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1. The OT Illustration of Justification by Faith (4:1-25) 

 

a. Abraham received Righteousness by faith (4:1-12) 

 

4:1 What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather 

according to the flesh, has found? 

4:2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to 

boast about, but not before God. 

4:3 For what does the Scripture say? "ABRAHAM BELIEVED 

GOD, AND IT WAS CREDITED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS." 

 

Paul has declared that all men are justified by faith, not by the works 

of the law (3:20-25). The first response of the Jew would be, “What about 

our ancestors? Was Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation, justified by 

faith?” So verse one begins, “What then are we to say was found by 

Abraham, our ancestor according to the flesh?”  In other words, what did 

Abraham discover about this matter? (Murray, 129)   

 

How did Abraham achieve righteousness? How was he justified? Was 

it by works? No, Paul says, it couldn’t be!  If Abraham was justified by 

works, he could boast about his self-achievement before God (Ro. 4:2). 

Rather, the scripture expressly says, "Abraham believed God, and it was 

accounted to him as righteousness (Ro. 4:3; Gen. 15:6)." In the Bible 

“accounted,” “imputed”, “reckoned”, “credited” and “counted” all translate 

the same Greek word, logizomai (logivzomai) . In secular Greek logizomai 
(logivzomai) meant to write down in one’s account, or to credit money to 

someone. “Accounting righteousness” or “not accounting sin” is, therefore, 

synonymous with justification. Genesis 15:6 is saying that God looked at 

Abraham’s belief, not his works, and recorded it in Abraham’s account as 

righteousness. In other words, Abraham was justified by faith. God gave 

Abraham righteousness that did not inherently belong to him in response to 

Abraham’s faith (Moo, 262). 

 

4:4 Now to the one who works, his wage is not credited as a 

favor, but as what is due. 

4:5 But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who 

justifies the ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness, 
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The average Jew believed that works played a large part in salvation. 

But Paul explains how this was not true of Abraham: “Now to him who works, 

the wages are not counted as grace but as debt. But to him who does not 

work but believes on Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted 

for righteousness” (Ro. 4:4-5). If we could earn righteousness, it would be a 

deserved compensation for what we did. But Abraham’s favor was 

“accounted” to him by his belief in God, not by what he had done. It follows 

then, that he was not a worker who earned something. If Abraham received 

righteousness but didn’t work for it, he was justified in the manner Paul had 

just explained in Romans 3 – by grace.  The antithesis is not just between 

the worker and the non-worker but between the worker and the one who has 

faith. He then repeats the formula upon which everything turns, “his faith is 

accounted for righteousness.”  

 

“This is why justification by works would not put an end to boasting. 

If you work for your justification, what you are doing is trying to get God to 

owe you something. And if you succeed in getting God to owe you something, 

then you can boast - before men and God. If you worked for justification 

and you succeeded, you would not get grace, but a wage. God would owe it to 

you. And when you get, you would be able to say, "I deserve this." And that, 

Paul says, is not what Abraham did.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  1:1 , Aug 1, 1999 - John Piper. © 

Desiring God. Website: desiringGod.org)  

 

In the description in verse 5, Paul also emphasizes the magnitude and 

breadth of God’s grace. It extends even to the “ungodly.” 

 

4:6 just as David also speaks of the blessing on the man to whom 

God credits righteousness apart from works: 

4:7 "BLESSED ARE THOSE WHOSE LAWLESS DEEDS HAVE 

BEEN FORGIVEN, AND WHOSE SINS HAVE BEEN COVERED. 

4:8 "BLESSED IS THE MAN WHOSE SIN THE LORD WILL NOT 

TAKE INTO ACCOUNT." 

 

In verses 6-8 a second example of justification by faith is introduced 

to show that the concept is imbedded throughout the OT scriptures.  

 

http://www.desiringgod.org/
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David also describes the blessedness of the man to whom God 

accounts righteousness apart from works: "Blessed are those whose lawless 

deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; Blessed is the man to whom 

the LORD shall not account sin.” (Ro. 4:6-8; Psa. 32:1-2). 

 

In Psalm 32:1-2 David rejoiced in the blessedness he experienced, 

knowing that God had not credited his sin to his account. If we were to read 

the rest of that Psalm, we would discover that David received forgiveness by 

grace through acknowledging his guilt and casting himself before the mercy 

of God. This too is justification by faith, not by works. 

 

Notice that David’s sins, and the sins of anyone before the cross, 

were said to be “covered.” They were not taken away until the death of 

Christ (see Ro. 3:25-26).  

 

4:9 Is this blessing then on the circumcised, or on the 

uncircumcised also? For we say, "FAITH WAS CREDITED TO ABRAHAM 

AS RIGHTEOUSNESS." 

4:10 How then was it credited? While he was circumcised, or 

uncircumcised? Not while circumcised, but while uncircumcised; 

 

Paul now asks, “Does this blessedness then come upon the circumcised 

only, or upon the uncircumcised also? (Ro. 4:9a).” What is the extent of 

justification? Paul had shown that Abraham was not justified on account of 

works generally, but both he and David were circumcised members of the 

covenant community. Does justification extend to outsiders as well?  

 

“We say that faith was accounted to Abraham for righteousness. How 

then was it accounted? While he was circumcised, or uncircumcised?” (Ro. 

4:9b-10a). That is, was circumcision a part of Abraham’s justification? No! 

He was declared righteous “not while circumcised, but while uncircumcised” 

(Ro. 4:10b). Abraham believed God long before he was circumcised. 

Therefore, righteousness is not related to the rite of circumcision at all but 

to faith alone.  
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4:11 and he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the 

righteousness of the faith which he had while uncircumcised, so that he 

might be the father of all who believe without being circumcised, that 

righteousness might be credited to them, 

4:12 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 goes on to explain the true nature and design of circumcision. 

Abraham “received the sign of circumcision, [not as a means of obtaining 

righteousness but as] a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had 

while still uncircumcised (Ro. 4:11a).” Abraham’s circumcision was a sign 

because it attested to the existence of his faith. A seal assured the 

genuineness of something, just as a product trademark guarantees that the 

product is really what it appears to be. “The circumcision of Abraham was 

designed to confirm to him the fact, that he was regarded and treated by 

God as righteous, through faith. . .” (Hodge, 117).  

 

 Abraham, while he was yet uncircumcised, possessed righteousness 

though faith “that he might be the father of all those who believe, though 

they are uncircumcised” (Ro. 4:11b). “Father” expresses community of 

nature, and is often applied to the founder or head of a particular class of 

men. Abraham was the head of all who believe (cf. Gal. 3:7), not just 

circumcised believers. As head of the “race of believers”, his faith is to be 

imitated.  

 

Because righteousness was deposited in Abraham’s account through 

faith, his children in the faith can also know “that righteousness might be 

imputed (logizomai  - logivzomai) to them also” (Ro. 4:11c).  

 

Abraham believed when he was uncircumcised but because he was 

circumcised he is “the father of circumcision” (Ro. 12:4a) as well. That is, he 

wasn’t just the father of all who were circumcised but of those “who also 

walk in the steps of the faith” (Ro. 4:12) as he did. 
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b. Abraham received Inheritance by faith (4:13-16) 

 

Paul continues to show that Abraham was not only justified apart from 

personal merit, he would receive God’s promises apart from merit as well.  

 

4:13 For the promise to Abraham or to his descendants that he 

would be heir of the world was not through the Law, but through the 

righteousness of faith. 

4:14 For if those who are of the Law are heirs, faith is made 

void and the promise is nullified; 

 

God promised Abraham and his descendents that they would be heirs 

of the world. [The land promised to Abraham in the OT (Gen. 12:1) became a 

pointer to entrance into the new heaven and earth – the consummation of 

the Messianic kingdom. (cf. Mat., 5:5; Isa. 66:22; Rev. 21:1; Carson, Matthew, 

EBC, 134; Murray, 142)]. But how would this promise be received? Would it 

be received through the works of the law or through faith? (4:13) 

 

By faith Abraham received the promise that he and his descendants 

would be heirs of the world. The law didn’t come into existence until the 

time of Moses, hundreds of years after Abraham was dead. If Abraham’s 

descendants became heirs of the promise by law, then Abraham’s faith and 

the promise he received by faith would be meaningless (4:14). Faith and 

works are mutually exclusive.  

 

4:15 for the Law brings about wrath, but where there is no law, 

there also is no violation. 

4:16 For this reason it is by faith, in order that it may be in 

accordance with grace, so that the promise will be guaranteed to all the 

descendants, not only to those who are of the Law, but also to those 

who are of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all, 

 

The reason the promise would be void (4:14) is because if the promise 

came through obedience to the law, it could never be experienced for “the 

law brings about wrath (4:15).” Prior to knowledge of the law, sin was not 

known to be a transgression of God’s standards. However, when the law 

appeared it became evident that men are transgressors and are condemned. 

In other words, before the Law came in (430 years after the promise to 
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Abraham, Galatians 3:17), all kinds of sinful attitudes and actions might go 

unnoticed because there was no specific commandment that was violated. 

But when the Law comes in, the knowledge of sin explodes. What was lying 

dead, as it were, is brought to light as a specific violation or transgression 

of an explicit command” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  1:1 , Sept 5, 1999 - John Piper. © Desiring God. 

Website: desiringGod.org). Therefore, the law resulted in wrath, not life (4:15). If 

the law results in wrath, the blessings of the promise are forfeited; and if 

people need to keep the law to get the inheritance, then based on the law 

the inheritance can never be attained.  In other words, if the promise is 

dependent upon the merit, the goodness, or the stability of man, there would 

be no assurance that any of Abraham’s spiritual descendants (whether Jews 

under the law, or gentiles) would receive it (“all the seed” 4:16 cf. 4:11-12).  

In fact, it would be utterly impossible for them to do so. Unless we are 

saved by grace, we cannot be saved at all (Hodge, 123). On the other hand, if 

the promise is received by grace through faith it cannot fail (i.e. “it is sure”), 

because receiving it is dependent upon the faithfulness of God, not man. 

Furthermore, both those under the law and those without the law can 

receive it provided each has faith in God (4:16).  

“Why is faith so essential? He answers: it's because it accords with 

grace. And why is that important? Because God's grace is what gives the 

guarantee. The only way that our eternal future can be guaranteed is if it 

rests on God's grace. Grace is the free and undeserved work of God to bring 

his people to glory. Grace is the mighty, omnipotent purpose of God to make 

sure we get our inheritance. Grace is the ground of our guarantee. And faith 

is the only condition of the heart that "accords" with that free and 

undeserved work.” (sermon by John Piper,  Ro  1:1 , Sept 19, 1999 - John Piper. © Desiring God. Website: 

desiringGod.org). 

 

c. Abraham received Prosperity by faith (4:17-25) 

 

4:17 (as it is written, "A FATHER OF MANY NATIONS HAVE I 

MADE YOU") in the presence of Him whom he believed, even God, who 

gives life to the dead and calls into being that which does not exist. 

 

The parenthesis in 4:17, “As it is written, ‘I have made you a father of 

many nations (Gen. 17:5),’” assures us that the promises given to Abraham 

extended beyond the Jews.  

http://www.desiringgod.org/
http://www.desiringgod.org/
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When God spoke, Abraham was 100 years old and didn’t have a son. 

But even then God could say “I have made you a father of many nations” 

(Gen. 17:5), not I will make you one, for to Him there is no past, present, or 

future.  God’s will is “history” even before it takes place upon the earth.  

 

If the sentence were uninterrupted by the parenthetical statement, 

it would read, “.  .  . Abraham, who is the father of us all in the presence of 

Him whom he believed.” This most likely means that in the all-knowing mind 

of God (i.e. in the presence of God), He saw Abraham as the father of all 

who believed and us as his spiritual children.  

 

The words “who gives life to the dead and calls those things which do 

not exist as though they did” are appropriate in describing God, for they 

pinpoint His attributes related to Abraham’s faith. Abraham saw God as the 

Giver of life and the One who could raise the dead. Elsewhere, this was 

considered to be a unique sign of God’s omnipotence (Eph. 1:19-20).  

 

God is also the One who “calls those things which do not exist as 

though they did.” There are various views as to what this means. Two of the 

best are as follows: 

 

(1) To call means “to command” or “to control.” In Psalm 50:1 it 

says, “The Mighty One, God the LORD, Has spoken and called 

the earth from the rising of the sun to its going down. “God is 

described as controlling with equal ease things which are not, 

and those which are. The actual and the possible are equally 

subject to His command. All things are present to His view and 

all things are under His control” (Hodge, 124). Murray objects 

to this view for two reasons: 1) it is unwarranted to assume that 

“things that are not” means “things which are possible,” 2) 

things that are possible are not regarded as existing even to 

God (Murray, 146-147).  

 

(2) “To call” also expresses “the creating energy of God” (Hodge, 

124). Isaiah 48:13 says, “Indeed My hand has laid the 

foundation of the earth, and My right hand has stretched out 

the heavens; when I call to them, they stand up together.”  In 
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this sense the phrase would mean that God brings those things 

that do not yet exist into existence.  

 

4:18 In hope against hope he believed, so that he might become a 

father of many nations according to that which had been spoken, "SO 

SHALL YOUR DESCENDANTS BE." 

4:19 Without becoming weak in faith he contemplated his own 

body, now as good as dead since he was about a hundred years old, and 

the deadness of Sarah's womb; 

4:20 yet, with respect to the promise of God, he did not waver in 

unbelief but grew strong in faith, giving glory to God, 

4:21 and being fully assured that what God had promised, He was 

able also to perform. 

4:22 Therefore IT WAS ALSO CREDITED TO HIM AS 

RIGHTEOUSNESS. 

 

Verse 18 is a new section that further amplifies Abraham’s faith and 

gives the application to us.  

 

Abraham believed in hope against hope. Humanly speaking, there was 

no reason for Abraham to hope that he could be the father of many nations, 

yet he believed it anyway since it rested on the promise of God.  

 

Through the eyes of faith, Abraham did not consider the fact that his 

wife had been barren and was beyond the age of child bearing (she was 90 – 

Gen. 17:17) as a reason that God could not fulfill His promise (4:19). Where 

most would think that it was too late for God to do anything, Abraham did 

not stumble by entertaining doubt. Rather, through his persistent trust in 

the ability of God, his faith deepened and God received glory (4:20). 

Abraham believed that God could fully perform all that He had said He would 

do (4:21). “Therefore his faith ‘was reckoned to him as righteousness.’" 

(4:22). This is the point Paul is trying to drive home. The phrase “reckoned 

as righteousness” appears 4 times in this chapter (4:3, 5, 9, 22). In the 

immediate context this emphasizes that the greatness of faith is found in 

God’s power and faithfulness (Murray, 152). [see Appendix 3 for notes on 

Abraham’s faith] 
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4:23 Now not for his sake only was it written that it was credited 

to him, 

4:24 but for our sake also, to whom it will be credited, as those 

who believe in Him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, 

 

The brief history of Abraham’s faith and the subsequent 

righteousness he received from God was not just to tell us about Abraham. 

It had a much higher purpose. Abraham is a representative of all who 

believe. “What was true of him, was true of all others who stood in the same 

relation to God. The method in which he was justified, is the method in 

which other sinners must be justified” (Hodge, 128). Just as Abraham 

believed in the promises of God and that He could raise the dead (4:17), so 

must we, for the resurrection of Christ is the essential to the message of 

salvation and is the final and decisive evidence of His claims. To believe He 

rose from the dead is to believe He is Lord and Savior and the Redeemer of 

men.   

4:25 He who was delivered over because of our transgressions, 

and was raised because of our justification. 

 

The reason for the death of Christ is stated in verse 25. He “was 

delivered up for of our offenses (a “divine passive” - God is implied as the 

one who does the action).” The reason for the resurrection is also stated. He 

“was raised for of our justification.” Since these two clauses are parallel, we 

must see that the relationship of Christ’s death to our offenses is the same 

kind of relationship that His resurrection has to our justification.  

 

There are two views as to what these expressions mean: 

 

(1) “Delivered up for of our offenses” could mean Jesus died 

because of our sins, that is, the reason that Jesus died was 

because we sinned. In that case He “was raised for our 

justification” would also mean that Jesus was raised because we 

were justified through His death. In this case the preposition 

means “because of the need to,”  “for the sake of.” Christ was 

raised for our sake – for the sake of justification. That is, the 

resurrection became the evidence that God accepted the 

sacrifice that Christ had made on the cross and demonstrated 
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that we were really justified. The resurrection also 

demonstrates the ongoing power over sins. 

 

(2) On the other hand, “Delivered up for of our offenses” could 

mean Jesus died in order to atone for our sins. The parallel 

expression He “was raised for our justification” would mean 

that He was raised in order to secure our justification. In this 

case both His death and resurrection become the ground for 

our atonement and justification.   

 

The first view (1) interprets the Greek as it is more commonly used 

(Harrison, EBC, 54). (2)  Secondly, it fits better with the analogy in the 

previous verses which connect faith to justification, not resurrection. In 

other words, the argument in verses 18-24 is that Abraham was justified by 

faith as we are. If we now say that we are justified by the resurrection 

(view 2) we are weakening what was just said about Abraham. (3) In addition, 

Paul had already said that Christ’s death was ample to secure our 

justification (Ro. 3:21-26), therefore, the resurrection was not necessary to 

complete what happened at the cross. (4) “Subjectively, however, the 

resurrection of Christ was essential for the exercise of faith, since His 

continuance under the power of death would create serious doubts about the 

efficacy of His death on the cross.” (Harrison, EBC, 54). This is what it 

means when we say that Jesus was raised for the sake of our justification – 

not in order that we will be justified. The resurrection vindicated Christ’s 

righteousness and is an essential part of the gospel which cannot be omitted 

(I Cor. 15:1-3).  
 

In an Easter sermon, Walther illustrated this point by telling a contrived 

story of rebellious subjects who send a representative to negotiate with 

their king:  

 
If they should hear that their deputy was thrown into chains, they would become 

frightened and conclude that the same fate awaits also them. But if they would hear later, 

that their representative was again freed, yes, if they saw the man himself, laden with gifts 

from the king, accompanied with royal honor, returning on a royal horse, entering the city 

with the trumpets' blast and songs of peace, what must the citizens conclude?... So it is in 

regard to Christ and his resurrection. As all men's representative he entered into his 

suffering and death in order to obtain grace for us who by our sins has [sic] rebelled 

against the King of all kings. And what happened?... on the third day suddenly we see Christ 

free again, laden with gifts from the King of kings, and accompanied by the angels he 
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returns in great glory. What must we conclude? That the King of all kings has pardoned us, 

and that he wants to show in our Substitute that he is graciously disposed toward us. 

(Walther, Old Standard Gospels, p. 149.) 


