CONSIDER ABRAHAM
Text: Romans 4:1-17.

Readings: Gen 12:1-9; 15:1-6; 17:1-14
Theme: Paul cites Abraham to illustrate that we are justified by faith rather than by works, circumcision or the law.

Belgic Confession Art 23

Purpose: To explain and apply justification by faith using the example of Abraham.  

Sometimes you are reading a book or listening to a sermon or a lecture and the subject is difficult – the ideas are not easy to understand and the argument is hard to follow. But then the author or the preacher or the lecturer gives you an example or an illustration to help you understand what he is explaining, and you find that very helpful. 

This letter to the Romans is difficult. The apostle Paul gives us a closely reasoned presentation of the way of salvation. At times his argument is hard to follow and we have to pay attention and concentrate hard. But here he pauses to give us an illustration of what he is saying.
He has been explaining that God has saved his people through the redemption that came by Jesus Christ whom God offered as a sacrifice of atonement. Because of this God’s people can be justified freely by his grace. This is the great truth of justification by faith, which is the declaration by God that a sinner is made right with him, justified, put in a right relationship with him on the basis of what Jesus has done. 

Children, if you have an argument with someone else at home or at school then things are not right between you and that person - you have a problem, a difficulty - and that has to be set right.

Because of our sin things are not right between God and us - and so we must be set right with God. Because of what Jesus has done on the cross God can justify us by faith; he can set us right with him.
Paul gave his readers an example. "Let's have a look at Abraham", he wrote. When it came to faith the New Testament writers instinctively turned to Abraham as an example. The writer of Hebrews wrote about him, so did James and so does Paul; "What did Abraham discover in this matter? How was he saved? How did he get right with God?" 

Paul explains that he was not made right with God by his own works, nor by circumcision, nor by keeping the law; rather he was justified by faith in God’s promise. We will consider his example and how this applies to us. How are you justified before God?
1. NOT BY YOUR WORKS (v 2-8)

a. Most of the Jews thought they could be saved by their good works and their kind deeds. They thought God would accept them if they did what was right. 
The rabbis even regarded faith as a work, as a good deed that helped them earn their salvation.

This idea of salvation by works has been widely held through all of human history in all races and cultures. If people have some belief in God and in heaven then they will often reason that God will accept them on the basis of their good works. They convince themselves that God will look kindly on their good deeds. 

b. But Paul wrote that Abraham did not receive righteousness from God because of his works but rather because he believed God and God gave this righteousness to him as a gift. 
He gave them an example of a man who goes to work and then receives his pay; “His wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation” (v 4). Say you do your usual 40 or 50 hour week. You check that your boss has paid you, and he has. But imagine if he gave you a note that explained that he was giving you your pay as a gift. You would object! “It’s not a gift! I worked for this! This is what we agreed to in my employment contract. You are obliged to give me my pay because I've worked hard for it!" This is Paul’s argument in verse 4. 

But say you get sick. You use up all your sick days. You decide to use up all your holidays as well. These also run out. But still you are too sick to go back to work, and so you fully expect that you won't get paid. But the next week your employer sends you an automatic payment as though you had worked a full week; he explains that this is a gift to you. Well, this really is a gift! You didn't deserve it because you did not work for it; he gave it to you. 
This, wrote Paul in verse 5, is what God has done. God has given you the righteousness of Jesus. You didn't work for that, you didn't earn it, you didn't deserve it. Instead, God has given it to you as a gift. He has credited it to your account. We are sinful human beings but God "justifies the wicked" who trust in him through faith (v 5).

c. Paul reinforced this with another example from the Old Testament, this time from David. 
He turned to David's words in Psalm 32, which describe those "whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him" (v 7-8).

This is the grace of God; he covers over our sins, not because of our works but because of his love and mercy. He does not count your sins against you, he forgives you on the basis of the death of Jesus on the cross. 
d. These two examples of Abraham and David illustrate that you cannot earn your salvation by your good deeds. Abraham, David, you and I have nothing to boast about. We can't take any pride in what we have achieved. You can't commend yourself for your effort. All boasting is excluded (v 2). 
Issac Watts expressed this well in his famous hymn:

When I survey the wondrous cross,


on which the Prince of Glory died,


my richest gain I count but loss,


and pour contempt on all my pride.
2. How are you justified before God? Not by your works and, second, NOT BY CIRCUMCISION (v 9-12). 

a. Circumcision was a sign and seal that God gave to Abraham as the sign of the covenant he made with him. It was the distinguishing mark of the people of God; it set them apart from the pagan nations around them.

The Jews put a lot of emphasis on this sign, so much so that they thought they were saved because they were circumcised!

b. Paul disproves this by again using Abraham as an example. He reminds us that Abraham was made right with God through faith. Did circumcision have anything to do with that? Was he justified because he had been circumcised? 

In exploring this Paul asked; “Was he justified before he was circumcised or after?” The answer is that he was justified before he was circumcised.

In Genesis 15 God promised Abram a son; then we read, "Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness" (15:6).

It was in Genesis 17, two chapters and 14 years later, that God commanded Abram to circumcise the males in his household. 

This means that Abram was not justified on the basis on his circumcision; that had nothing to do with him being made right with God.

Abraham was justified by faith and so he is the father of those who are circumcised who believe, and those who are not circumcised who believe (v 11b-12). 

c. What Paul wrote here is also true of baptism, which is the New Testament replacement of circumcision; the water of baptism, whether by sprinkling or by immersion, cannot wash sin out of your heart or your life. Baptism is only the outward sign of what only the Holy Spirit can do inside of you, in your heart. 

Most of you children here have been baptised, but your baptism, by itself, will not save you. You must be right with God and that is the work of God which you must accept in faith. 

3. How are you justified before God? Not by your works, nor by circumcision or baptism, nor third, by THE LAW OF GOD (v 13-15).
Paul continued his example of Abraham and explained that he was not saved through the law. 

The Jews had been given the law of God, what they called the Torah, written down in the books of Moses, the first five books of the Old Testament. They were very proud of this law, both of having it and of keeping it. 

Well before God gave the law to Israel he had given Abraham a promise that he would be “heir of the world”. With the phrase Paul sums up the many promises God made to Abraham.

How would Abraham receive the fulfilment of these promises?

Not through the law because no one can keep the law; he has already shown this in chapters 2 and 3. We are all sinners. The law of God condemns us. Through the law we become conscious of sin. If you seek salvation by keeping the law you will never be saved "because law brings wrath" (v 15). 

Abraham received the fulfilment of God’s promise “through the righteousness that comes by faith” (v 13). He did not earn his inheritance by keeping the law, rather God gave him this inheritance by grace through faith.
4. How are you justified before God? Not by your works, nor by circumcision or baptism, nor by your keeping of the law, rather, finally, BY FAITH! (v 16-17 cf. 13-14)
This is Paul’s great theme in chapter 3, 4 and 5 of Romans that we are justified by faith in Christ, that we receive the promise of God “through the righteousness that comes by faith” (4:13). The fulfilment of the promise of God of eternal life “comes by faith” (4:16). 

Abraham is an example of this; “he “believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness” (4:3). He believed God; he trusted in God's promises; he took God at his word and God gave him the righteousness of Jesus Christ. 
All of the promises God gave to him were and are fulfilled in Jesus Christ. The blessing promised to the nations came about through Jesus, so did the promise of the land, and so did the promise of righteousness, and so did the promise of a relationship with God – “I will be your God and the God of your descendants after you” (Gen 17). 
The promise of a seed to Abraham was also fulfilled in Jesus; he is the son of God in his divine nature but the son of Abraham and a son of David in his human nature.
In the New Testament Jesus makes many promises to us: rest for the weary, hope for the hopeless, comfort for the distressed, forgiveness for the sinner and eternal life for those who are perishing!
All of these promises can be yours through faith in Jesus. This is Paul's conclusion and application to us in verse 16; “Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring – not only to those who are of the law, but also those who are of the faith of Abraham.” 

The promise is for all the spiritual descendants of Abraham, that is, for all who believe in God just as he did. It is for the circumcised Jews and for the uncircumcised Gentiles, it is for people of all the nations, it is for all who trust in the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus for the forgiveness of their sins. The promises of God are for you too, if you accept them. 

The basis of your salvation and mine is the saving death of the Lord Jesus on the cross and his glorious resurrection from the dead. This is how God can justify sinners such as us. This is why he can make us right with himself - because of Jesus. 

It is possible to sit in church for many years and still not believe. It is possible to be baptised as a child and go to Sunday School and catechism, to attend Bible studies for many years and not come to a living faith in Jesus.
Do you believe in Jesus? 
Do you rely on his death on the cross for the forgiveness of your sins?

Do you trust in him to receive his righteousness that comes to you from God?
If you believe in Jesus you can be sure that Jesus has paid for all your sins through his death on the cross and you can be sure that God credits to you the righteousness of his Son, Jesus Christ! You can be sure that you have eternal life!
Amen

