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Paul’s Letter to
The Romans

The Gospel According to Abraham...
Romans 3:27-4:25

Now the last time we met, we had finally come to Romans 3:21 and Paul’s
explanation of the righteousness of God provided in the gospel. You'll
remember, I hope, how wonderful and refreshing Paul’s presentation of that
righteousness seemed to be after wading through the muck and mire of the
sinful, fallen condition of humankind. I likened it to smelling at last the fragrant
scent of the Tyler Rose Garden after having endured a drive alongside the Tyler
Soap Factory. It's such a wonderful transition from foulness to fragrance, from
decadence to deliverance, from judgment to justification that it almost makes a

person spiritually giddy.

But I also expect from last time that you will remember just how pressed for time
we were trying to work through the riches of five simple verses. Now because of
that, I want to take a few minutes and remind you of the three very special
words he uses here in Romans 3:21-26. The three words I am talking about are

“justification, “redemption,” and “propitiation.”

Now last week I defined “justification” using the Shorter Catechism this way:
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Justification is an act of God’s free grace, wherein he pardons all our sins, and
accepts us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed
to us, and received by faith alone.!

You can see “justification” is God’s act in our salvation; it is what God does as a
result of Christ’s atoning work. Of course, it was always God purpose to justify

sinners in this way.

Now you can’t really even begin to discuss “justification” without introducing
another term, the term “impute.” Now the term “impute” is a word taken from
the word of accounting and banking. Originally, it meant to put on account or to
credit some amount of money to an existing account.? Eventually, it lost its
strictly financial and came to mean something like “count,” “regard” or

“consider” sort of like when we say, “I value more her more gold.”

Believing sinners are not “justified” because of anything they have done but
rather as a result of what Christ has done. The Reformers spoke of imputation as
having a double aspect. That is, they spoke of our sins being imputed to Christ
and His righteousness being imputed to us. It is a great legal transaction
involving our status before God. Understanding that helps us to make sense of

passages like:

ESV] Peter 2:24...He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might
die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.

You see Christ never actually became sinful. His holy nature would not have
allowed that. But He was reckoned by God to be our substitute in order to bear

the penalty of sin that was what imputed to Him. He was not made sinful. That
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would have not been possible but He was regarded as if He were sinful.® That is

what Paul means in 2 Corinthians 5 when he writes:

ESV2 Corinthians 5:21...For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so
that in him we might become the righteousness of God.

John Owen notes that God did not make Christ a sinner but made Him to be sin
that we might not merely be made righteous but righteousness.* What that
means is that He made Christ the recipient of the judgment we deserved. And
that seems to be perfectly consistent with such passages as Isaiah 53:12 were this

same word for “reckon” or “count” is used in the Septuagint.

ESV Isaiah 53:12...Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many, and he
shall divide the spoil with the strong, because he poured out his soul to death
and was numbered (éAoyiofn) with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many,
and makes intercession for the transgressors.

That is why Calvin can say:

How are we righteous in the sight of God? It is assuredly in the same respect in
which Christ was a sinner. For he assumed in a manner our place, that he might
be a criminal in our room, and might be dealt with as a sinner, not for his own
offenses, but for those of others, inasmuch as he was pure and exempt from
every fault, and might endure the punishment that was due to us — not to
himself. It is in the same manner, assuredly, that we are now righteous in him —
not in respect of our rendering satisfaction to the justice of God by our own
works, but because we are judged of in connection with Christ’s righteousness,
which we have put on by faith, that it might become ours.’

That is the very point made in both Philippians 3:9.
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ESV Philippians 3:9...and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own
that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the
righteousness from God that depends on faith--

Of course, after I raised the issue of “justification” we talked about two other
terms “redemption” and “propitiation.” Those two terms describe what Christ
Himself accomplished in the atonement. Justification is God’s act. Redemption
and propitiation are Christ’s acts. On the on hand “redemption” was pointed
toward the sinner. “Redemption” obtained the sinner’s purchase out of the
bondage and slavery of sin. On the other hand, “propitiation” was pointed
toward God and Christ’s act of “propitiation” placated or turned aside holy
indignation and wrath. Christ redeemed man and propitiated God and because

of that God justified believing sinners.

That’s where we left off last time and where we are putting into the text this
morning at Romans 3:27. You can see, I think that Paul’s question here gets right

to the point at hand.

ESV Romans 3:27...Then what becomes of our boasting?

You see Paul’s question is, “If all that is true, what basis does anyone have for
boasting before God?” The answer, of course, is there is no basis for boasting
before God. Because Christ has redeemed us and propitiated the Father and
because the Father has justified us apart from the works of the law, there is no
basis whatsoever for boasting at all. That is, of course, exactly what Paul says

next.
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ESV Romans 3:27...Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what
kind of law? By a law of works? No, but by the law of faith. 2 For we hold that
one is justified by faith apart from works of the law.

Now the verse, verse 29, is an expansion of Paul’s argument and it is going to go
something like this, “Since there is only one God, there is only one means of
salvation. It is not something different for the Jews and then something
different for the Gentiles. No, all people are justified through faith apart from

works.” Now look at verse 29 and let’s see if that is what he says.

ESVRomans 3:29...0r is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles
also? Yes, of Gentiles also, ¥ since God is one--who will justify the circumcised
by faith and the uncircumcised through faith.

Now, that leads me to ask you a question. You see the text explicitly says that
God is the God of the Jew and the Gentile and that He is their God not through
works but through faith. Implicitly, of course, what Paul is saying is that God is
the God of the Hispanic and the Asian, the African and the European. He is the
God of the Russian, the Portuguese and the American. He is the God of men and
women, boys and girls, rich and poor, young and old, happy and sad, educated
and ignorant and He is the God of all those groups through faith in Christ’s
justifying work and not through any other means. But here is my question, “Is

He your God?”

Now I ask that brothers and sisters, boys and girls because I am compelled to ask
it. I am not asking because I have doubts about anyone of you in particular.
Rather, I ask it simply because only you know your heart and someday the Lord

Jesus will ask me if I was faithful to discharge my duty and to placard before you
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Christ the Savior of sinners. So let me just say this, “If the Spirit of God has not
spoken peace to your heart with regard to these things please don’t let the day
pass and don’t let the dullness that comes from a full stomach and a hot
afternoon diminish your resolve to set these things straight. Flee to Christ

today.”

Now in verse 31, Paul asks a wonderful question. Look at it.

ESV Romans 3:31...Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By no means! On
the contrary, we uphold the law.

Do you get his question? He’s playing like someone is asking, “If justification
and redemption come through faith doesn’t that mean we have pretty much
scrapped the law?” Of course, Paul’s answer is, “Not at all. In fact, just the
opposite has happened. We haven’t nullified the law at all. We have upheld

the law or established the law.”

Now it seems to me that commentators have put forward a number of different
interpretations as to what Paul might have meant by this phrase “upholding the

144

law.

Rather than go through a whole number of possibilities I think I might rather
simply give you Martyn Lloyd Jones” explanation. He says the law is upheld in

at least three ways in the biblical doctrine of justification.®

1. The revelation of the gospel upholds the law because the law reveals the
majestic holiness and righteousness of God.
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2. Secondly, it reveals and upholds the law is demonstrating the wrath of God
against sin.

3. Thirdly, this way salvation confirms and upholds everything the law has said
about our sin.

Now, I mentioned last week that many godly preachers and theologians have
been bold enough to assert that this section Romans 3:21-31 is actually the very
heart of the Bible. That is the view of Martin Luther’, Donald Gray Barnhouse?,
Leon Morris and others’. I, for one, think they are exactly right. Of course, that
leads us inevitably to wonder and to ask the question, “If chapter three is so
important in its description of the righteousness of God provided in the
gospel, then what is the connection between it and chapter four that follows?”
I think the best answer to that question is to say that chapter four is a really a
lengthy illustration drawn from Scripture to strengthen Paul’s claim that the
righteousness that comes from God is on the basis of faith and not on the basis of

works related to the law.

Now I want you to imagine for a minute that you were writing an important
paper on the creation and intent of the framers of the American Constitution and
let's say for argument sake that you wanted to vindicate some particular
argument or thesis about what their intentions or design. To whom would you
turn? Whose opinions, speeches and correspondence would you use in your
paper to make your point? I mean would it be appropriate to cite Yogi Berra for
instance? How about Brittany Spears? How about Mike Tyson? Of course you
may be thinking, “Wouldn’t you want to cite someone that actually knew
something about the Constitution? Wouldn’t you want to cite Jefferson, or
Adams or Franklin or somebody that was actually there, instead?” And, if you
were thinking something like that then you are thinking just like Paul was in
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chapter four. You see Paul has already made the point repeatedly that Jews and
Gentiles are both justified by God through faith on account of Christ. Now the
question is, “What one person could he use, could he cite, that would be
mutually convincing to both Jew and Gentile alike?” I mean wouldn’t it be
perfect if Paul could find some character to vindicate his thesis concerning the
righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith alone who happened to

have been both a Gentile and a Jew? Guess what? He did.

Listen to what F.F. Bruce says:

Paul has already said that this righteousness of God apart from law’ is attested
by the Law and the Prophets—i.e. by the Old Testament. This must now be
shown, and Paul undertakes to show it principally from the story of Abraham,
with a side-glance at the experience of David.!

Now, I cannot overestimate the status that the first century Jews gave to
Abraham. Douglas Moo quotes the Book of Jubilees concerning Abraham where
it says, “Abraham was perfect in all his deeds with the Lord, and well-pleasing
in righteousness al the days of his life.””! And I found a whole host of quotes
from other first and second century sources relating how the Jews thought of

Abraham. Let me cite just two.

Sirach 44:19...Abraham was the great father of a multitude of nations, and no
one has been found like him in glory. % He kept the law of the Most High, and
entered into a covenant with him; he certified the covenant in his flesh, and when
he was tested he proved faithful.

NRS Prayer of Manasseh 1:8...Therefore you, O Lord, God of the righteous, have
not appointed repentance for the righteous, for Abraham and Isaac and Jacob,
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who did not sin against you, but you have appointed repentance for me, who am
a sinner.

The point of both these quotes is that the first century Jew viewed Abraham as a
man who stood before God, obedient to the Torah and righteous not by faith but
by obedience to the law. That is why Paul’s use of Abraham as an Old Testament

illustration of a man justified by faith is so striking. Now, let’s look at chapter 4:1.

ESVRomans 4:1...What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather
according to the flesh? 2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something
to boast about, but not before God. * For what does the Scripture say? "Abraham
believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness."

Do you get Paul’s question? It really is a wonderful question. What he is asking
is this, “Now what has our forefather according to the flesh, Abraham, found
out with regard to this issue of righteousness by faith?” Now notice how Paul
reintroduces the idea of boasting and then quickly applies it to Abraham. I think
Paul’s conclusion is that Abraham may have a lot to boast about but not when it
comes to his standing before God. I love what Calvin has to say here explaining

Paul’s argument:

“If Abraham was justified by works, he might justly glory: but since he had
nothing for which he could glory before God; then he was not justified by
works.” 12

Paul’s Old Testament quote is, of course, Genesis 15:6. It is a wonderful passage
both because it is the first passage in the Bible to use the word “believe” and

because it fits so perfectly into Paul’s argument.'
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ESV Genesis 15:6...And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as
righteousness.

Now, after declaring the fact that Abraham had no more to boast about before
the Lord than anybody else, Paul offers something of a proverbial explanation of

why that is so. Look at 4:4.

ESVRomans 4:4...Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift
but as his due. > And to the one who does not work but believes in him who
justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness,

You see what Paul is saying here is that this gift of a righteous standing is not
given on the basis of anything good we have done. In fact, he says the exact
opposite. Look at verse 5. What is the spiritual state of the man who trusts God
and yet is justified before the Lord? There is one little word about half way
through verse five that explains what kind of people are justified by believing, by
faith. What is that word? It is the word “wicked.” You see Paul’s point in these
first five verses is that the first thing Abraham found out about the
justification that comes from God is that it is not given on the basis of works.
If it were, it would be wages. But justification is not granted on the basis of
wages due. It is based upon the kindness of God in applying the work of Christ
to our sinful condition. Now just in case the reader might think that Abraham
has somehow gotten this particular fact wrong, Paul calls in a corroborating
witness. He calls in the greatest King the Jews ever knew, the shepherd king,

David. Look at verse 6.

ESV Romans 4:6... just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom
God counts righteousness apart from works: 7 "Blessed are those whose lawless
deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; 8 blessed is the man against
whom the Lord will not count his sin."
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You see David’s corroborating testimony is something like this, “What Abraham
has discovered is right. Righteousness before God does not come upon the
basis of obedience to the law.!* Men are blessed when their sin is not counted
against them, when they are viewed as righteous with the righteousness that

the Lord gives through faith.”

Now one of the reasons Paul refers to the quote from Psalm 32 is because it uses
the exact word in Septuagint that Paul has been using so far in Romans 4. It is the
word “reckon” or “count.” That was a common practice for first century
teachers to connect different passages based upon the use of a similar word or
sometimes even the same word whether or not the context fit. Of course, Paul
does that and does it where the context matches perfectly. In other words, Paul
exegetes the Old Testament passage properly and lets it have it full meaning and
employs it in his argument correctly by using it just the way David did

originally.'

Now down in verse 9-12, we find the second thing Abraham has discovered

regarding this righteous standing before God in the basis of faith.

ESV Romans 4:9...Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the
uncircumcised? We say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 1°
How then was it counted to him? Was it before or after he had been circumcised?
It was not after, but before he was circumcised. ' He received the sign of
circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still
uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the father of all who believe
without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be counted to them as
well, 2 and to make him the father of the circumcised who are not merely
circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father
Abraham had before he was circumcised.
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If I were to ask you the most repeated word in the section I just read what would
that word be? It would be “circumcised” and that word is at the center of
Abraham’s second discovery concerning the righteousness of God that comes
through justification by faith. Remember Abraham’s first discovery, his first
word of testimony was that justification did not come on the basis of works. His
second discovery is that this right standing before God did not come upon the
basis of circumcision. Now do you see his reasoning for arguing that it did not
come on the basis of “circumcision?” Paul argues that this righteousness that
comes by faith did not through circumcision because he was declared righteous
before he was circumcised, not after. In fact, the Jews themselves argued that
Abraham’s circumcision did not come until twenty-nine years after he received
the promise.’® Abraham enjoyed the benefit of “believer’s circumcision” and
that circumcision was a sign of the righteousness standing he already possessed

before God on the basis of faith.

Obviously, Paul’s point is that Abraham is the spiritual father of all those who
believe. He is the spiritual father of those who believe apart from circumcision
and he is the father of those believe who also happen to be circumcised. You
what Paul is going to do here is finish the though he started way backing chapter
2:29. He is going to argue that the spiritual Jew is the man who possesses the

righteousness of God that comes through faith and not through heredity alone.

ESV Romans 2:29...But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the
heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God.
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The way he makes that argument here and you will see this especially at the end
of the chapter is by asserting that the fatherhood of Abraham is primarily

spiritual and only secondarily physical.

Now look at verses 13-15.

ESV Romans 4:13...For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would
be heir of the world did not come through the law but through the righteousness
of faith. * For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null
and the promise is void. ® For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law
there is no transgression.

Now so far Abraham has discovered that the righteousness of God is not by
works and not by circumcision. Obviously, then here his third discovery is that
the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith is not by law. Now
some commentators think that Paul is making here the same argument he makes
in Galatians, that is that the law came a long time after Abraham and thus
Abraham could not possibly have been justified by the law.!” But there is no hint
of that here. In fact, the text seems clear that the reason Abraham was not
justified by the law is because the law consumes everyone it comes in touch with.
It is the notion, I think of lex semper accusatat, “the law always accuses.” The law
not only cannot justify; it actually makes sin more heinous. Listen to what Calvin

says:

...that he who is not instructed by the written law, when he sins, is not guilty of
so great a transgression, as he is who knowingly breaks and transgresses the law
of God.®
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You see Paul’s argument in this section is that the law not only does not make a
person righteous before God, it takes the law, which is a good thing reflecting the
character of a holy and righteous God and subverts it, turning it into an
instrument of death and judgment. Donald Gray Barnhouse says the same sort of

thing.

The law is the womb of doubt and anyone who is attached to the law or its works
is going to be besieged by all of the doubts, which are born from the law. Any
individual who has his eyes upon himself will be miserable. The man who walks
by the law walks in the night, and his footsteps echo against the wall of the
darkness that goes with the law. These echoes rise to his ears, and each sound
from all the troop of doubts gives him fear upon fear. If he pauses, he is in the
silence of dread fears, and as he runs from them his footsteps echo all the faster
with the increasing tempo of his hysteria of doubt..."

Well, so far we have seen that Abraham discovered that the righteousness of God
was not by works, not by circumcision, and not by law. The real question then is
this, “Did he ever learn where it came from?” The answer to that question

comes in verse 16.

ESVRomans 4:16...That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may
rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring--not only to the adherent of
the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of
us all, 7 as it is written, "I have made you the father of many nations"--in the
presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls
into existence the things that do not exist. ® In hope he believed against hope,
that he should become the father of many nations, as he had been told, "So shall
your offspring be." ¥ He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own
body, which was as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or
when he considered the barrenness of Sarah's womb. * No distrust made him
waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave
glory to God, # fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. 2
That is why his faith was "counted to him as righteousness."
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You see Paul finally gets to his point here in the life of Abraham. Abraham
believed God and as a result the righteousness that Abraham possessed was a
“credited righteousness”, a “reckoned righteousness.” What Abraham
discovered was a “righteousness” reckoned to him on account of what Christ
has done. That is why Paul has repeated himself an extraordinary eleven times in

this chapter.

ESVRomans 4:3...For what does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, and it
was counted to him as righteousness."

ESVRomans 4:4...Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift
but as his due.

ESV Romans 4:5...And to the one who does not work but believes in him who
justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness,

ESV Romans 4:6...just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom
God counts righteousness apart from works:

ESV Romans 4:8... blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his

sin.

ESVRomans 4:10...How then was it counted to him? Was it before or after he had
been circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised.

ESV Romans 4:11...He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the
righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose
was to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that
righteousness would be counted to them as well,

ESVRomans 4:22...That is why his faith was "counted to him as righteousness."

And he finishes the chapter of with two more “reckons” and a direct application

to us who follow hard after the faith of Abraham.
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ESVRomans 4:23... But the words "it was counted to him" were not written for his
sake alone,

ESV Romans 4:24... but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him
who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, * who was delivered up for our
trespasses and raised for our justification.

You see Paul’s point is that this notion of Abraham’s faith being reckoned as
righteousness was not written for the benefit of Abraham. It was written for my
sake and for your sake. Now I want you to think about that. Paul is saying that
this verse was actually written for the benefit of building up your faith, of
making you confident that Jesus died for your benefit by bearing the penalty of
your sins and that He was raised from the dead in order that God might speak
peace to your heart by assuring you that Christ’s work was accepted on behalf of
all believing sinners. That means that the next time someone says to you,
“Christian do you have any hope? Do you have any confidence that your sins
are forgiven?” You can smile and say and with full assurance, “I do. I'm
counting on the righteousness of Christ which God has counted as mine

through faith.”

Let’s pray.
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