ROMANS

Chapter 4

Abraham Justified by Faith 

What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, 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 the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” ﻿4﻿ Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation. ﻿5﻿ However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness. ﻿6﻿ David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the man to whom God credits righteousness apart from works: ﻿7﻿ “Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. ﻿8﻿ Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him.”  ﻿9﻿ Is this blessedness only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? We have been saying that Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness. ﻿10﻿ Under what circumstances was it credited? Was it after he was circumcised, or before? It was not after, but before! ﻿11﻿ And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. So then, he is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them. ﻿12﻿ And he is also the father of the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised. ﻿13﻿ It was not through 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. ﻿14﻿ For if those who live by law are heirs, faith has no value and the promise is worthless, ﻿15﻿ because law brings wrath. And where there is no law there is no transgression. ﻿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 to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all. ﻿17﻿ As it is written: “I have made you a father of many nations.” He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were. ﻿18﻿ Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said to him, “So shall your offspring be.”  ﻿19﻿ Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead—since he was about a hundred years old—and that Sarah’s womb was also dead. ﻿20﻿ Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, ﻿21﻿ being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. ﻿22﻿ This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.” ﻿23﻿ The words “it was credited to him” were written not for him alone, ﻿24﻿ but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. ﻿25﻿ He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification. 

Luther: “After the first three chapters, in which sin is revealed and faith’s way to righteousness is taught, St. Paul begins in chapter 4 to meet certain remonstrances and objections. First he takes up the one that all men commonly make when they hear that faith justifies without works. They say, ‘Are we, then, to do no good works?’ Therefore he himself takes up the case of Abraham, and asks, ‘What did Abraham accomplish, then, with his good works? Were they all in vain? Were his works of no use?’ He concludes that Abraham was justified by faith alone, without any works, so much so that the Scriptures in Genesis 15[:6] declare that he was justified by faith alone even before the work of circumcision. But if the work of circumcision contributed nothing to his righteousness, though God had commanded it and it was a good work of obedience, then surely no other good work will contribute anything to righteousness. Rather, as Abraham’s circumcision was an external sign by which he showed the righteousness that was already his in faith, so all good works are only external signs which follow out of faith; like good fruit, they demonstrate that a person is already inwardly righteous before God. (TLSB)
“With this powerful illustration from the Scriptures, St. Paul confirms the doctrine of faith which he had set forth in chapter 3. He cites also another witness, David, who says in Psalm 32[:1–2] that a man is justified without works—although he does not remain without works when he has been justified. Then he gives the illustration a broader application, setting it over against all other works of the law. He concludes that the Jews cannot be Abraham’s heirs merely because of their blood, still less because of the works of the law; they must inherit Abraham’s faith, if they would be true heirs. For before the law—before the law of Moses and the law of circumcision—Abraham was justified by faith and called the father of all believers. Moreover the law brings about wrath rather than grace, because no one keeps the law out of love for it and pleasure in it. What comes by the works of the law is thus disfavor rather than grace. Therefore faith alone must obtain the grace promised to Abraham, for these examples too were written for our sakes [Rom. 15:4], that we too should believe” (AE 35:373–74). (TLSB)
4:1 Having shown that circumcision does not merit salvation, Paul now applies this to Abraham, the first to receive God’s covenant of circumcision (Gn 17:10–14). (TLSB)
      Abraham, our forefather.† The great patriarch of the Jewish nation, the true example of a justified person (see Jas 2:21–23). The Jews of Jesus’ time used Abraham as an example of justification by works, but Paul holds him up as a shining example of righteousness through faith (see Gal 3:6–9). (CSB)
“Our forefather according to the flesh.”  If one receives something by the flesh, he receives it by works of his own deeds and efforts.  The apostle also thinks of the good works that Abraham did after he was converted, after he became a servant of the living God, of all his glorious virtues for which Scriptures praise Abraham.  The works of the converted, though done in the power of God, are still the deeds of man. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)
4:2 Hypothetical point. Many rabbis assumed that Abraham was justified by keeping the Law perfectly. If this were true, Abraham had reason to boast. But he could not boast before God, who knew that Abraham was not justified by works but by faith. (TLSB)
4:3 Elderly Abraham believed God’s promise that he would be the father of a great nation (Gn 15:1–6). His faith is noted, not his works. (TLSB)
The reference is to Ge 15:6, where nothing is mentioned about works. (CSB)
      credited. Abraham had kept no law, rendered no service and performed no ritual that earned credit to his account before God. His belief in God, who had made promises to him, was credited to him as righteousness. (CSB)
Abraham did not act righteously; God declared him righteous because of his faith. “Faith itself is credited for righteousness. Faith is the thing God declares to be righteousness. Paul adds that righteousness is credited freely” (Ap IV 89). (TLSB)

elogistha auto “was reckoned to him.”  The passive construction highlights the passive role of the believer in the doctrine of justification. God is the active agent; he is the one who justifies.  The believer is the passive one who is acted upon.  The believer does nothing, contributes nothing. He receives the promise in faith, but even this is not his doing, because faith is worked in him by God’s promise. Paul takes this from Genesis 15 which is still two chapters before the requirement of circumcision.  Abraham was justified by faith before any works of law were asked of him. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

4:4-5 Including works in salvation destroys grace. If we save ourselves, then God is not our Savior! God justifies sinners who cannot deserve His grace. (TLSB)
4:4 HIS WAGES – misthos means “pay, earnings” and stands in opposition to faith. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

      AN OBLIGATION – opheilama is a debt owed and is the opposite of grace.  Apology IV, 89, Tappert 120 says: “Therefore he excludes even the merit of works according to the moral law; for if by these we earned justification before God, faith would not be accounted for righteousness without works.  Romans 4:4-5.” (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

4:6 imony of Genesis regarding the relationship between righteousness and faith and works. Here again God is at work.  God is in charge; man is the recipient.  (Franzmann) 
      apart from works. “For the holy apostle Paul writes, ‘Of grace,’ ‘without merit,’ ‘without Law,’ ‘without works,’ ‘not of works.’ All these words together mean that we are justified and saved through faith alone in Christ” (FC Ep III 10). (TLSB)
Saints under the OT were saved in the same was as saints under the NT: not on account of their own works, but on account of Christ, and through faith in Him.  (CB)

4:7-8 Ps 32:1 shows how the OT teaches justification through faith. The confession reveals that David was not relying on his works, but on grace. Although we are sinners, God forgives us and covers us with His righteousness. (TLSB)
4:7 WHOSE SINS ARE COVERED – Not punished but forgiven. (CB)

4:8 BLESSED IS THE MAN – The quotation is from Psalm 32.  A repentant King David is speaking as he recalls his own sorry past.  Initially stubborn and unrepentant, David tried to minimize and ignore his sin, but that didn’t work.  He now admits: (PBC)

“When I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. ﻿4﻿ For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was sapped as in the heat of summer.”  (Psalm 32:3,4)
Brought to his knees, David resorted to the only thing that works: looking in faith to the God who justifies the ungodly.  David had no good works to bring, only ungodliness to confess.  And he does just that: (PBC)

“Then I acknowledged my sin to you and did not cover up my iniquity. I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD”— and you forgave the guilt of my sin.” (Psalm 32:5)

God forgave the guilt of David’s sin.  This free forgiveness through faith without the addition of any works or merit is precisely the same pattern that Abraham had experienced.  And it forms the basis for David’s cry of joy and relief (Psalm 32:1,2), which Paul quotes almost word for word.   (PBC) 

4:9 blessing. God’s forgiveness. (TLSB)
      circumcised. Jews. (CSB)
Judaic teachers held that the promise of Ps. 32:1-2 held only for Israel and referred it to the forgiveness bestowed upon the people of God on the Day of Atonement; no other nation partook of it.  Could there be a reckoning of righteousness to man without the benefit of circumcision?  That question was a live one for the Jew, and it disturbed Christendom. (Franzmann)
      uncircumcised. Gentiles. (CSB)
      We. Paul and fellow Christians. (TLSB)
4:10 not after, but before! Abraham was declared righteous (Gen 15) some 14 years before he was circumcised (Gen. 17). See Gal 3:17 for a similar statement. (CSB)
4:11 sign. Circumcision was, among other things, the outward sign of the righteousness that God had credited to Abraham for his faith. (CSB)
Not circumcision, but God’s declaration—His Word—made Abraham righteous (Gn 15:6) (TLSB)
It is dangerous to put the sign for the thing signified, or make the one a substitute for the other.  Those who depend on the sign are destitute of the thing signified; and so long as they continue to do it will remain destitute.  Glorying in the shadow, they lose the substance.  (CB)

        So then. Abraham is the “father” of believing Gentiles (the uncircumcised), because he believed and was justified before the rite of circumcision (the mark of Jews) was instituted. (CSB)
Abraham was counted as righteous before God instituted circumcision (Gn 17:10–14). (TLSB)

        father of all who believe. Abraham, the physical ancestor of Israel, is the spiritual ancestor of all who, like him, are justified by faith. (TLSB)
4:12 
        father of the circumcised. Abraham is also the father of believing Jews. Thus his story shows that for Jew and Gentile alike there is only one way of justification—the way of faith. (CSB)
        who also walk in the footsteps of the faith. Israelites who believed what Abraham did. (TLSB)
4:13 not through law. Not on the condition that the promise be merited by works of the law. (CSB)
Paul is thoroughly Jewish in his language, and yet his thought is worlds apart from that of Judaism.  He describes the promise given to Abraham and his descendants in a phrase that the Jewish rabbis used: “That they should inherit the world,” and at the same time he brushes aside the Judaic interpretation which made the promise given to Abraham God’s reward to Abraham for his keeping of the Law, his good works.  (Franzmann)
The way of salvation through faith in Christ is suited to all classes and conditions of men.  None are so good that they can be saved in any other way; and none are so bed that they cannot be saved in this.  (CB)

        his offspring. All those of whom Abraham is said to be father (vv. 11–12). – This means all believers throughout history.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2) (CSB)
        RECEIVED THE PROMISE – God promised to multiply Abraham’s descendants (Gn 15:5) and to bless all nations through him. This was a prophecy about Jesus. (TLSB)
        heir of the world.† “World” here refers to the creation, as in 1:20. No express mention of this heirship is made in the Genesis account of Abraham. He is promised “offspring like the dust of the earth” (Ge 13:16) and possession of the land of Canaan (Ge 12:7; 13:14–15; 15:7, 18–21; 17:8), and that all the peoples on earth will be blessed through him (Ge 12:3; 18:18) or his offspring (Ge 22:18). But since, as Genesis already makes clear, God purposed through Abraham and his offspring to work out the destiny of the whole world, it was implicit in the promises to Abraham that he and his offspring would “inherit the earth” (see Ps 37:9, 11, 22, 29, 34; Mt 5:5). (CSB)
As Abraham became the father of many nations, the world would, in a sense, belong to him. (TLSB)
The point he’s making is that an heir doesn’t have to do anything for the stipulation of the will to go into effect.  (PBC)
4:14 those who live by law. Those whose claim to the inheritance is based on the fulfillment of the law. (CSB)

        promise. See note on v. 13. (CSB)
oi ek nomou means “those who base their relationship on works.”  The best example is that found in John 8:39 where the Jews claim Abraham as father but Jesus immediately denies it.  They were not children of Abraham because they based everything on physical descent and on human works and worthiness. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2) 
The promise is God at work.  (Franzmann)
        the heirs. Those receiving the blessings promised to Abraham. (TLSB)
4:15 Humans inevitably violate God’s Law and are condemned by it. “The Law always accuses and terrifies consciences” (Ap IV 38). (TLSB)
        law brings wrath. The law, because it reveals sin and even stimulates it (see 7:7–11), produces wrath, not promise. (CSB)
It does so not because the Law is evil, but because the nature of man is fallen.  Apology IV, 38, Tappert: “Paul does not say that by the law men merit the forgiveness of sins.  For the law always accuses and terrifies consciences.  It does not justify, because a conscience terrified by the law flees before God’s judgment.”  Apology IV, 270, Tappert 147: “But without Christ this law is not kept.  It always accuses the conscience, which does not satisfy the law and therefore flees in terror before the judgment and punishment of the law.”  Apology XII, 88 Tappert 195: “The law will always accuse us because we never satisfy the law of God.”  God dealt with Abraham not through law, not on the basis of the law, but on the basis of a promise.  Abraham, of course, was sinful.  But that did not destroy God’s promise.  The promise was not conditioned by fulfillment of the law, it was altogether independent of the law. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)

        transgression. Overstepping a clearly defined line. Where there is no law there is still sin, but it does not have the character of transgression. (CSB)
The Law stands as a boundary. Without such a boundary, there can be no violation. (TLSB)
But where the promise of God, the grace of God, the Christ of God determine that relationship, there is no transgression either.  There the promise given to God’s people through Micah is fulfilled for all people.  (Franzmann)
﻿18﻿ Who is a God like you, who pardons sin and forgives the transgression of the remnant of his inheritance? You do not stay angry forever but delight to show mercy. ﻿19﻿ You will again have compassion on us; you will tread our sins underfoot and hurl all our iniquities into the depths of the sea. (Micah 7:18-19)

There will be men who, believing in the God who justifies the ungodly, will in the beggary of faith turn to God their gracious King (Matthew 5:3) and in meek dependence of faith will inherit the earth. (Matthew 5:5)  (Franzmann) 

4:16 it. Salvation. “If the promise were to depend upon our works, it would not be sure.… When would we know that we had received it?” (Ap XX 87) (TLSB)
        † COMES BY FAITH…MAY BE BY GRACE – The grace of God is the efficient cause.  Faith is the receiving cause. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2) 

Faith, promise, grace – these three constitute an indivisible trinity.  (Franzmann) 
Ephesians 2:8-9, “﻿8﻿ For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— ﻿9﻿ not by works, so that no one can boast.”

A summary of the thought of vv. 11–12. For the close correlation between faith and grace see 3:24–25; Eph 2:8–9. (CSB)
        those who are of the law. Jewish Christians. (CSB)
        those who are of the faith of Abraham.† Gentile Christians who share Abraham’s faith but who do not possess the law. (CSB)
All who share Abraham’s faith. (TLSB)
4:17 AS IT IS WRITTEN – Paul quotes Genesis 17:5 to affirm the universality of grace. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 6, Part 2)
        I have made you. God’s promise, spoken before Abraham’s son Isaac was born, was so certain that it is in the past tense: I have done this. (TLSB)
        in the sight of God. God considers Abraham the father of Jews and believing Gentiles alike, no matter how others (especially the Jews) may see him. (CSB)

God personally spoke this promise to Abraham. It did not come through another person. (TLSB)
Paul gives a sort of case history of faith, which is more vivid and more revealing than a definition.  (Franzmann) 

        the God who gives life to the dead. The main reference is to the birth of Isaac through Abraham and Sarah, both of whom were far past the age of childbearing (see Ge 18:11). Secondarily Paul alludes also to the resurrection of Christ (see vv. 24–25). (CSB)
God’s power is seen in His gift of life and in creation. (TLSB)
        calls things that are not. God has the ability to create out of nothing, as he demonstrated in the birth of Isaac. (CSB)
4:18 Against all hope … in hope believed. When all hope, as a human possibility, failed, Abraham placed his hope in God. (CSB)
Abraham’s descendants would be as numerous as the stars in the sky. (TLSB)
For most people hope may be considered wishful thinking: “I hope things work out,” “I hope the weather is nice tomorrow.”  Hope in this sense is limited to what can reasonably be expected.  In contrast, biblical hope is the certain expectation of the fulfillment of God’s promises, even when such hope is directly contrary to human reason and experience. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 3, Part 3)

4:19 Without weakening in his faith. Abraham had some anxious moments (see Ge 17:17–18), but God did not count these against him. (CSB)
Abraham did not doubt. Faith may vary in strength, but even weak faith justifies because of Christ’s work. (TLSB)
Faith looks at God with open eyes, faith does not “suppress the truth.”  Faith is open-eyed toward man’s impotence.  (Franzmann)

        faced the fact. Faith does not refuse to face reality but looks beyond all difficulties to God and his promises. (CSB)
        a hundred years old. Considered too old to father a child. (TLSB)
        BODY WAS AS GOOD AS DEAD – Paul uses the same root nekr-, to describe both Abraham and Sarah’s dead condition.  In the first instance it refers to Abraham’s possible impotence because of age, and in the second it refers to the barrenness of Sarah’s womb.  This deadness left them in a helpless and hopeless situation, humanly speaking.  In addition to their physical weakness God had rejected Abraham’s efforts to beget his heir by taking Hagar as his wife (Genesis 16).  There was only one thing Abraham could do: hope that God could and would give life to the dead. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 3, Part 3)

        Sarah’s womb was also dead. Sarah was ten years younger than Abraham (see Ge 17:17) but well past the age of bearing children. (CSB)
Sarah was 90 (Gn 17:17), past childbearing age. (TLSB)
4:20–21 These things can only be truly said of Abraham as a forgiven sinner. His actions demonstrate some doubts (cf Gn 16). When sins are forgiven, only the fruit of faith remains. (TLSB)
4:20 strong. Abraham drew strength and confidence from his faith. (TLSB)
He lived by the word that proceeded from the mouth of God and grew strong on it. (Franzmann)

We should never doubt the truth of what God has declared, on account of any difficulties in the way of its fulfillment; but should expect its fulfillment as certainly as if there were not obstacles in its way.  Is. 40:8; 46:10; Luke 21:33 (CB)

        gave glory to God. Because Abraham had faith to believe that God would do what he promised. Whereas works are man’s attempt to establish a claim on God, faith brings glory to him. (CSB)
4:22 This is why. Abraham’s faith was “credited to him as righteousness” because it was true faith, i.e., complete confidence in God’s promise. (CSB)
        WAS CREDITED TO HIM – logizo is used three times in our text (vv 22, 23, 24).  It often is used in extra-biblical Greek as a technical term in business and commerce, meaning “credit to someone’s account. In our text the usage conveys the idea of “being credited with something for which one has not paid.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 3, Part 3)

4:23 not for him alone.† Abraham’s experience was not private or individual but had broad implications. If justification through faith was true for him, it is universally true. (CSB)
God’s dealings with Abraham exemplify how God credits to us the righteousness Christ earned.  Abraham’s faith serves as a prototype for our own faith.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 3, Part 3)

This record of Abraham’s faith, Paul says, was written for our instruction (cf. 15:4); his faith is a prototype and exemplar of our own. (Franzmann)

What is written in the Scriptures was written for the instruction of men, not only of that age, but of all ages.  They are given by inspiration, and are all profitable for doctrine, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteousness.  They should therefore be studied by all who have them; and should be sent to all the destitute that they may be led to believe on Christ, and thus obtain eternal life.  (CB)

4:24 but also for us. As Abraham was justified because he believed in a God who brought life from the dead, so we will be justified by believing “in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead.” (CSB)
A faith that can be reckoned to us as righteousness will have in it the three impulses that lived in Abraham’s faith: an open-eyed and overawed recognition of the Godhead of God, and open-eyed appraisal of the desperation of man, and a desperate lay-hold of the proffered redeeming Word of God, His promise.  (Franzmann)
        Him who raised. The Father, working through the Holy Spirit (cf 8:11). The entire Trinity was involved in the resurrection. (TLSB)
4:25 † These words, which reflect the Septuagint (Greek) translation of Isa 53:11–12, are probably quoted from a Christian confessional formula. (CSB)
The crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus are, essentially, one act. Jesus was crucified to pay the penalty for our sins. His resurrection demonstrates His power, assures us that God approves of His work, and is a promise of our resurrection (1Co 15:17). (TLSB)

4:13–25 Abraham trusted that God was able to do what He promised. Trials and challenges may tempt us to doubt God’s promises. As He did with Abraham, God will strengthen our faith, assure us of His promises, help us to trust, and fulfill all He said He would do. • Lord, I believe. Assure me when I doubt, and strengthen my faith. Amen. (TLSB)
1

