What in the World is God Doing?
Part 11: Abraham’s Seed of Trust

Romans 4:1-8
4 What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? 2 For if Abraham was declared righteous by means of works, he has something to boast about, but not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham trusted God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.” 4 Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And to the one who does not work but trusts in him who declares the ungodly righteous, his trust is counted as righteousness, 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.” 

Paul has been writing to the Church of Rome to introduce himself and his message in hopes of making the city of Rome his home base for a mission trip to Spain, the farthest western reach of the Roman Empire.
He’s writing to a church with the same struggles he experienced while planting churches in the Easter Mediterranean.  In Messiah Jesus, two great cultures collide: Jew and Gentile.  The Jews of Paul’s day were taught that God graciously promised them salvation.  Their duty was to ensure they received the promise through good intentions and good actions.

Staying in God’s covenant meant more than keeping cultural boundary markers like circumcision and dietary laws; staying in required performing all the Mosaic Law commanded (or at least having the good intentions to try to perform the Law).  “Yes grace,” said the Rabbis, “but we must roll up our sleeves and get to work to keep God’s approval and earn life-blessings and righteous standing at the final judgment.”  
Jews who professed faith in Messiah Jesus brought that doctrine of faithful works into the Church.  They taught it to Gentile converts.  They angrily insisted that one earned merit with God (for nothing makes a child of Adam – pagan, Jew, or Christian – angrier than being stripped their supposedly-earned merit).  The lazy person who didn’t do enough or try enough would be condemned by God.  Paul will respond in Romans 8:1 with the scandalous statement, “There is therefore now no condemnation for those that are in Christ Jesus.”
The apostle has told us that the righteousness of God is revealed in the Good News.  Both Jew and Gentile are guilty before God; relative morality cannot save the Jew.  Only the Good News of Messiah Jesus’ person and work imputed to those who trust has the power to save men from God’s wrath against their congenital heart condition of ungodliness that produces acts of unrighteousness.  
“Well,” says the Jewish Pietist, “Father Abraham was declared righteous on the basis of his faithful works.”  Paul responds by writing that (1) Abraham believed, not achieved
; (2) rightness with God is imputed, never earned as King David has testified.
I. BELIEVED, NOT ACHIEVED (4:1-3)
A. Father Abraham (1)
1. What then shall we say was gained [discovered] by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh?
2. Twice before (1:2; 3:21) Paul has written that rightness with God apart from the Law was announced in the OT.  Now he makes it clear that it was not only was it announced in the OT, it has been the ONLY way by which anyone has EVER found acceptance with God.
3. He starts with Father Abraham, “the acknowledged father of the Jewish people and, with the exception of Jesus himself, the most important person in the Bible. Abraham is a giant in Scripture.”

4. In the New Testament, the origins of salvation are always traced to Abraham. Paul does it here in Romans and in the letter to the Galatians (4, 5). But it is not just Paul who does this. 
5. The New Testament begins with an Abraham reference, Matthew’s words about “Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham” (Matt. 1:1). And Luke quotes Mary, Jesus’ mother, as exulting: “[God] has helped his servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever …” (Luke 1:54–55).
6. Three times the Bible states that Abraham was God’s friend (2 Chron. 20:7; Isa. 41:8; James 2:23).  
B. Discovery (1b-3)
1. Paul asks in 4:1, “What did Abraham find to be the case concerning his own human ability [flesh]?” Did he find he could be saved by human ability? 

2. The apostle is expanding upon his question in 3:27, “Then what happens to self-confidence?”  God did not look down to see if he could find someone with a kernel of human goodness or with the capacity for trust in order to save that person.

3. There is no indication that Abram was anything other than another Chaldean worshipping pagan gods in the land of Ur.  We know there was nothing inherently good in Abram because Paul has just written (quoting from Ps. 14 and Ps. 53) that, “There is no one righteous, not even one … there is no one who does good, not even one” (3:10-12).
4. For if Abraham was declared righteous by means of his works, he has something to brag about – but not before God.  The Children of Abraham had plenty to brag about before men.  They were relatively moral, generally having only one spouse at a time, not committing adultery, respecting their parents, believing in only the One True God.
5. Abraham was the patron saint for the good moral Jew like the Pharisee of Luke 18, standing in the temple demanding that God accept him because he was more moral than other man and way better than that scumbag tax collector.  
6. We all love relative morality.  We’re all certain God loves it too because it’s the ONLY thing we can find to feed our self-confidence, measure our checklist religion.  But you don’t need Jesus for relative moral improvement; all you need is some elbow grease and a self-help system to overcome addictions and give up bad habits.
7. Paul has been hammering on the idea that relative morality earns no human being anything but death from a perfect God demanding perfection from his human creatures.  Abraham’s status as the Jewish hero gave him much to brag about before men, but absolutely NOTHING to brag about with God.
8. 3 For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham trusted God, and it was imputed to him as righteousness.” This is a quote from Genesis 15:6 following God’s promise that Abraham’s descendant would be as numerous as the stars in the night sky up into which Abraham was looking.  BUT Abraham was about 85.  His wife was about 75.  They had no children.  Moses takes great pains to tell us several times that their reproductive capabilities were completely dead, lifeless.
9. Yet God promised that out of death life would come, a promised seed born of two elderly, childless people.  The ultimate impossibility: life out of death, something out of nothing, light out of darkness.  Nothing is impossible for God.  
10. Abraham trusted the creating, life-giving God even though God would wait almost two more decades before Sara gives birth to Isaac, the promised seed.  Abraham believed, not achieved.
11. Genesis 15:6 is the first appearance of the biblical concepts of faith/trust, imputation, and declared righteousness.  We know that Adam and Eve, Abel, Seth, Noah, and others were saved; but this is the first time we learn the means through which a person can be declared righteous.
12. So if I were to ask you WHAT was counted or accredited to Abraham as righteousness, what would you answer?  I’ll bet you want to say, “his faith” or “his trust.”  
13. But you would be wrong.  Hear me out.  Wake the person next to you; this is crucial to understanding your salvation!  
II. RIGHTEOUSNESS IMPUTED, NOT EARNED (4:4-8)
A. Wrong Answers
1. There are several wrong answers to the question “What was credited to Abraham as Abraham’s righteousness?”
2. Covenant Nomism: The Rabbis of Paul’s day would have answered that Abraham was a pious man and God declared him righteous on the basis of his faithful works (or working faith).  Father Abraham did good things to prove his loyalty to God’s gracious promise.  He was even willing to sacrifice the life of his promised seed, Isaac when God demanded it. 
3. It seems obvious, doesn’t it?  If Abraham believed God, then he was the kind of person who delighted in trusting God and doing every gracious thing God commanded him to do.  That’s what makes Abraham a hero and a great example for all pious Jews, so the Rabbis said.
4. That was the view of the Pharisee in Luke 18:11, “God, I thank you that I am not like other men….”  Abraham and all his children are declared righteous by means of their trustful relative morality, their hard work at improving themselves.
5. Average Evangelical: Since Abraham didn’t have any righteousness in himself (after all, that’s what Paul has been saying in Romans), God had to look for something within Abraham that God could accept in the place of righteousness.
6. Abraham was a child of Adam, he was born with the congenital heart defect of ungodliness; he was imperfect and unacceptable.  But God needed some way to declare Abraham righteous.
7. Since Abraham had faith, a tiny little mustard-seed-sized amount of trust, God said, “Even though this little bit of trust is not really righteousness, I can work with it. I’ll treat Abraham’s trust as righteousness so I can save Abraham.” 

8. So how was Abraham declared to be right with God?  Was it because Abraham believed God’s general promises of blessing?  Was Abraham’s trust a substitute for God’s requirement of absolute perfection?  

9. Are you beginning to see the problem with the statement that Abraham was saved on the basis of his faith/trust in God’s promise of blessing? James 2:19 tells us that even the demons believe God’s general revelation about himself (there is one God; cf. Deut. 6:4).
10. Does God pretend that a thing is something it is not?  Can he declare someone who is UNrighteous to actually BE righteous on the basis of that person’s belief?  Paul has already told us in 4:1 that Abraham had nothing to boast about… before God.  
11. So, maybe you want to answer that God had to GIVE Abraham faith as a gift and, since God has to change dead hearts and give faith as a gift, Abraham was declared righteous on the basis of God’s gift of faith; and THAT, you say, is salvation by grace.  
B. Depends on the Meaning of “It” (4-5)
1. 4 Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And to the one not working but trusting in him who declares righteous the ungodly, his trust is counted/credited/imputed as righteousness….
2. So when 4:3 says “it was credited to him as righteousness…” we ask, what does “it” mean?  The word “it” requires a noun.  But the text does not supply one (Abraham “trusted” is a verb).
3. Second, there is the way faith is referred to in the rest of the Bible, specifically in the writings of Paul. It is never said that people are saved because of their faith or even on the basis of their faith. They are saved by faith. The Greek preposition is [in this form] means “by faith as a channel.”

4. Whenever the preposition “by” appears in the NT next to the word “faith/trust” the grammar is very clear: “by” means “through.”  Trust is the passageway for salvation, NOT the means of salvation.
5. James Boice illustrates it this way: “In order to spend a twenty-dollar bill you have to have faith in its purchasing power. But it is not your faith that is the basis of the purchase. It is the value of the money. So also spiritually.” 

6. Trust does not earn you righteous standing with God.  Righteousness is imputed, not earned.
C. Imputed Righteousness (6-8)
1. The word reckoned/counted/imputed is used three times in this passage: vv. 3, 5, 8 to describe the basis upon which God can declare Abraham (or anyone past, present, or future) to be righteous.
2. The word, whether in Hebrew or Greek, is a bookkeeping term. It refers to an account being proved to be 100% correct, without any errors.
3. If I only have one dollar left in my bank account and I need to buy $50 dollars of groceries, I cannot cross out the $1.00 bank statement and just “write in” an extra $49.00.  Well, I CAN do that if I want get in trouble with the HEB and the bank; but it won’t work out for me in the end.
4. It is the same with God’s demand that his creatures be utterly perfect.  He cannot simply “call” them what they are not by nature, regardless of their relative morality.  He cannot deposit what does not exist into their spiritual bank accounts.
5. When God reckoned Abraham as righteous, David testifies that God did two things, one positive and one negative.  First, God did not impute/reckon/account Abraham’s sin against him.  Second, God deposited perfect righteousness into Abraham’s spiritual account.
6. But forgiveness of sin and the imputation of righteousness have to be more than accounting tricks. They have to be based upon something real, upon something human (because Abraham is human), something legal, and something perfect.
7. So what did Abraham and David trust?  Did they trust God generally – that God was One, that God was good, that God was “gracious” to come and speak directly to them?  No, they had to trust into specific propositions about the person and work of a substitute, Jesus the Promised Seed.  AND SO DO YOU!
8. To utterly despair of oneself is infinitely more difficult for a man than to invent some kind of good works-generated self-salvation project. Human beings irresistibly gravitate toward a karma-based system because it gives the false hope that his redemption is within a person’s own reach. 
9. But a salvation that is all of grace, a gift earned by Messiah Jesus, is so utterly offensive to human nature, so humbling to our pride, that only a supernatural work of the Holy Spirit will bring a person to yield to it.
10. Into what did Abraham and David trust?  They gladly trusted the gift of imputed righteousness.  Whose righteousness? The righteousness of Messiah Jesus, the Promised Seed to whom every believer, both OT and NT must look!  

11. Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 in his letter to the Gauls of Roman Asia, Gal. 3:6.  There, he gives us more insight into the object of Abraham’s trust.  He writes in Gal. 3:8-9, 13-14: “The Scripture foresaw that God would declare the Gentiles righteous through trust, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: ‘All nations will be blessed through you.’ So those who are of trust are being blessed along with Abraham, the man of trust.… Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: ‘Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.’ He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by means of trust we might receive the promise of the Spirit through trust.” (Gal. 3:8–9, 13–14).
12. Abraham’s trust was certainly in the promises of land, seed, and blessing.  But it was higher than that.  What really grabbed his heart was the promise of salvation for all people in a new city whose builder and maker was God (Heb. 11:10).
13. Paul says that God “announced the gospel [to him] in advance” (Gal. 3:8), and Jesus said, “Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad” (John 8:56). What is more natural than that Abraham looked forward to some work of God in delivering the fallen human race from sin’s slavery by means of the seed of the woman promised to Adam and Eve in Gen. 3:15.

14. Abraham specifically trusted the person and work of the Promised Seed.  Paul says, “The promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. The Scripture does not say ‘and to seeds,’ meaning many people, but ‘and to your seed,’ meaning one person, who is Christ” (Gal. 3:16).
15. Boice again: “When we check this out we find that the promise of blessing through a singular descendant of Abraham was given on three occasions: Genesis 12:7; 13:15; and 24:7. Paul is saying that Abraham picked up on this, realizing that this amazing promise was not a promise of blessing through his descendants in some general way but rather a promise of blessing to be achieved by one specific descendant, who was Christ.”

16. Abraham did not know exactly when the Promised Seed would come.  He did not know that the Promised Seed would be called “Immanuel”, “Messiah,” “Jesus of Nazareth.”  But he knew the Promised Seed was the One into which he trusted to be declared righteous before a holy God.
17. David was told the Promised Seed would be his seed, an eternal seed from his line who would suffer.  It is Jesus who is the oppressed and afflicted cave-dweller of whom, ultimately, David sings – NOT you.  The OT is about salvation in Christ.  The NT is about salvation in Christ.

No person has EVER been saved by any other means than the person and work of the Promised Seed, into which they trust.  No work any unbeliever, even any believer, can do impresses the One True Creator God.  Only the work of the Promised Seed can earn God’s approval.  From before God spoke one particle of the universe into existence, ABSOLUTELY EVERYTHING has been (as it is now and ever shall be) about GOD’S GLORY displayed through the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Promised Seed.
Do you trust in the perfect righteousness of Christ Jesus?  Do you believe his death on a cross paid the price for all your sins – the sins of your past, the sins you do now, the sins you will commit in the future regardless of whether you even KNOW you’re sinning, much less confess them?
"Most of us have never really understood that Christianity is not a self-help religion meant to enable moral people to become more moral. We don’t need a self-help book; we need a Savior. We don’t need to get our collective act together; we need death and resurrection and the life-transforming truths of the gospel. And we don’t need them just once, at the beginning of our Christian life; we need them every moment of every day" [Elyse Fitzpatrick].
Abraham believed, not achieved.  Righteousness is imputed, never earned.

“Adam, Jacob, Moses, David, John the Baptist—all believed the same thing. No one has ever been saved in any other way. So I say, if you have not trusted in Jesus Christ as your Savior, him now. Today is always the day of salvation.”
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