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ABRAHAM #9 Genesis 15:6 12-13-15 

JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH 
(Genesis15) We are in week nine of our studies in the life and adventures of Abraham.  We 

will discontinue for the holidays, but pick up again in the new year. Genesis 15:1-6 (NIV) After 

this, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your 

shield, your very great reward.” 2 But Abram said, “Sovereign Lord, what can you give me 

since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 And 

Abram said, “You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir.” 4 

Then the word of the Lord came to him: “This man will not be your heir, but a son who is your 

own flesh and blood will be your heir.” 5 He took him outside and said, “Look up at the sky 

and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your 

offspring be.” 6 Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness.  The last 

verse we have read is quoted directly three times in the New Testament, in Romans 4, in 

Galatians  3 and in James 2. And it is so prominent in the New Testament because it affirms 

that great doctrine of the gospel known as justification by faith. The simplest expression of the 

gospel - “Believe in Jesus and you have eternal life” - is first affirmed in Scripture right here in 

our text. Therefore, understanding this passage and its significance is hugely important for our 

lives and for our church. Martin Luther, whose rediscovery of the truths about justification in 

the 16th century launched the Reformation, considered this the doctrine by which the church 

stands or falls. Luther wrote this and I quote, “When the article of justification has fallen, 

everything has fallen... This is the chief article from which all other doctrines have flowed.... It 

alone begets, nourishes, builds, preserves and defends the church of God, and without it the 

church of God cannot exist for one hour.” John Calvin, who followed Luther in the early 

development of the reformation, said the same. He called justification by faith “the main hinge 

on which religion turns.” And these great men have said this because justification by faith is 

God’s answer to the most basic of all religious questions, namely:  how can a man be right with 

God? From a rather surprising place, the 15th chapter of Genesis, comes our answer.  

We break it down under four points, the first of which says that righteousness is the need. ® 

6 Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness.  If you open a bottle on 

the beach and a genie pops out who can offer you only one wish, only one thing - this is what 

you should ask for. Righteousness. Proverbs 11:4 Riches do not profit in the day of wrath, but 

righteousness delivers from death. On the day of judgment nothing else will matter than this. 
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The ticket into heaven, and the only ticket will be labeled “righteousness.” Now, it is possible 

to misunderstand this. The word “righteousness” can have reference to one of two things -- 

your condition or your position. One pertains to your heart, the other to your legal record. Both 

of these are important but only of them is in view here. Which is it? What is our most 

fundamental need? Is it to have a healthy condition or a healthy position?  Is it to have a clean 

heart or a clean record? When judgment is in view, the concern is the record, the position which 

you occupy before the law and before the court. Are you guilty, unrighteous, or not-guilty, 

righteous?  That is the critical question and the critical need. It is this guiltlessness, this 

righteousness, which is precisely what all of us need and precisely what none of us has. At least 

we are born without it. Even our babies need cleansing from sin because they are born with the 

pollution and the guilt of it all over them. And, as they live on, their offenses against the court 

of heaven will grow every single day. They are guilty, and their only hope is what we call 

justification, which meets the great need of our souls which is righteousness.  

Okay, our second key point examines the word credited. ® Some Bibles translate it as 

reckoned. Righteousness is the need. Reckoned is the deed. Our text is a double compound 

sentence. In the second part the subject is the Lord and the verb is “credited.” It is precisely this 

verb that proves the point I just made that the righteousness in view here is a legal 

righteousness, a righteousness of position and record. The word “credit” is a legal or financial 

term. It is also translated as “imputed.” When we speak of someone being credited as righteous 

we mean that they are so established or declared in the eyes of a judge. When it says that 

righteousness is credited to Abraham or to Christians in response to their faith, what that means 

is that God the Judge declares us to be without sin. We are declared righteous. This is the 

Biblical understanding of justification.  

It may be helpful to know however that this is not the classic Roman Catholic 

understanding of justification. When Catholic theologians use the term “justification” they 

understand it to mean that God infuses righteousness into a person, or changes that person. 

They see it as an alteration of one’s heart, not one’s record. In Catholic theology, once you are 

justified you can then, by your own merit, win acceptance by God. To illustrate the difference 

between the Roman Catholic and Reformed understanding of justification just imagine that you 

have been a heavy spender and a light earner and so are in debt to the Sears Company for 

thousands of dollars. The Scriptures say that sinners are in debt to the court of heaven. My 
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question now, is “how can that debt be overcome?” The Roman Catholic answer to that is that 

what Christ does in justification is to graciously come to you and teach you a trade and teach 

you financial disciplines whereby you can earn and save the money needed to pay off that debt. 

In other words, he changes the debtor in hopes that the debtor can eventually, over time, clear 

the account. And he arranges that whatever portion of the debt isn’t taken care of in this life can 

be taken care of in purgatory. That’s how Catholicism sees it. The Reformed or Evangelical 

understanding is that what Christ does in justification is to graciously pay your debt out of the 

surplus of his own righteousness.  

Look with me at the language of Romans chapter 4. This is where the apostle Paul, in 

presenting the great underpinnings of the gospel, goes back to Genesis 15. Romans 4:1-3 (NIV) 

What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, discovered in this 

matter? 2 If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, 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.”  In the Greek of the New Testament, the word translated “credited” is the verb 

“logidzo.” It is a term that comes from the world of accounting. The root of it is the noun logos, 

which means, the word. This crediting described here is a declaration, not an infusion of 

righteousness. It is a movement of righteousness from one account, that belonging to Jesus, to 

another account, that belonging to the believing sinner. Follow the reasoning of Romans 4 and 

this becomes obvious. 4-5  (NIV) Now to the one who works, wages are not credited as a gift 

but as an obligation. 5 However, to the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies the 

ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness. It is precisely then at the point of faith that our 

debt is cleared up, not partially, but completely. The debt being paid, we then have peace with 

God. Romans 5:1 (ESV) Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with 

God through our Lord Jesus Christ. And if it still isn’t clear in your thinking consider this. 

What is the opposite of justify in the Bible? Romans 8:33-34a (ESV) Who shall bring any 

charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. 34 Who is to condemn? The opposite of 

justify is condemn, and just as condemnation is a verbal, judicial act, so too is justification. 

Condemnation declares one guilty. Justification declares one righteous.  

The difficulty addressed by the apostle in Romans surrounds the justice of God. If God is a 

just judge, or an honest accountant, how can he count as righteous those who have sinned? The 

answer is supplied for us in Romans chapter 3. There in verse 24 we read that our being 
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justified is a gift by grace and it comes thru the redemption which is in Christ Jesus. The 

redemption in Christ is that payment made by Him in order to clear our debt and remove our 

guilt. Verse 25 says that Jesus was displayed publicly as a propitiation, as an atoning sacrifice, 

as one who appeases God’s wrath. Now follow the logic of verse 26. Romans 3:26  (ESV) It 

was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might be just and the justifier of 

the one who has faith in Jesus. All of this fine thinking by the apostle has been to show how 

God can be a just judge who still somehow clears the guilty. The answer to the conundrum is 

found in the imputation of Christ’s righteousness. Look now at Shorter Catechism #33 which 

asks the question, “What is justification?” And the answer is, “Justification is an act of God’s 

free grace whereby He pardons all our sins, and accepts us (or declares us) as righteous in his 

sight only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith alone.” That line 

about the imputing of righteousness is what we have in view at the moment. We should never 

think that justification involves some kind of pretense, that God, as judge, arbitrarily decided to 

accept faith in place of righteousness, as some kind of concession. No, no. The standards of 

God’s law never change. Righteousness. Real righteousness, not a pretend variety, must be 

ours. From where does it come? The answer is found in the life and death of Jesus and the great 

exchange which becomes our salvation. He took our sin. We get his righteousness. This is the 

meaning of imputation. Romans 5:18-19 (ESV) Therefore, as one trespass led to condemnation 

for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. 19 For as by 

the one man's disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the one man's obedience the 

many will be made righteous. Therefore, the ground of our justification, the basis for this 

declaration of “not guilty” is not our faith, but the perfect obedience of Christ which is then 

graciously transferred to our account. Justice is satisfied and the sinner is pardoned. Faith has a 

place in the transaction because it is faith that lays hold of the obedience and the sacrifice of 

Christ which is reckoned to us, accredited to us, as our righteousness. This, as the catechism 

says, is the act of God’s free grace.  

Thirdly today we see that faith is key.  ® Abraham believed the Lord.  Go back to Romans 

4. Here in Romans 4 Paul is showing that in the New Testament age our relationship to God is 

basically the same as it was for Abraham. It is based on grace, and hinges on faith ®. Don't 

think that back then you could be right with God only by legal obedience. Listen to Paul. 

Romans 4:3 For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to 
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him as righteousness. 13 (NIV) 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. 16 (ESV) That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on 

grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the 

one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all. He goes on in chapter 5 and 

concludes that what was true for Abraham is true for us. 5:1 (ESV) Therefore, since we have 

been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. This is the good 

news. Provision has been made for our sins and we make that provision our own when we 

simply believe the promise of the Lord and put our trust in Him alone. Thank God that’s what 

Abraham did. Thank God that is what most of you have done. Abraham did not put his trust in 

his good works. He had done plenty of those. It was a good work to leave his fatherland at the 

bidding of the Lord. It was a good work to separate from Lot and give him the pick of the land. 

It was a good work to go after the robber-kings to retrieve Lot. It was a grand work to refuse the 

spoils of Sodom. It was a holy work to give to Melchizedek a tithe and to worship God. Yet 

none of these things served as the key to Abram’s right standing with God. It simply says, “he 

believed in the Lord.” That is the key point of the gospel. Do you believe? 

Then note that justification did not come to Abram because he took part in religious 

ceremonies. So many are taught to trust in their baptism or their communion or their penance. 

But none of these contribute to justification. It will be two chapters later before the sacrament 

of Old Testament faith, which is circumcision, is even mentioned. But right here Abram is 

justified. The circumcision to follow will symbolize it but will not secure it. There is something 

about human pride that insists on having some part in securing redemption. We feel we must do 

something - some meritorious work, some mystical ritual. But God says no. God says that the 

way of salvation He has designed is to bring credit and glory to no other save Himself. Romans 

3:27-28 Where then is boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? Of works? No, but by a 

law of faith. 28 For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from works of the Law. In 

referring to the works of the law he includes moral attainments or religious status. Those things 

are nothing. Faith is the key.  

There are two things you should notice about this saving faith though. One is that it is a 

faith that acts. We have seen the reality of Abram’s faith in his move to Canaan and in his 

handling of the Lot problem and in his going to battle. True, saving faith, the kind that lays hold 
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of the gift of righteousness, is a saving faith that does show itself in works. The faith that results 

in nothing but talk is no true faith at all. Abraham’s saving faith resulted in good deeds. But, 

and this is the second thing to notice, Abraham’s saving faith was an imperfect faith. He had 

already failed in several ways and his failures aren’t over. He is soon to get immoral with his 

wife’s handmaid Hagar, which was not a display of lust so much as a failure of faith. Abram’s 

faith is not perfect, but praise be to God that our imperfect faith results in a perfect justification. 

The work of Christ is the ground of justification; faith is the means by which we are justified, 

the key that opens to us the treasures of heaven.  

Finally now, having looked at the righteousness which is our great need, at crediting, which 

is the saving activity of God, and at faith which is the key. I close with a look again at 

righteousness. This time, it's not righteousness the need, but righteousness the gift. Romans 

3:24 says we are justified as a gift. That which we needed so desperately God has supplied so 

graciously and abundantly. Our final Scripture is from Philippians 3 . Here is where Paul gives 

the theological account of his conversion, showing how his thinking about God and God’s way 

of salvation changed when he met Christ.  He writes 4b-8a If anyone else has a mind to put 

confidence in the flesh, I far more: 5 circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of Israel, of the 

tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of 

the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found blameless. 7 But whatever things 

were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 8 More than that, I 

count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. 

What Paul is saying is that in the days before he met Christ he had viewed life as something 

like a balance sheet. It had assets and liabilities and he thought that being saved consisted in 

having more assets than liabilities. Moreover, as he looked at his life then, he thought he had a 

lot going for him. Some he had inherited, some he had earned. He was from a Jewish family, 

properly circumcised. He was even from the tribe of Benjamin, one of only two tribes faithful 

to Davidic kings.  Then there were the advantages Paul had won for himself. He was a Pharisee.  

It is a negative term now, but not back then. Pharisees were known for their scrupulous 

obedience. Paul was one of them and not just rank and file, he was a zealous Pharisee, so much 

so that he led the persecution of Christians. From a human perspective these were real assets. 

But the day came when Paul saw what these amounted to in the sight of a righteous God.  It 

was the day Jesus appeared to him on the road to Damascus. Before that time Paul thought he 
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was attaining righteousness by law-keeping. But when he saw Christ, in his holiness and 

splendor, he realized that his most righteous acts were like filthy rags and his greatest pride, in 

fact, his greatest shame. Before he had said, as to the righteousness which is in the law I was 

blameless. Now he said, “I am the chief of sinners.” Having found Christ, Paul then took out a 

new balance sheet, and all these things which before were his pride and his trust he placed in 

the column called “losses.” Then in the column for gains he entered “Jesus Christ” and nothing 

else. Read again what he says Philippians 3:8-9 I count all things to be loss in view of the 

surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all 

things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, 9 and may be found in Him, not 

having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through faith in 

Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith.  It’s too late for you to 

change your dna, your genes, or your inheritance. It’s no use trying to carve out for yourself a 

high standing in religious circles. That’s worthless anyway. But what Paul describes, a 

righteousness presented as a gift from God, received by faith - that you can have. That you 

should have. That alone will keep you from the consequences of your sin and seat you one day 

in heaven. Is there any good reason why you should not this day reach out the hand of faith and 

say to Jesus, “yes, Lord, what you have I need.  On you, by faith, my life I rest.” May I lead you 

in doing that right now? If you desire to put your faith in the Lord Jesus then simply make my 

prayer your prayer. “O Lord God, I thought I could achieve righteousness on my own, but I 

have made a mess of it and my life. Forgive me. I’m turning now from faith in self to faith in 

you. I believe in Jesus and receive Him now as my Savior and my Lord, as the one who kept 

your law in my place and then died in my place. All my old sorry proud righteousness I put 

aside to accept the pure, fresh gift of pardon and peace thru Jesus, in whose name I pray.”  


