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“Justification Illustrated”      Text – Romans 4      LD 23     OT Reading – Psalm 32 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
When an expert in the Law asked Jesus, “Who is my neighbour?,” Jesus reply began with, “A certain man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho…”  
And the rest most of us will know immediately as the parable of the Good Samaritan.  And with that short parable or illustration, Jesus revealed truth in a gripping, vivid and powerful way.  
There was a time also in the OT when the prophet Nathan said to David, “There were two men living in one town.  One was rich and one was poor.  The rich man had many sheep but the poor man had only one pet lamb, which grew up with him and his children and which was like a daughter to him.”   
And again, most of know the rest of the story and how with that short story or illustration, King David’s terrible sin was exposed.  

There is something very useful and powerful about a good illustration.  
And from up here, of course, as a preacher, you get to witness the effect of an illustration as you see the “ahhh” moment or the smile of agreement or the headshake of sadness, etc.  
Well, Jesus was the illustrator, par excellence.  
And Paul also makes use of illustration to further explain or prove or reinforce the truths he is teaching.  
Last Sunday we saw this in 1 Cor. 10 as Paul made a point about pursuing godliness and illustrated it using the image of a running race.  
And today he illustrates what he has been saying in chapter 3 about justification by faith alone.  And he does so with the example of Abraham.  

· Paul has revealed that God has made it possible for guilty sinners to be justified by faith.  
· And justified, as we saw last week, means just-as-if-I’d never sinned.  
· Or, more fully, Justification is an act of God’s free grace whereby He declares us righteous in His sight only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to us and received by faith alone.
Now, with chapter 4, Paul anticipates a question from his Jewish readers.  You see, in chapter 3:21, Paul said that the gospel he is speaking about “has been made known to which the Law and the Prophets,” in other words, the OT, “testify.”  
And so, the first question in the mind of the Jews would be, ‘Where does the OT teach this, Paul?  This sounds like something new to us, but you said it is taught in the Law and the prophets.  Where?”
In Romans 4 then, Paul illustrates justification by faith alone with Abraham.  
And he does so by revealing that Abraham was justified not by works, and not by circumcision, and not by law, but by faith alone.
Now, to understand what Paul says here, we need to see that the average devout Jew of Paul’s time did not think of himself as a sinner who needed to be saved.  He saw himself as righteous.  
· And he was righteous, first and foremost, because he was a Jew; one of God’s chosen people.  
· But also because he was circumcised, or in the case of a female, the daughter or wife of a circumcised man.  
· And because he had God’s law, which he was required to keep, and which he did keep, in his eyes.  
And all of this made him righteous in God’s sight.  God required things of him and he did them.  And so, because of his obedience, he received the favour of God.  
And when he thought about Jews like Esau, who did not receive the favour of God, it was because of Esau’s disobedience.  
So, I obey = I am righteous = I receive God’s favour, I disobey = I am unrighteous, I receive God’s displeasure.  You get what you deserve.

And it is this self-justification; I have earned it, that Paul must address and reveal as completely wrong.

Now, Abraham would have served as the premier example of what they believed.  
In their eyes, Abraham was righteous because had earned God’s favour when he left his home in Haran to go to the land of Canaan because God told him to, and because he circumcised himself and his household because God told him to, and because he was prepared to sacrifice Isaac when God told him to.  
Thus, Abraham was righteous and earned God’s favour, because he did good things, because he obeyed, because he was circumcised, and because he kept God’s law.  

So Paul will unpick the rope of this false view, strand by strand.  And he does so first of all by demonstrating that Abraham was not justified by works, as we see in vv1-8.
1. And he does so, in v3, by quoting some words from Genesis 15:6, where it says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  
a. And the key thing here, right away, is not obedience or law or circumcision but belief.  Righteousness is connected to belief.  
i. And it so according to Moses, who wrote the Book of Genesis.  Paul is not inventing this idea.  This is the word of God!
b. But the word ‘credited’ here is also important.  It translates the Greek work logidzomai.  It is used 11 times in this chapter.  And in English Bible versions it is rendered as credited or counted or reckoned or imputed.   
i. And it is a word that comes from the world of banking.  It means to put into an account.  
A. For example, you buy something on TradeMe, you open up your online banking page, you fill in the details of the other person’s bank account, and money from your account is put into or credited or imputed to their account.  When they look at their bank statement, it shows a sum of money that has been credited to their account.
c. Well righteousness has been credited to Abraham’s account.  Before, in Abraham’s spiritual bank account, it said, ‘Guilty sinner.”  But now it says, ‘Righteous!’  
i. And why is this?  Why has he been credited with righteousness?  Is it because of some work that Abraham did?  No.  Abraham simply believed.  It is because of the work that Jesus did on the cross.  Jesus earned Abraham’s righteousness.    
ii. But in words of prophecy and promise, words that up to Jesus because of what we know from the rest of Scripture, God told Abraham that He would save Him in Jesus.

A. Abraham simply trusted in the promise of God.  Abraham believed God’s Word.  
B. And ultimately, this means that Abraham believed in Jesus.
d. And Paul now illustrates that it is not by Abraham’s works with an illustration of work and wages.  Boys and girls, when dad asks you to wash the car and promises you $5 for doing so, when you have washed the car and dad comes over and gives you $5, are you surprised and astonished that he should give you $5 for no reason and blown away by his generosity?  No.  You earned it.  You were promised $5 for some work, you did the work, you are entitled to your pay.  In fact, dad is obligated to give you $5, because he promised that he would.  Right?
e. Well, in vv4-5 we see that righteousness is credited as a gift, not as a reward for work done.  In fact, as Paul has shown in ch’s 1-3, in and of ourselves, we do not seek God and we do not do good.  The truth is, as Paul says here in 4:5, that God justifies “the wicked.”  
i. Now, let’s just see that for a moment in Abraham’s case.  Turn with me please back to Genesis 15, which is where Paul quotes from here in Romans.  
A. The Lord comes to Abraham and promises Abraham a miraculous son, from whom will come countless offspring.  
B. And then, in v6, you have the verse that Paul quotes, “Abraham believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness.”  
C. And the Lord then goes through an elaborate covenant ceremony with Abraham and makes more promises to Abraham.  
D. And we must ask ourselves, Is this a picture of Abraham’s remarkable obedience and goodness?  Is that the key thing here?  No it is not.  For look what happens next in ch. 16.  
1) Abraham turns his back on God’s promise and seeks a son by sinful means through Hagar, Sarah’s maid.  
2) And you know what, even more incredibly, the Lord made His covenant with Abraham, with its promise of a miraculous son, knowing that Abraham would do this.  
3) The key thing here is God’s grace.  The key thing here is God’s promise.  The key thing here is God justifying the wicked.  
E. And people of God, if you go through the instances of God making covenant promises to His people in the Bible, you will find, every time, that they are given in the context of His peoples’ sin.  
1) In Eden, it is after the Fall.  
2) With Noah, it is after the judgment of the flood on wicked humanity and just before Noah gets roaring drunk.  
3) With Israel, it is just after the complaining of the people and just before the golden calf.  
4) With David, it is just before he commits adultery and murder.  
5) And even the new covenant is promised just before Israel goes into exile for her rebellion.  
6) And what happens just after Jesus announces the fulfilment of the new covenant at the Last Supper with His disciples?  He is put to death on a cross having just seen His disciples abandon Him and Peter deny Him, three times.  
a) God justifies the wicked.
ii. And I am sure you see how powerfully this speaks to you and me?  Oh how we need God’s grace in Jesus.  Oh how we need an undeserved salvation.  Oh how we need to be reminded, again and again, what the hymn-writer wrote, “Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling; Naked, come to Thee for dress; Helpless, look to Thee for grace; Foul I to the fountain fly; Wash me Saviour, or I die.”
2. Well, in Israel, the truth was established by the testimony of 2-3 witnesses.  And so, having quoted from the witness of Genesis 15:6, Paul now quotes from the witness of Psalm 32 in vv7-8, which we read earlier.  For David too, as we have noted, was aware of his wickedness.  His confidence, his hope, his trust was not in himself but in the God who forgives sins.  
a. And please notice those last words of v8, believer: “Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him.”  
i. When God credits the righteousness of Jesus Christ to your spiritual bank account, He promises never again to credit the guilt of sin to your account.  
ii. Not today, not tomorrow, and not even on Judgment Day will your sins be spoken of or listed or.  He has removed your sins from you.  They are gone!
iii. If you have taken hold of Jesus Christ by faith, you are and always will be, in God’s sight, righteous, spotless, and pure!
Well, it almost seems sad to continue on, doesn’t it.  But Paul must also address the Jewish belief that Abraham was justified by circumcision, in vv9-12.
1. And his point here is very simple and will not take many words to explain.  The words Paul quoted about Abraham being credited with righteousness because of belief are recorded in Genesis 15:6.  So Paul’s question is: Were those words spoken about Abraham before or after he was circumcised?  And the fact is that God did not demand Abraham be circumcised until chapter 17; after.  
a. And this means, if we put it bluntly, Abraham was credited with righteousness when he was a Gentile!  
i. Abraham was the father of all who believe before he became the father of those who are circumcised; the Jews.  
A. So righteousness can not be restricted to the Jews.  
b. Circumcision was not the thing that made Abraham a part of God’s family.  Circumcision was a sign of belonging to God’s family.  
i. And for all those circumcised from that point on, as the OT repeatedly states, you could not rest in your outward or physical circumcision.  You were to be inwardly circumcised of the heart; you were to believe in God’s promises about Messiah, which would reveal itself in trust and obedience.  
ii. And we spoke about this last week in relation to 1 Cor 10 and baptism.  If you come to faith in Christ as an adult, you are to be baptized.  And believing parents are to baptize their infant children.  
A. But Baptism is not the thing that makes you a part of God’s family.  Baptism is the sign of belonging to God’s family.  You can not rest in your outward or physical baptism.  You are to be inwardly baptized of the heart; you must repent of your sins and believe in Jesus, which reveals itself in trust and obedience.  
And thirdly, Paul’s point in connection with Abraham not being justified by the law, in vv13-15, is closely related to what he said about circumcision.
1. And most narrowly, the Law here means the Ten Commandments.  But note first the emphasis that is put here on God’s promise.  And the specific promise in view here is God’s promise to Abraham about a miraculous son.  Because it was through that son, Isaac, that God promised another son who would be the Saviour of the world, through whom all of the nations of the world would be blessed.  
a. So Paul’s question here is again one of timing.  Did God’s declaration about Abraham being righteous come before or after the Law was given?  Well, Abraham lived about 600 years before the Law was given to Israel at Mt. Sinai!  
i. So, it cannot be that the promise came about because Abraham obeyed the Law.  
ii. It cannot be, you will receive this son and be righteous in my sight because you have kept my Law.  
b. But righteousness in Abraham or any human-being, as we have seen repeatedly in the opening chapters of Romans, cannot be connected to law in any way, shape, or form.  For sinners, the law brings only guilt and wrath.  The law only reveals sin.  
i. You know, over 100 million people participated in the Hindu festival of Kumbh Mela this year.  It is held for 55 days, from January into March, every 12 years.  And as part of the festival, people bathed in the waters where the Ganges, the Yamuna and the mythical Saraswati Rivers meet.  And they do this because it is believed that the gods spilled nectar there after the sea was churned.  
A. Well, the Ganges is one of the top 5 most polluted rivers in the whole world.  Dysentery, cholera, hepatitis, and severe diarrhea are caused by the bugs in the water.  Hindus seek cleansing from one of the filthiest rivers in the world.  
ii. And it is the same with seeking salvation by keeping the Law.  The Law cannot make you clean.  The Law just shows you how dirty you are.
You cannot be justified by works.  You cannot be justified by circumcision.  You cannot be justified by the law.  The only way to become clean; to be justified, is to receive, as Abraham did, the righteousness of God in Jesus Christ by faith alone.  And this we see in vv18-25.

1. And Paul’s burden in these verses is to emphasize God’s promise, God’s grace, and God’s power to save those who cannot save themselves.
a. And he begins, in v16, by stressing the importance of faith, which means that salvation is possible for both Jew and Gentile.  
i. If all that is required in order to be saved is to believe in Jesus, your ethnicity, your sex, your marital status, your social status, your past sins, or your economic position means nothing; “believe in the name of the Lord Jesus and you shall be saved.”  
ii. Sometimes you see a genealogy chart of a family that uses a tree.  And so, you have the original ancestors at the bottom and then branches off to the children and then the grandchildren, etc.  
A. Well, the genealogy tree that connects every believer to Abraham is faith in Jesus, alone.  It is faith that connects you to Abraham, through Jesus.
b. But notice the powerful image that is introduced in v17 and continued through to the end of the chapter.  God is the one “who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as thought they were.”
i. Now, there are many things that Paul might have had in view with this statement.  The God of the Bible is the God who created this world out of nothing.  He spoke and it came into being.
ii. But in vv18-19, we see how this is so in relation to Abraham.  
A. From the usual age, Abraham and Sarah expected children.  
B. But then their 20’s went past, and then their 30’s, and then their 40’s, and then their 50’s, and no children.  
C. And so, Abraham and Sarah had long ago abandoned the hope of children as they entered their 60’s and 70’s and 80’s.  
D. But then, at this late age; this impossible age, the Lord promises them a child and Abraham believes.  
E. Now Abraham was 86 when Ishmael was born, and Sarah was 10 years younger than him.  But still, 13 more years pass until the Lord comes again to promise them that at this time next year a son will be born.  
1) Well, when you think of a married couple where she is 90 and he is 100, what is the first word that pops into your mind?  Pregnancy?  I don’t think so.  No, it is more likely ‘death.’  It is just a matter of time.  
a) Certainly, in terms of child-bearing, they were, as it says in v19, “as good as dead.” 
F. And this was no accident.  This was God’s deliberate design in order to magnify his power and his grace and his promise.  
1) But despite his own deadness, Abraham believed the promise of God.  
a) Humanly, this seemed impossible.  
b) Humanly, there was no way Sarah could conceive.

c) Humanly, Abraham had nothing to see; just God’s promise.  
i) But what is faith?  Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”
iii. But beyond Abraham, Paul points us to Jesus.  For to Him, in a much more wonderful sense, God gave life to the dead.  
A. A few months ago, at Easter time, I preached to you from v25.  
1) We looked at the heart of the gospel message being the death and resurrection of Jesus.  
2) We noted that Jesus’ death was an historical event; it happened.  
3) We noted that Jesus’ resurrection was an historical event; it happened.  
4) And we noted the benefit that flows to every believer because of these historical events: In His death, He took your sin upon Himself.  And by His resurrection, you are justified.
Now, none of us were there.  None of us saw Him die or rise again.  We have only the eye-witness accounts in the Bible.  And all that is before you today is the promise of God that if you repent of your sins and believe in Jesus, you shall not perish but inherit eternal life.   
Would you like to be on Abraham’s genealogical tree?  If so, repent and believe.  Tell God that you know you are a sinner and that you are sorry for your sin.  And believe that in Jesus you are forgiven!  

And if you know yourself to already be on Abraham’s genealogical tree, Rejoice!  Give thanks!  Trust in Him!  Obey Him!  Amen.

