
“ERROR OF JUSTIFICATION BY WORKS” (Romans 4:1-5) 
 

Every false religion in this world is based on being declared just before God by some 
element of human achievement. However, in Romans 3 the Apostle Paul established that 
justification before God had no element of human merit or achievement. He climaxed his 
argument, “Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of 
the law” (Rom. 3:28). This is clearly not a matter than we can agree to disagree about – it 
gets to the very heart of the gospel.  

Now in Romans 4:1-5, the Apostle Paul does not begin a new section but 
continues on the argument from Romans 3, albeit with more detail. After establishing the 
doctrine of justification by faith alone through the righteousness of Christ alone, the 
apostle does not rush to another topic. Instead, Paul anticipates further objections to his 
teaching of justification by faith alone. One such objection is that this is a new doctrine.  

Many Jews especially made this objection. They believed that the leaders of 
Judaism such as Abraham were really justified by their works. They liked to point to 
verses such as Genesis 25:6 were God testified, “Abraham obeyed my voice, and kept my 
charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.” Paul was doubtless well aware of the 
erroneous rabbinical teaching. He faces this objection directly by utilising Abraham as 
the classic illustration to prove his doctrine of justification by faith alone. His rhetorical 
method is instructive as Paul establishes his case by simply taking his readers to the OT 
Scriptures. He will prove from the Scriptures alone that Abraham was saved by his faith 
alone independent of his works. As he does so, the apostle will definitively answer two 
questions: 
 
(1) How was Abraham saved?  
 
(2) How are we saved – by works or faith?  
 
So lets look at how Paul answers this first question: 
 

(1) HOW WAS ABRAHAM SAVED? (v1-3) 
 
The illustration of Abraham’s justification is particularly pertinent to Paul’s argument as: 
 

(a) Abraham was revered by the Jews, as the Father of the Jewish nation. They knew 
him as the “friend of God.” 

(b) Abraham lived around 2,000 years before Paul and around 6 centuries before the 
giving of the written Law to Moses at Sinai.  

 
So if Paul could establish that Abraham was justified by faith alone, especially from the 
OT Scripture, then he could sweep away a major objection to his teaching. Every Jew 
who claimed spiritual and physical ancestry from Abraham would have to accept that 
what was true of Abraham must be true of them. 
 Now in v1-2 there is a lot of controversy about what Paul means by “pertaining to 
the flesh.” Some commentators take it that he is Abraham failed by the works of the flesh 
to obtain virtue or justification before God. Others think that it has more reference to 
the Jews physical ancestry through Abraham. I take the former view as it is more in 
accordance with the context of verse two.  
 However, whatever interpretation you take, it is clear that Paul is unequivocal in 
v2 that Abraham had no grounds to boast before God. Paul makes this point by use of a 
hypothetical situation. He argues that if Abraham had achieved perfect righteousness by 
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his good deeds “he hath whereof to glory.” Another way of saying this is that God had no 
glory then in his salvation – it is all of Abraham. John MacArthur explains, 
 

In a hypothetical syllogism, Paul says, For if Abraham was justified by works, 
then he has something to boast about. The major premise is that, if a man could 
be justified before God by his own human efforts, then he has ground for 
boasting in himself. The minor premise is that Abraham, as a man, was justified 
by works. The necessary conclusion would be that Abraham therefore has 
something to boast about. The major premise is true: If a man could be justified 
by works, he would indeed have something to boast about, because he would 
have merited his own salvation. But, as Paul goes on to demonstrate, the minor 
premise is not true. Consequently, the conclusion is untrue. Abraham did not 
have anything in himself to boast about before God. 

 
 One of the most heinous and devilish things about this false gospel of 
justification by human merit or works is that it is a deliberate attempt by man to rob God 
of His rightful glory. It is a pernicious form of idolatry that seeks to elevate man in God’s 
rightful place. Now, I don’t care if it is presented to you by a soft-spoken little old lady 
working in humble and horrific circumstances among lepers or AIDs victims in India or 
Africa. If the person is doing it is trying to earn even a fraction of merit before God they 
are effectively trying to rob God of His glory and dethrone Him. This is a terrible sin and 
blasphemy. 
 This helps explain why Paul penned these powerful chapters detailing the deep 
depravity of all mankind from Romans 1:18-3:20. He deliberately does so make it 
unambiguous that man has no grounds to boast in self. Paul wants us to recognise how 
helpless and desperate we really are. So in Romans 4:2 he makes clear that Abraham was 
not justified by works as Paul says, “but not before God.” God’s righteousness has always 
been reckoned only on the basis of faith in the OT as well as the NT. 

To discover that the greatest hero of Judaism by his good works had no merit 
before God was doubtless a great shock to a Jewish reader. Paul hammers this truth 
home by a devastating quotation from Genesis 15:6. It should be carefully noted that 
Paul does not prove his doctrine concerning Abraham by academic investigation or by 
some mystical experience he has had but by divine revelation. He uses “what saith the 
Scripture” to base his argument that “Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for 
righteousness.” This is the first verse in Scripture that succinctly brings three vital subjects 
together - faith, justification and righteousness. For any Jew to reject this quotation from 
Genesis 15 would involve rejecting the OT Scriptures as the Word of God. William 
Newell comments, 

 
To discover that the greatest saints have no other standing than the weakest 
saints, is a lesson that is difficult for all of us. So now for the Jew to find that 
great Abraham has nothing in the flesh, but must be justified by simple faith, like 
any sinner, is a great shock. There was no honor, no “merit,” in Abraham’s 
believing the faithful God, who cannot lie. The honor was God’s. When 
Abraham believed God, he did the one thing that a man can do without doing 
anything! God made the statement, the promise; and God undertook to fulfill it. 
Abraham believed in his heart that God told the truth. There was no effort here. 
Abraham’s faith was not an act, but an attitude. His heart was turned completely 
away from himself to God and His promise. This left God free to fulfill that 
promise. Faith was neither a meritorious act by Abraham, nor a change of 
character or nature, in Abraham: he simply believed God would accomplish what 
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He had promised : “In thee shall all the families of the earth be blessed” (Gen. 
12:3). 
 
Now, Abraham was not justified because he believed God’s promise that he 

would be a father of a great nation (although Abraham certainly did believe that). What 
justified Abraham was the promised “seed” that would come to save him from his sins. 
This can be evidenced from Scripture, 

 
Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad 
(John 8:46) 
 
And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through 
faith, preached before the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all 
nations be blessed……..Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises 
made. He saith not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And to thy 
seed, which is Christ (Gal. 3:8; 16) 

 
Abraham knew the gospel, he knew the day of Christ, and he believed in the 

promised Seed for righteousness. The object of his faith was Christ and it was this faith 
that was “counted to him for righteousness” (Rom. 4:3). Now, it was not his faith that made 
Abraham righteous, but the object. He simply by faith, “believed God.” When God saw 
that, then He declared Abraham justified by crediting Abraham’s life with the 
righteousness of Christ. Faith is not the ground of justification but the bare instrument 
that he received the grace of Christ through. Indeed, faith is a gift of God also (Eph. 2:8; 
2 Peter 1:1).  

The word “counted” here is an accounting term of crediting someone’s account. 
So God places in Abraham’s spiritual account the deposit of Christ’s righteousness. This 
credit column reached all the way to heaven and out into eternity. In just a moment in 
time, Abraham inherited the riches of Christ’s righteousness for ever. That is the gospel 
in a nutshell! Now, in light of what Paul has established in v1-3, he now has the biblical 
framework to definitively answer the second question: How are we saved – by works or faith?  
 

(2) HOW ARE WE SAVED – BY WORKS OR FAITH? (v4-5) 
 

Paul argues, in light of Abraham’s example, that we could not be saved by works in v4. 
He does this by selecting an analogy from human society. Paul explains that when a 
contracted employee fulfills his employment obligations, then his employer is obligated 
to pay him the remuneration owed. The employee does not thank his employer for 
“grace” showed to him. Rather he expects and indeed demands what is rightfully his. It is 
not a reward but a debt owed to him by his employer. 
 So, Paul is saying that if any man thinks he can earn his own salvation then in 
effect he is arguing that God owes him a debt. Therefore, salvation is no longer a gift but 
a debt. This is contrary to the whole essence of Christianity. Even Abraham could not do 
that. Sadly salvation by self-works is what the Roman Catholic Church teaches. In its 
official Catechism Of the Catholic Church from its latest online edition on the Vatican 
website it teaches, 
 

IV. THE SACRAMENTS OF SALVATION 

The Church affirms that for believers the sacraments of the New Covenant are 
necessary for salvation 
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It teaches with respect to justification, 
 

ARTICLE 2 GRACE AND JUSTIFICATION 
 
2020 Justification has been merited for us by the Passion of Christ. It is granted 
us through Baptism. It conforms us to the righteousness of God, who justifies 
us. It has for its goal the glory of God and of Christ, and the gift of eternal life. It 
is the most excellent work of God's mercy. 

 
And on the particular sacrament of baptism it makes clear, 

VI. The Necessity of Baptism 

1257 The Lord himself affirms that Baptism is necessary for salvation. He also 
commands his disciples to proclaim the Gospel to all nations and to baptize 
them. Baptism is necessary for salvation for those to whom the Gospel has been 
proclaimed and who have had the possibility of asking for this sacrament. The 
Church does not know of any means other than Baptism that assures entry into 
eternal beatitude; this is why she takes care not to neglect the mission she has 
received from the Lord to see that all who can be baptized are “reborn of water 
and the Spirit.” God has bound salvation to the sacrament of Baptism, but he 
himself is not bound by his sacraments. 

 
The Roman Catholic Church even produced its own Bible to fit in with its unbiblical 
theology.  In Matthew 4:17, the King James Version accurately translates the original 
Greek as, “From that time Jesus began to preach, and to say, Repent: for the kingdom of heaven is at 
hand.” However, the Douay-Rheims (1899 American Edition) alters the word “repent” 
and translates, “From that time Jesus began to preach, and to say: Do penance, for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  

Interestingly, the rabbinical writers did the same when the cited Habakkuk 2:4 
that “the just shall live by his faith” to “the just shall live by his faithfulness.” This twisting of 
Scripture typifies the devil (Matt. 4:6) and is what Peter warned of, “they that are unlearned 
and unstable wrest, as they do also the other scriptures, unto their own destruction.” (2 Peter 3:16) 

But what does the Apostle Paul say is the way of salvation is for us today? He 
makes it unambiguously clear in v5, 
 

But to him that worketh not, but believeth on Him that justifieth the 
ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness. 

 
The order is significant. Any man that is justified must: 
 

(1) Cease from depending on his good works i.e. works don’t work! 
(2) Put his faith alone on “Him that justifieth the ungodly.” 

 
He cannot have the attitude of the Pharisee in Luke 18 who prayed “God, I thank thee, that 
I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican.” Instead, he must 
recognise he is ungodly and helpless like the publican who we are told, “standing afar off, 
would not lift up so much as his eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be merciful to 
me a sinner.”  
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The Divine verdict contrasting the publican with the Pharisee was, “this man went 
down to his house justified rather than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and 
he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.” So either you are saved by the merits of Christ’s 
righteousness or you can attempt to justify yourself by your own good works. Any attempt 
to do the latter, in whole or in part, blasphemes the God of grace. It robs God of His 
rightful glory; it diminishes the death of Christ to the point of being redundant, and puts the 
sinner in the place of God. There is no other alternative. There is no middle ground. Sadly, 
how so many fight against this fact. 
 However, if you have followed Paul’s argument carefully you should come to an 
end of yourself. You should now see yourself as how God sees you – as ungodly, lost, and 
without hope. You should see that the only possible hope is Jesus Christ. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
What implications have these 5 verses for us? 

(1) They firstly teach us that we have no part in the ecumenical movement or any inter-faith 
movement that attempts to unite all faiths behind a message that undermines the doctrine 
of justification by faith alone. We need to carefully note how Paul makes such painstaking 
efforts to distinguish between justification by faith alone and the error of justification by 
works. Certainly, the early church took the distinction very seriously in Acts 15:1 when false 
teachers taught “Except ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot be 
saved.” The Church leaders did not dismiss it as non-essential or no big deal but called 
the first Church Synod to deal with it. At the synod, Peter (ironically named the first 
pope by the RCC) rejects categorically that sacraments have any part to play in 
justification, 

Now therefore why tempt ye God, to put a yoke upon the neck of the disciples, 
which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear? But we believe that through 
the grace of the LORD Jesus Christ we shall be saved, even as they. (Acts 15:10-
11) 

(2) These verses should also teach us the importance of the Words of Scripture. Paul 
established his doctrine of justification by faith alone from one verse in Genesis 15:6. (It is 
ironic that today so many seek to do explain away the literal historical message of Genesis 
that Paul selects this book to establish his message!). Indeed, in Galations 3:16, Paul will 
establish his argument from a singular ending of a noun. That is why we need to taker 
seriously the inspiration and preservation of every Word of Scripture.  

(3) Finally, they teach us that if a great man like Abraham had to be justified by faith alone 
without works – then, so should we. Remember, God does not justify the godly but v5 
makes it clear the ungodly sinner, “But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth 
the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness.” 
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“JUSTIFICATION PROVED FROM SCRIPTURE” (Romans 4:6-15) 

The Apostle Paul persists in this next section in repeatedly establishing the doctrine that 
a man is justified by faith alone without works. At times to the casual reader it may seem 
repetitive, and he may wonder why Paul continues this same line of argument he has 
stated in Romans 3:22, 3:26, 3:28, 4:3 and 4:5. 

Doubtless, Paul deliberately does so because he knows that this doctrine is vital 
to true Christianity. It is the foundational principle upon which the Christian Faith is 
based. The Apostle is also aware that this doctrine is the one continuously under attack 
by the devil (cf. Acts 15:1). So, Paul goes to considerable lengths to clear away every 
possible objection. Fallen humanity always seeks to cling to any hope that he can do 
something to commend himself to God. All the other religions, including every heretical 
form of Christianity, are based upon some element of self-works to establish 
righteousness before God.  

To further establish the foundational doctrine of justification by faith alone, Paul 
sets forth three more evidences that a man can only be justified by grace alone through 
faith alone without works. These 3 evidences are: 

 
(1) Testimony of David (v6-8) 
 
(2) Testimony of Circumcision (v9-12) 
 
(3) Testimony of the Law (v13-15) 
 

(1) TESTIMONY OF DAVID (v6-8) 
 
In v1-5, the Apostle selected the example to prove that justification is “to him that 
worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for 
righteousness.” After proving this doctrine from a quotation from Genesis 15:6, Paul 
now cites another biblical testimony of King David. The Jews also revered David as the 
greatest king of Israel. They new him to be a man God testified was “a man after mine own 
heart, which shall fulfil all My will” (Acts 13:22; 1Sam.13:13-14). 
 So if Paul could prove from the OT Scripture that two of the greatest leaders of 
Judaism were justified by faith he knew that according to Jewish law, a question was 
settled by two or three witnesses (Deut. 19:15; 2 Cor. 13:1). The story of David was well 
known to his Jewish readers. In his great fall with Bathsheba, David broke at least three 
of the Commandments: 
 
(a) Coveted another man’s wife. 
(b) Committed adultery with Bathsheba. 
(c) Committed murder against Uriah. 

 
Yet, Paul citing Psalm 32:1-2 tells us here in v6-8 what David confessed. We 

should note two amazing things in this confession: 
 

(i) We are truly blessed as God forgives or sends away our iniquities in salvation. 
As Isaiah puts it in the wonderful words of Isaiah 43:25, “I, even I, am he that 
blotteth out thy transgressions for mine own sake, and will not remember thy sins.” All 
your sins and transgressions that have accumulated up like a mountain over 
the years in your life, God has removed them from you.  
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(ii) (ii) The second thing that David teaches is God in our spiritual ledger not 
only credits in the assets column the righteousness of Christ but in the 
liabilities column our sin. This righteousness of Christ is the legal ground of 
our justification and our acceptance into heaven. Truly, “[God] made Him to 
be sin for us.” (2 Cor. 5:21). 

 
The happiness of the world is tied up in material things that can be lost in a moment. 
However, the happiness of a believer is tied up in the work of Christ, which cannot 
never be lost. What a blessing to know these two facts – my sins are forgiven or sent 
away and Christ’s righteousness is imputed to me.  
 

(2) TESTIMONY OF CIRCUMCISION (V9-12) 
 
The Jews regarded circumcision as a special mark that identified them as the only people 
bound for heaven. The rabbis taught that no circumcised man would ever go to hell. It 
identified them physically and spiritually from other nations. 
 The Apostle Paul’s argument in v9-10 is devastatingly simple. Using the OT 
chronology he poses the challenge: was Abraham declared justified by God before or 
after he was circumcised? He questions, “How was it then reckoned? when he was in 
circumcision, or in uncircumcision?” Paul knew that the command to be circumcised was not 
given until Genesis 17:23-27 at least 14 years after Abraham was declared justified in 
Genesis 15:6. So he answers his question, “Not in circumcision, but in uncircumcision.” 
Abraham lived for years as a justified man without circumcision. 
 Now, the conclusion is obvious and devastating for any Jew relying on 
circumcision as a means of salvation – circumcision has no part to play in justification! 
The same theological principle is true for any NT sacrament today. Baptism and 
partaking of the Lord’s Supper have no part in justifying a sinner. 

Paul now anticipates what his Jewish readers would be thinking – What use is 
circumcision then? Why did God command Abraham and his descendants to be 
circumcised? Why did God say that every uncircumcised Israelite man is cut off from 
enjoying the spiritual privileges of Judaism such as eating the Passover? Paul explains in 
v11 that circumcision is important as a sign and a seal of Abraham’s justification by faith 
alone. 

(a) SIGN – this is not the real thing but is something material or external that stands 
for or signifies something spiritual. Circumcision did not bring righteousness, but 
signified the internal circumcision of the heart that Abrham belonged to God and 
believed His promise (cf. Deut. 30:6; Jer. 4:4; Rom. 2:28, 29). Circumcision is not 
the substance of the covenant, but the sign of the covenant. 

(b) SEAL – a seal authenticates, certifies, or guarantees the genuineness of that 
which is signified. That is why they are affixed to a document or letter marking it 
as a valid or authentic document. Abraham’s circumcision was a public visible 
reminder to him that God had given the promise and is faithful to keep it.  

What conclusion does Paul especially desire his Jewish readers to draw from this? He 
wants them to see that Gentiles who are saved by faith alone are spiritual descendants of 
Abraham. For he argues this timing of Abraham’s circumcision was deliberate, “which he 
had yet being uncircumcised: that he might be the father of all them that believe, though they be not 
circumcised; that righteousness might be imputed unto them also.” Gentile believers are not his 
children by genetics but become his children by faith in Christ (Gal. 3:7,29).  
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 This does not mean that Abraham is not the father of the circumcised Jew as he 
is “the father of all them that believe.” However, only circumcised Jews can truly be spiritual 
descendants of Abraham, “who also walk in the steps of that faith of our father Abraham, which he 
had being yet uncircumcised.” In other words, they must follow the path of faith in God’s 
promised Seed blazed by Abraham, apart from any merit imputed by works such as 
circumcision. This justification by faith is the true circumcision of the heart. This is the 
same truth that Jeremiah taught, 
 

Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will punish all them which 
are circumcised with the uncircumcised; Egypt, and Judah, and Edom, 
and the children of Ammon, and Moab, and all that are in the utmost 
corners, that dwell in the wilderness: for all these nations are 
uncircumcised, and all the house of Israel are uncircumcised in the heart. 
(Jer. 9:25-26) 

 Paul has cleverly turned the argument in v12 on his Jewish reader. He proves that 
a Jew has to be justified by faith the same way as the pagan Gentile Abraham in Genesis 
15:6, “which he had being yet uncircumcised.” Abraham is the father of those who share his 
faith—whether circumcised or not. In other words, every Jew must approach God the 
same way as a Gentile has to. Such a statement was shocking to a proud Jew! To hope in 
a symbol such as circumcision or baptism is truly hopeless! Any Jew or Gentile is lost 
when he places his faith in the sign or seal rather than the reality that they point to i.e. 
Christ.  

 
(3) TESTIMONY OF THE LAW (V13-15) 

 
Paul now knows that his Jewish reader may have another significant objection. This was 
the fact that Israel had been entrusted with the written Law. Surely they argued this was 
evidence that a Jew must keep the Law in order to be justified. Paul refutes this objection 
by arguing from: 
 

(a) Chronology of Abraham’s life. 
(b) Nature of the Law itself. 

 
Using OT chronology again, Paul simply in v13 points out that the promise to Abraham 
was not only independent of circumcision, but independent of the Law as, “the promise, 
that he should be the heir of the world, was not to Abraham, or to his seed, through the law.” This 
promise that Abraham believed by faith was some 4 centuries before the written Law 
was given at Mt Sinai. 
 
NATURE OF THE LAW 
 
Paul then shows in v14-15 that the very nature of the Law is opposed to the idea of faith 
in God’s gracious promises. He argues that this would mean: 
 
(i) Faith is rendered “void” or worthless. This a restatement of the principle espoused in 
v4 that receiving a gift by faith is the antithesis of receiving something that is owed to 
you. The Law is about deeds or works that if you fulfill then a debt or reward is owed to 
you. Paul sums this up wonderfully in Romans 11:6, 
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And if by grace, then is it no more of works: otherwise grace is no more 
grace. But if it be of works, then it is no more grace: otherwise work is no 
more work. 

 
You cannot mix grace and works and more than you can mix day and night. They are 
eternal opposites. If it is of grace, you can’t earn or merit it. When it comes to salvation, 
faith rules out works and works rule out faith - they are mutually exclusive. Simply put, 
faith cries, “I can’t do it myself,” whereas the law declares, “You really can do it. Just try 
a little harder.” By clinging to any supposed good works of the Law that you have 
committed, you are rendering the gospel promises void. If we could earn our 
salvation, Jesus Christ death is redundant.  
 
(ii) The “promise” is then “made of none effect.” Vine points out about this expression “none 
effect” (which is one Greek word) that “the general idea in the word is that of depriving a 
thing of the use for which it is intended.” Paul is simply pointing out that if God had 
made the promise to Abraham of the Messiah as the Seed on the basis of Abraham 
keeping the Law, then the promise would have been permanently worthless, as Abraham 
could not keep the Law perfectly. The perfect passive verb form used here indicates that 
this always and permanently voids faith and the promise. 

The apostle had already proven in Chapter 3 that there is none righteous no not 
one! Therefore, the promise is in reality worthless to every man including Abraham. So 
God would effectively have been giving the promise with the right hand and 
simultaneously snatching away the hope of salvation with the left hand! Ray Stedman 
illustrates this principle, 

Now let me help you to understand that: If there is anyone here who is quite 
athletic, I would like you to do something to demonstrate this for us. I want you 
to stand here before the pulpit and jump up and touch the ceiling. If you do that, 
I promise I will give you a thousand dollars. I might have to borrow it, but I will 
give it to you. Are there any volunteers? I’ll even let you stand on the platform. 
No volunteers? Why? Because, you say to me, “Look, your promise is worthless! 
You are asking something that no one can do. No one can jump up and touch 
the ceiling by their natural strength. Your promise is worthless.” Even though I 
sincerely mean it, it has no value to you because you cannot do it. 

 
(iii) Paul has one last argument in v15 as to the nature of the Law. He points out that 
even trying to be saved by keeping the Law has the opposite intended effect of bringing 
the wrath of the Law down upon you. The more you know about it, the more you are 
accountable to it and the more wrath you store up for breaking it.  

There is also the fact that the depraved nature of man always seeks to knowingly 
resist the Law. Perversely, the more the Law exposes his sin, the more it therefore serves 
as a catalyst to sin (Rom. 7:9). This then works more wrath upon us! If there were no 
law, Paul argues then you couldn’t have any standard to transgress, “for where no law is, 
there is no transgression.” But there is a Law and we who transgress it are guilty and know 
we are.  
 
I hope you can see the wonderful way that Paul has relentlessly built his case to demolish 
all objections to the Gospel of free grace. He: 
 

(i) Cites Abraham’s justification from Scripture in v3 
(ii) Cites David’s testimony in v6-8 
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(iii)  Uses circumcision to testify against those who believe the sacraments have 
any part in salvation in v9-12 

(iv) Uses the nature and giving of the Law in v13-15 to show that it has no part 
to play in justification by faith. 

 
No wonder the ungodly and proud Jews hated this man! No wonder that everywhere he 
went in the book of Acts they tries to murder him and destroy his character and 
teaching.  
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“THE BASIS OF THE CHRISTIAN FAITH” (Romans 4:16-25) 
 
In this last section of chapter four, the Apostle Paul has reached the point where he has 
dealt with all the key objections to justification by faith. He has been careful and patient 
in his approach so that he fully deals with this vital subject.  

Now, the apostle does not leave the subject yet, but takes the opportunity to 
explain to his readers more fully about faith. He gives a masterly and detailed analysis of 
what faith is and how it is worked out in practice. This is not some academic debate for 
Paul so he can get one over his objectors. He wants to bring his readers to the position 
whereby these truths can be applied to them personally (v23-25). His heart is full of love 
for their souls.  

As he does so, Paul will explain the true foundations of the Christian faith. Using 
the illustration of Abraham again, Paul explains the following things about faith: 
 
(1) Principles of Faith (v16-17) 
 
(2) Practice of Faith (v18-22) 
 
(3) Pattern of Faith (v23-25) 
 

(1) PRINCIPLES OF FAITH (v16-17) 
 
In v16 by the use of “therefore,” the Apostle links what he is now dealing with to the 
principles he has previously laid down. There he made clear that salvation is not about 
the Law but “it is of faith, that it might be by grace.”  

Faith and grace are coupled together whereas Law and works go together. Law is 
about deeds, works, and conduct. If a man fulfils the requirement of the Law he is 
entitled to claim his due reward. Grace, by contrast, is not about getting what you 
deserve. Indeed, grace is kindness or favour to someone who does not deserve it and 
indeed deserves the very opposite. So, faith rules out works and works rule out faith! 

How grace is linked to faith in salvation is because faith needs an object. Without 
an object, then faith is useless and a man cannot be justified. Paul links all of these. It is 
Sovereign grace that provides Jesus Christ as the object of faith. He is the Seed of the 
promise to Abraham (Gal. 3:16). 

So, in v16 Paul is saying we are saved by grace through faith in the promise of 
that Seed. That is why some theologians have defined grace by the acronym “GRACE – 
God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense.” Now, the apostle will make three deductions from 
this: 
 
(a) SALVATION IS SURE – Paul argues that this results “to the end the promise might be 
sure to all the seed.” Because justification is all of grace through faith in Christ alone, then 
this provides absolute objective assurance of salvation. Christianity is unique as it alone 
promises full and permanent forgiveness from every sin. It is Christianity alone that 
provides complete and absolute assurance that a person is saved and is eternally saved.  
 This is why Christ assured the thief on the Cross in Luke 23:43, “Verily I say unto 
thee, Today shalt thou be with me in paradise.” Note the Saviour does not say, “today you 
might make it to heaven if you are baptized, join the Church, give to the poor, pray much 
etc.” 



	   12	  

 That is also why John writing to believers in 1 John 5:13, “These things have I written 
unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God; that ye may know that ye have eternal life, and that 
ye may believe on the name of the Son of God.” John assures believers they “may know that ye 
have eternal life.”  

 
(b) SALVATION IS AVAILABLE TO ALL – The second deduction Paul makes is that 
if salvation is by grace alone without works, then salvation is available to all. Both Jew 
and Gentile can be saved and know they are saved. Paul cleverly points out that because 
Scripture proves that Abraham was saved as a Gentile so every Gentile can see him as his 
spiritual father. Now, Paul does not merely state this argument but cites Genesis 17:5 in 
Romans 4:17a to back up this teaching.  
 
(c) SALVATION IS POSSIBLE FOR ALL – The final deduction Paul makes is because 
this promise is by God then everything is possible. In v17b, Paul reminds his readers a 
few things about the greatness of God. He is the God is the God who can raise the dead. 
He can speak a whole universe into existence. The quality of our faith depends upon the 
object in which it is resting on. If it is resting on a God who can raise the dead and 
makes something from nothing then that is the greatest possible quality.  
 

(2) PRACTICE OF FAITH (v18-22) 
 
In v18-22, the apostle explains, through the illustration of Abraham, how we can see 
faith exercised in practice. Abraham’s original name was Abram meaning “father of 
many.” The irony was that the man called the father of many was childless. As he went 
on his long pilgrimage through Canaan it must have been especially galling when he was 
asked by strangers how many children he had.  
 Yet, in Genesis 15 at 75 years old, when God promised that his seed would be as 
numerous as the stars, Abraham’s reaction was remarkable. He did not express doubt, 
reservations or cynicism but simply bowed his head and fully trusted in the promises of 
God as we read, “And he believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness” (Gen. 
15:6).  
 Many years later at the age of 99 before Isaac was even conceived, God appeared 
to Abraham and changed his name from Abram “father of many” to Abraham meaning 
“father of many nations.” Abraham clearly believed and embraced this new name even 
though it was 25 years since the first promise in Genesis 15. MacArthur has an 
interesting observation, 
 

You say, “But how did he possibly maintain any faith? I mean, there are some 
people, for example, who have been praying for something in their life for two or 
three months and they’re running out of gas.” Some people have been praying 
for something for a few years and they’ve lost hope that it will ever happen. But 
this man for 25 years is strong in faith and it’s hard to understand why, unless 
you look at verse 17. You see, here’s the key. He believed in a God who could 
give life to the dead, and who could call things which are not as though they 
were. 

  
Now using this specific incident in Genesis 19, Paul draws out in a beautiful 

pattern the six characteristics of Abraham’s faith. Indeed, these are seen in all exercises 
of faith given by God. 
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(a) “Against hope believed in hope” - Abraham knew that humanely speaking what God 
said would happen was impossible. But Abraham also knew that “humanely 
speaking” was the wrong perspective as God had said it and that was backed by 
His authority. Abraham was God-centered, not man-centred.  

(b) “so shall thy seed be” – the object of Abraham’s faith was in the promise of God 
“according to that which was spoken” (v18). True faith is not based upon optimism or 
leaping in the dark, but resting your trust in the Words of the all powerful, all 
knowing, and all faithful God. As Lloyd Jones said, “Faith is content with the 
bare Word of God, because He is God.” 

(c) “being not weak in faith, he considered not his own body now dead” - Abraham’s faith did 
not allow him to doubt because of his natural weakness. In v19, we are told he 
knew or contemplated the biological facts, but that did not make him doubt 
God. Some see faith and facts as mutually exclusive. However, as Pritchard says, 
“Faith doesn’t avoid the facts; faith faces them and then reacts to the facts on the 
basis of the Word of God.” We see the same faith in the saints of Scripture. For 
instance, Noah did not doubt God when he was warned of the global flood even 
though he had never seen rain let alone a flood. 

(d)  “He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief” – in v20 the fourth thing that 
we see about Abraham’s faith was that he did not stagger or waver in his faith in 
God’s promises. Like the psalmist he confessed, “My heart is fixed, O God, my heart 
is fixed” (Psa. 57:7). Abraham did not seek out reasons to doubt God. 

(e) “but was strong in faith, giving glory to God” – not only did Abraham not waver but he 
gave the glory to God. He knew there was nothing in Abraham that could help 
him so all glory for such a hope must go to God. Saving faith never glorifies man 
but God, as it is God who acts. As MacArthur says, “Godly faith glorifies God; 
the One who gives faith receives all the credit. Conversely, any faith that does not 
glorify God is not of or from Him. Faith in God, because it affirms His 
trustworthy character, is the supreme way that men glorify Him, while without 
faith, any attempt to worship, praise, or honor Him is a worthless, self-righteous 
sham.” 

(f) “being fully persuaded that, what He had promised, He was able also to perform” -  the final 
thing about Abraham’s faith was that it was based upon the total conviction that 
what God promised to do, God could and would perform. This verse 21 is one 
of the best definitions of faith in the Bible. No matter what doubts the devil 
whispered in Abraham’s ear, this man never wavered because he was not trusting 
in the faithfulness of Abraham but the faithfulness of God. This faith was not 
temporary but a habitual part of Abraham’s life even though he did not live its 
fulfillment. He “died in faith, not having received the promises” (Heb. 11:13).  

 
We make promises but sadly we often do not keep them. Often it is because we make 
them rashly and then later we discover we do not have the ability to overcome any 
difficulties to honour them. But not God because of who and what He is! Indeed, God 
sees the end from the beginning before the beginning even begins! The essence of 
justifying faith is simply taking God at His Word. 
 

(3) PATTERN OF FAITH (v23-25) 
 
Paul now brings this section to a great climax. He explains that God does not set 
Abraham’s justifying faith forth in such detail just for our historical curiosity, “it was not 
written for his sake alone.” No, it is placed there as a pattern or a prototype of justifying 
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faith for both Jew and Gentile including, “for us also.” Our faith must also be personal. 
The God of Abraham is our God too. 
 However, it should be noted that the righteousness of Christ that was imputed to 
Abraham can only be imputed or credited to us if we believe in the same object of his 
faith, “if we believe on him that raised up Jesus our Lord” (v24). So not everyone is justified, but 
those who have a personal faith in the same Christ as Abraham had. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


