that Abraham's faith was credited to him as 
righteousness. [But here’s the key question]  
 
10 Under what circumstances was it credited? Was it after he was 
circumcised, or before? It was not after, but before!  
 
In other words, it’s the sequence of events that’s crucial. Think like a 
detective. Sherlock Holmes or someone. What’s the order of events? 
 
When you look into it, you discover Abraham was said to be righteous 
with God before religious rituals like circumcision even entered the 
equation. Two chapters before, to be precise: Genesis 15 – Abraham is 
deemed righteous. Genesis 17 – Abraham gets circumcised. So there’s 
no way Abraham could have been relying on circumcision. It hadn’t 
even been invented yet!  
 
So what’s the point of circumcision then? That’s the logical next 
question. Verse 11. 
  
11 And he received circumcision as a sign, a seal of the righteousness that 
he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. 
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Circumcision, is a sign or a seal. What’s that expression theologians 
sometimes use? ‘An outward expression of an inward reality’.  
 
We parents know all about this, don’t we? Do you remember the 
fascination small kids have with jewellery? Many of us, I’m sure, have 
had to explain why we wear wedding rings. And what do we say? Well 
I’ll tell you what I say. ‘This ring means Mummy loves Daddy’. Or, in 
grown-up language, it’s a sign or a seal of the vows of commitment we 
exchanged on our wedding day. It doesn’t create the relationship. It’s 
just a visible expression of it – a reminder of that loving commitment 
we have toward one another. That’s what circumcision was for the 
people of God in the Old Testament. It doesn’t get people into 
relationship with God – it just expresses that relationship – it reminds 
them of it. 
 
So then, [back in verse 11] Abraham  
 
is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised, in order 
that righteousness might be credited to them. 12 And he is then also the 
father of the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also 
follow in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before 
he was circumcised. 
 
Abraham didn’t rely on religious rituals any more than he relied on 
moral box ticking. But, as it turns out, there’s one more thing he didn’t 
rely on – spiritual rules and regulations. This was a big issue in Paul’s 
day of course – the idea that the way to get into God’s good books was 
to obey the law of Moses. You know, the 10 commandments and 
everything that comes after. Obey all that, taught the rabbis, and you 
will receive the blessing of God.  
 
Not so, says Paul. Look at Abraham again. Verse 13. 
 
13 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.   
 
Here’s one thing that the law couldn’t be relied on to do. For Abraham 
at least, it was not the thing to rely on to get you places with God. 
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Abraham received those wonderful promises from God not because of 
his impeccable record at keeping the Jewish regulations, but because 
of his faith. Once again, faith is contrasted with keeping the rules. It’s 
either law or the righteousness that comes by faith. To have faith 
clearly meant not to rely on his obedience to those regulations. 
 
So what does faith mean? It means not trusting in our own efforts, the 
things that we can achieve. Our efforts will never bring us into 
relationship with God. And the first ingredient of Christian faith is 
simply to realize that.  
 
I don’t know if you’ve ever gone wrong with your satnav. Most of us 
have at some point, I guess. A while back I remember I was out in the 
country somewhere with a friend of mine, another minister. We’d 
been at some kind of conference, and he was driving me to the station 
about 5 miles away. Being steered by Google Maps Navigation.  
 
And the conversation went something like this: 
 

• Er, Neil, I’m not sure this is quite right. 
• Oh yes, he said, I’m just following the satnav. It’ll get us there.  
• Quite a rural route, isn’t it? I said.  
• Probably avoiding some traffic somewhere, he said. 
• Hmmm, I said. I think we may have left the road behind somewhere 
• Well, he said, I know what you mean. But it kind of depends on your 

definition of a road 
• (At which point he suddenly slammed the brakes on to avoid a 

wayward sheep.) 
• I said: ‘Do you have 4-wheel drive on this thing.’ 
• He said: actually that’s just what I was thinking. 
• I said: ‘I’m pretty sure a definition of a road in the English Midlands in 

summer excludes something that gets you talking about 4-wheel 
drive’. 

• He said: ‘Look, the satnav says this road will get us there.’ 
• I said: Neil, what are you talking about? We’re sliding around in the 

middle of a muddy field with sheep.  
 
And on it went. Ever had that kind of conversation?  
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It seems like the road goes all the way. But the reality is: you’re left 
stranded in the middle of a muddy field.  
 
It’s like that with human effort and getting to God. It looks like the 
road will take you all the way. But it doesn’t. And to have faith is to 
acknowledge that reality. It’s to recognize that this road we’re on of 
relying on our human efforts will not get us to God. It’s to realize we 
need to take another route. 
  
So let me briefly suggest three areas where Paul’s words here might 
challenge us.  
 
He challenges us, firstly, in whether or not we grasp reality.  
 
Do we actually realise that this road of human efforts doesn’t actually 
get us where we want to go? Have we taken on board that to keep on 
this road of relying in any way on how we live will bring us to ruin? 
God never has and never will accept anybody into right relationship 
with himself on the basis of their personal moral performance, for the 
simple reason that that performance is never good enough. The 
presence of sin in our lives guarantees it.  
 
The Roman Catholic church traditionally teaches that God gradually 
makes a person righteous and then declares that person to be 
righteous on the basis of that everyday righteousness which he sees in 
their life. The Bible teaches the exact opposite. That God will never 
declare anybody to be righteous on the basis of their actual lives, 
because they are quite evidently not.  
 
So that’s the first thing Paul asks us: Have we really got a grasp on this 
reality? 
 
Second, Paul challenges us in whether we have a right assessment of 
ourselves.  
 
Earlier on, you remember, he talked about boasting. If human beings 
are able by their efforts to get themselves right with God, then of 
course that would lead to pride on the part of some. But of course the 
opposite is just as true. The fact that we simply cannot put ourselves 
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back on track with God should lead to a rather more sober assessment 
of ourselves and our abilities. It should lead to great humility.  
 
So is that humility something we know? Or are we more inclined to 
give ourselves a pat on the back when we think about our spiritual 
lives? We think about – what – the godliness of our lifestyle or the 
discipline of our Bible-reading patterns or the effectiveness of our 
personal evangelism or our commitment to prayer or the number of 
people who thank us and flatter us at the way we serve at church or 
whatever it is. And we actually feel we’re doing pretty well. The truth 
is, though, that we might impress ourselves, but we’ll fail miserably to 
impress God. Have we really got a realistic assessment of ourselves, 
asks Paul.  
 
And third, Paul challenges us in our motivation for godliness. There is 
nothing wrong and in fact everything right in pursuing good deeds 
and holy living because we are in fact already in a genuine 
relationship with God. Paul would be very keen to get that straight. 
But there is everything wrong and nothing right in pursuing good 
deeds and holy living if we think that that’s our ticket to favour with 
God.  
 
If that’s what we’re relying on, if that’s the crutch we’re leaning on, 
we’re doomed. We’re not getting closer to God; we’re actually getting 
further from him every day. If we take on that new area of service at 
church or that new resolution with our prayer lives or that decision to 
get baptised or to be more regular at church or whatever it is, with a 
view to earning God’s approval by it, we’re heading along a road that 
will not get us to our destination. It’s as simple as that. So, have we got 
a right motivation for godliness, asks Paul. 
 
So that’s the first and longest point Paul wants to get across. Good old 
fashioned faith, the faith modelled by Abraham, means not trusting in 
our own efforts.  
 
Second, and much more briefly, good, old-fashioned faith means – 
positively – trusting in God’s promises. This is verse 16 to the end.  
 
I don’t know whether you’d consider yourself a very trusting person 
or not. I suppose there’s got to be a kind of trust scale, hasn’t there? At 



 9 

this end of the scale there’s the completely gullible types – people 
who’ll trust absolutely anyone or anything. At the other end of the 
scale there are the bitter, twisted, cynical types – those of us who 
basically won’t trust anybody ever. I wonder where you’d place 
yourself on that scale? I suppose most of us would be somewhere 
between those extremes. A lot of it, I guess, will come down to our 
experiences in the past. How many times we’ve been let down or 
ripped off. But wherever we do end up on that scale, we’re all trying to 
do the same thing, aren’t we? We’re all operating on the same 
principle. We’re trying to put our trust in the right place – the place 
where we won’t be let down – and not in the wrong place. And that’s 
what faith is, according to Paul here. It’s trusting the trustworthy. It’s 
putting our trust in the right place – the promises of God – and not the 
wrong place – human efforts. 
 
And in practice, that’s going to mean a few key steps. It’s going to 
involve focussing on God’s power, for one thing. Back to Romans 4. 
Verse 16. 
 
16Therefore, the promise comes by faith [that is by trusting in God, just 
as Abraham did],  
 
But which God was it that Abraham trusted in? End of v.17: 
 
the God who gives life to the dead and calls into being things that were 
not.. ` 
 
In other words, when Abraham looked at God, he saw power. The 
ability not just to make promises – any old fool can do that – but to 
deliver on them. He saw a God who can resurrect dead people – he 
‘gives life to the dead’. He saw a God who can create things out of 
nothing – ‘calls into being things that were not. 
 
That’s what Abraham saw in God and so it’s not hard to follow his 
reasoning. If God can do that, he can certainly look after me.  
 
We’re getting into rugby a bit in our household, because one of our 
children has now made front row in the scrum. In fact he was here 
right here in Southsea yesterday finishing off one of the local teams 
here. The autumn internationals are only a couple of weeks away now, 
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so we’ll all be glued to the screen. You look at the power of the English 
scrum. And it is awesome, isn’t it? Now suppose you had a jar of 
strawberry jam and you couldn’t get the lid off. Do you have any doubt 
whatever that if you handed it to that scrum they’d be able to take 
care of it? Of course not! There’d be no problem at all.  
 
Well that’s how it is with God and our lives. God has a proven track 
record of bringing dead people to life again. He’s a past master at it. Do 
we think he’ll have any problems with us? Of course not! Well that’s 
the first step of Abraham-style faith. It’s to focus on God’s power.  
 
Then there’s the next step. Faith is recognising our weakness. Look at 
verse 18. 
 
18 Against 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] 19 Without 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.  
 
So there’s Abraham being told at the ripe old age of 100 that he and 
Sarah can’t have kids. It’s not a particularly hard thing to believe is it?  
 
But it’s important he did believe it. He ‘faced the facts’. He recognised 
that humanly speaking, the Abraham family name was on the verge of 
extinction. Sarah’s womb needed resurrecting, and a new life needed 
creating. He couldn’t do either. He was utterly helpless and he knew it. 
He knew his only option was to trust that powerful God.  
 
Now our problem, many of us, is that we don’t feel helpless at all. 
We’re used to getting the job done. We blokes especially have to put 
our hands up to this. The idea that we’re helpless in any area whatever 
grates on us. We don’t like it at all! But it’s an essential part of 
Christian faith. We need to acknowledge that we cannot control our 
destinies. And we need to stop trying to. 
 
And then finally, Faith is believing God. Verse 20.  
 
20 Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, 
but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, 21 being fully 
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persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. 22 This is 
why ‘it was credited to him as righteousness.’ 23 The words ‘it was 
credited to him’ were written not for him alone, 24 but also for us, to 
whom God will credit righteousness – for us who believe in him who 
raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. 25 He was delivered over to death 
for our sins and was raised to life for our justification. 

Did you see what we’re to do? Our job is simply to believe in him who 
raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. We’re not asked to believe a con-
man. We’re not asked to believe a charlatan. We’re being asked to 
believe in one whose track record is beyond question. He’s in the 
business of giving life to dying people. He’s done it with Jesus. He’s 
done it with countless believers across the centuries. And he can do it 
with us. If we’ll only trust him. 

I once did a sponsored parachute jump. It was quite a few years ago 
now. It’s a slightly bizarre thing to do, when you think about it. There 
we were in that little Cessna thousands of feet up in the air. And then 
came the tap on the shoulder. I’d volunteered to be the first out on the 
first plane, for some reason. But of course I could have refused. Why 
didn’t I? Well, I’ll tell you why I didn’t. It’s because I trusted that 
parachute with my life. I’d just spent a whole weekend learning the 
statistics. 60,000 jumps had been made at that centre alone. On not 
one occasion had the parachute failed to open. And just in case it did, 
we had reserves. We’d been drilled to death in the use of those 
reserves.  

It wasn’t a leap in the dark; not knowing what was going to happen.  

It was a leap in the light. I knew exactly what was going to happen. 
And so out I went.  

Faith means nothing more or less than that trusting in the promises of 
a trustworthy God. 

 


