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We are picking up at the end of Romans 3 today. 

 

In the book of Romans so far, Paul has been preaching an idea that sounds 

too good to be true, and sounds crazy to good clean religious folks. 

 

It’s the idea that God calls wicked people righteous, and the way He does 

that is that He gives them His righteousness when they believe. Not when 

they work for it. 
 

It’s a surprising teaching, it seems counterintuitive, and the implications are 

huge:  

 

This means that God doesn’t notice those who do enough righteous deeds 

and call them his own, He calls them his own and gives them his 

righteousness, even though they’ve done nothing good yet. 

 

It means that God’s saving blessings don’t go to those who work for them, 

but only to those who refuse to work for them.  

 

It means that He doesn’t save people because they do what Jesus would do, 

but because they recognize their need for what Jesus has done. 

 

It means that God doesn’t help those that help themselves, He helps only 

those who refuse to even try because they realize they can’t contribute at all 

to crossing the gap between them and God. 
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It means that He is building a people for himself, not out of the rock-stars 

and A-listers, but only out of people who confess their sinfulness, confess 

Christ as Lord and as their only hope for avoiding God’s wrath and 

participating in His plan for the world.  

 

It means that the people who most readily come to know God are those who 

are normally thought to be the farthest from Him: the outcasts, the tax 

collectors, the immoral. Those who are more able to admit their brokenness 

are closer to God than the religious and self-righteous. 

 

He gives his righteousness to wicked people. He imputes it or credits it, he 

doesn’t make them produce it.  
 

God offers this free grace - God’s favor on account of Christ - to all who 

would trust in Him.  

 

And Paul would go into synagogues where the religious people were and 

offer them this free righteousness that they didn’t have to earn. But they 

often objected because it was so counter-intuitive. 

 

And I get to meet nearly every week now with people who seem so weary, 

so dissatisfied with their Christianity. They feel like there must be more they 

can do to be radical enough to be legitimate Christians. There must be a 

more pure thing, a more ideal thing, there must be more I can do to be OK. 

God can’t possibly be pleased with me. 

 

But the message of Paul, the message of Romans, the message of the 

Gospel is that our righteousness is an alien righteousness. It is handed to us 

for free in Jesus. GRACE - God’s favor on account of Christ - is ours for free. 

 

And if it is true that this is what the Bible teaches, it is a major paradigm 

shift, and can mean a tremendous freedom from our religious angst and 

weariness. The good news could be really really good. 

 

But it sounds like it just can’t be right. 

 

Because doesn’t a message like that just throw out the Bible?  I mean, God 

gave commandments and laws. He said “This is what righteousness is.” And 
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isn’t it arrogant and maybe even blasphemous to just chuck the whole Old 

Testament like that?  

 

Can we really presume to introduce this whole new system of justification 

through faith in Christ as opposed to the good old, tried and true, God given 

way of allowing us to be just and holy by our obedience and radical moral 

living? 

 

They would have thought, “That’s pretty bold - we have the very words of 

God in our law. And you come and say it doesn’t matter?” If we believe that 

God’s grace is free, aren’t we denying most of the bible? 

 

So that’s where we pick up in 3:31. Paul has preached a salvation apart from 

works. Then writes: 

 

Romans 3:31 Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By no 

means! On the contrary, we uphold the law. 

 

Paul says, “I’m not chucking the law of God. I’m maintaining it or upholding 

it - using it for what it was always supposed to be used for.”  

 

You accuse me of twisting the bible into the story of salvation by grace 

through faith. I’m telling you that you have twisted it into a moral 

self-improvement plan. You say I’m twisting it into a story of God’s favor for 

us on account of Christ and I’m telling you that you are twisting it into 

stories of good guys getting blessed and bad guys getting cursed. 

 

You’ve been reading it the wrong way all along. 

 

Now imagine your whole life you had been taught that the bible was 

primarily a rulebook telling you right and wrong. The main characters were 

heroic people who did right. And the moral of the story is we should do right 

like they did. And that will make us pretty good people. 

 

This is a standard way of reading and interpreting the Bible today. It’s a 

combination of Aesop’s fables and karma: stories that teach moral lessons, 

and some rules we can follow so we can be good and have God’s good come 

back to us. 
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But now Paul’s going to go to their Bible, to our bible, the thing they were 

accusing him of dismissing, to make his case that it taught something 

completely different all along.  

 

It has always taught that it isn’t our righteous deeds that get us right with 

God, but his righteousness freely given to us through faith. 

 

And Paul makes the case by pointing to the stories in their Bible of how their 

greatest patriarch, Abraham, and their greatest king, David , were both 
1

freely given God’s forgiveness and God’s righteousness, not because they 

worked for it, but because God justified the wicked and He is gracious to 

people who don’t deserve it. He blesses and forgives before they do any 

works at all. 

 

So we are going to tell those same stories, follow Paul’s argument, and then 

spend the last third of the message unpacking some of the absolutely 

stunning and wonderful and life-changing applications of this truth to our 

lives. 

 

4:1 What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather 

according to the flesh?  

 

Abraham was the first of the Patriarchs, the first jew. Isaiah 51:1 calls him 

the stone from which all of Israel was cut. And he was generally considered 

to be a very good guy morally. 

 

So if anyone’s good works connected him with God, it was Abraham. The 

jews had a book called the book of Jubilees that had a verse that said, 

"Abraham was perfect in all his deeds with the Lord, and 

well-pleasing in righteousness all the days of his life." (Jubilees 

23:10)   
2

 

1  John Stott, The Message of Romans (Downer’s Grove: Intervarsity, 1994). 122. 
2  See also the Prayer of Manasses (apocryphal), verse 8 says, “O Lord, the God of the just, you have not 
appointed repentance to the just, as to Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, which have not sinned against 
you; but thou hast appointed repentance unto me that am a sinner” 
 

4 



So while the actual bible makes it clear that Abraham did sin, the common 

folklore held him in such high regard that they treated him like he always 

perfectly obeyed God, like he didn’t need to repent, he kept the law. 

 

So if anyone could be righteous by doing, it was the guy who did doing the 

best. The original jew. The prototype. 

 

So Paul says, “How did Abraham get right with God?” 

 

And the normal answer would be “by perfectly keeping the law. By works. If 
he didn’t make it by his works, then nobody can. If even he couldn’t do 

enough works and had to be justified by faith, then that’s the only real 

option - because nobody’s as good as old Abraham." 

 

So Paul says, “Do you think that in the eyes of God, Abraham could be 

considered righteous because of his works?” 

 

2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast 

about, but not before God. 

 

It’s completely absurd to think someone could boast in front of God. Even 

the best of the best looks pale in comparison to His glory. We can’t assume 

Abraham had his own righteousness, because nobody really could before 

God. 

 

He goes on: 

 

3 For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it 
was counted to him as righteousness.” 

 

I love how in 4:1 it says “What then shall we say” and in verse 3 it 
answers with “what does the scripture say?”  The bible that many were 

accusing Paul of overthrowing, is the source of his answers.  

 

Paul treats it like there’s no distinction between what the Bible says and 

what God says. 
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So often, we will say, “I know what the Bible says, but what do we say?”  As 

if “we” are the final authority. Paul says, “What shall we say about this 

issue?” and answers with “what does the scripture say?” 

 

There is no distinction between what the scripture says and what God really 

says. And the question to ask is not “what answers about God can we come 

up with from a source other than the Bible?”  It is, “What has God told us in 

the Bible?” 

 

Romans has so much to say about issues that are controversial inside and 

outside church circles. What shall we say about predestination, gender, the 

Holy Spirit, the gifts of the Spirit, forgiving enemies, submitting to the 

authorities. What we shall say is what the bible says. Because that’s where 

God says what He has to say about it.  
 

Far from jettisoning the Bible, Paul is saying “This is where the answer will 

be.” He’s not primarily saying “lots of good teachers think” or “the cool 

churches are doing this” or “we’ve evolved past these old books.” He is 
going to the scriptures, relying on the scriptures, trusting that to hear the 

scriptures speak is to hear God speak. 

 

And we will never be let down if we make learning the scriptures, reading, 

studying, meditating on, and memorizing the scriptures, a major pursuit in 

our lives. These are the words of God. This is where wisdom is, this is where 

salvation is explained, this is where Christ is presented.  

 

Isaac Watts wrote a song about the scriptures called “The Holy Scriptures 

(Hymn CXIX)”: 

 

Laden with guilt and full of fears,  

I fly to Thee, my Lord,  

And not a glimpse of hope appears,  

But in Thy written Word  

The volume of my Fathers grace  

Does all my grief assuage  

Here I behold my Saviors face  

Almost in every page. 

 

This is the field where, hidden, lies  
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The pearl of price unknown  

That merchant is divinely wise  

Who makes the pearl his own  

Here consecrated water flows  

To quench my thirst of sin  

Here the fair tree of knowledge grows,  

No danger dwells within. 

 

This is the judge that ends the strife,  

Where wit and reason fail  

My guide to everlasting life  

Through all this gloomy vale  

Oh may Thy counsels, mighty God,  

My roving feet command,  

Nor I forsake the happy road  

That leads to Thy right hand. 

 

So Paul goes the same place he has always gone for answers: to the Bible. 

 

And Paul here quotes Genesis 15:6, where Abraham “believed the LORD, 

and he counted it to him as righteousness.”  

 

Now when the new testament quotes a verse in the Old Testament, it is 
calling our attention not only to that verse, but to all of its context. So let’s 

turn to Genesis 12. 

 

When Old Testament verses are quoted in the new, treat them like 

hyperlinks. Paul is giving us a verse to click on here to read a broader 

passage and a bigger context so we can see what he’s talking about. 

 

So the story of Abraham begins in Genesis 12. This is about 4,000 years 

ago. 

 

There’s a guy named Abram, living in a city called Ur of the Chaldees. 

Joshua 24:2 says he and his family worshipped false gods. In Ur they 

worshipped the moon, so it is likely that Abram is a moon-worshipping 

pagan. He’s in a big coastal city, really just an ordinary guy in a big town. 
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And God in his sovereignty decides that he is going to use this guy to begin 

his process of taking back his creation from the curse of sin, redeeming a 

unique people for himself, and then filling the whole world with his glory.  

 

It is just like God to do this - he is going to carry out a grand plan for history 

and salvation, and he chooses a totally insignificant schmo to do it. To 

choose a typical guy from Ur would be like Him saying, “I’m gonna transform 

the universe. And the guy I’m gonna use is Phil in Chicago who is currently 

in IT working in a cubicle.” God doesn’t choose the really amazing people to 

use - He does the being amazing. He uses ordinary undeserving people by 

His grace. 

 

Genesis 12:1-3 “Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your 

country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I 

will show you. 2 And I will make of you a great nation, and I will 

bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 

3 I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will 

curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 

 

So God chooses Abram to bless the whole world. But you see right away that 

he’s far from a perfect guy. 

 

As you read on in Genesis 12, he goes to Egypt, and there he tells his pretty 

wife to lie and say she is his sister so the men won’t kill him and take her, 

and he has her live with Pharaoh as part of his harem so he can be kept 

safe. The opposite of chivalry. We could teach about biblical manhood by 

saying, “just don’t be like Abraham here.” So his works don’t look righteous 

- certainly not before God. 

 

Now in chapter 14 he’s a good guy. He goes all Liam Neeson in Taken and 

rescues his nephew, Lot, who had been kidnapped.  

 

But overall, Abraham is a mixed bag. 

 

And then in chapter 15, Abraham is about 85 years old, and this happens: 

 

Genesis 15:1-6 “After these things the word of the LORD came to 

Abram in a vision: “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward 

shall be very great.” 2 But Abram said, “O Lord GOD, what will you 
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give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer 

of Damascus?” 3 And Abram said, “Behold, you have given me no 

offspring, and a member of my household will be my heir.” 4 And 

behold, the word of the LORD came to him: “This man shall not be 

your heir; your very own son shall be your heir.” 5 And he brought 

him outside and said, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if 
you are able to number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your 

offspring be.” 6 And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him 

as righteousness. 

 

God tells Abraham “I’m going to keep my promise to make you a great 

nation. And it’s not gonna be this other guy who gets your inheritance, it is 
going to be your own son who is not even born yet that is your heir. That 

seems fairly unlikely at 85, but God said it.  
 

So Abraham believed God. He has faith, which we said in an earlier sermon 

is knowledge, assent, and trust. He knows God’s promise, He agrees that 

God will keep his promise, and he trusts the promise. Or, he knows about 

God, he agrees with God, and trusts God. That’s faith. 

 

And God counted it to him as righteousness.  

 

So it wasn’t that Abraham was sinless, or was a high achiever and God said 

“you’ve measured up, you’ve kept my law, I accept you now.”  He didn’t do 

any of those things, he just believed.  And God credited it to him as 

righteousness. 

 

He gave him a righteousness that wasn’t his own, using the conduit of faith. 

He has God’s virtue credited to his account, and his own sins have been 

covered. He is righteous. And what did he do to achieve this righteousness? 

 

Nothing.  

 

He looked into the sky - “I believe you, Lord.”  And at the moment of faith 

he was righteous. Before he did any works. And 14 years before he was 

circumcised (which was Jewish baptism.) 

 

So let’s go back to Romans 4. 
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So if someone says, “Paul, are you chucking the Bible with salvation by 

grace through faith?” And Paul says, “No, I get this from the Bible.” People 

never got right with God by doing things, it always had to be by grace. You 

could never achieve something before God. I know you didn’t see this here 

before, but it was there all along. 

 

Yes, Abraham did some amazing works, especially after this point. But he 

had righteousness before he had works. 

 

Paul goes on: 

 

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

as his due.  

 

So the only way to get to God is by grace: as a gift. There’s no way you 

could work for it.  
 

Because once you go to work, you are paid what you are owed.  

 

And getting paid what you are owed could never get you to God. 

 

Take our kids doing chores as an example. 

 

Sometimes, our kids will ask us if they do a chore, if we will pay them. (And 

sometimes we do pay them, we give them some opportunities to earn 

money.) 

 

But a lot of chores you don’t get paid for. They’re just the response to being 

part of the family. They take turns doing dishes, they have to clean their 

rooms, clean the bathroom, because family does stuff. 

 

And if they were to press and say, “We should be paid for all of this,” here’s 

how that conversation would go: 

  

I’d say, “Yes, you should be paid everything you’re owed. So let’s get a 

ledger going, and put in this left column what you should be paid for every 

job. $5. for cleaning your room, $3 for sweeping the floor, $5 for doing 

dishes, $2 for vacuuming. That’s $15!” 
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Now let’s do a right column.* 

 

This is what you owe me. We’re all making sure everybody gets what they 

deserve, and gets their fair share. So let’s put in that column: 

 

- Your share of the mortgage.  

- Your share of the groceries. 

- Utilities - divide that by 6. 

- Home repairs. 

- Health Insurance. 

 

I bet you’re gonna owe me a whole lot more than $15. Getting paid what 

you deserve doesn’t look that good.  

 

And if we want to get right with God by doing stuff and put him in our debt 

so he can pay us what we deserve, cool: 2 columns: 

 

Left column - some good works, some good deeds- but all of them tainted. 

So we’re not owed that much. But let’s assume we get a little bit of 

righteousness for each one. 

 

Right column - what we owe: Romans 3:10-20. Our feet are swift to shed 

blood. There’s a penalty for that. All have sinned and fall short of the glory 

of God - that is a huge debt. God gave us life - so we really owe him 

everything. He gave us His son - that’s a debt.  

 

All of a sudden, all of the boasting about working our way to God isn’t that 

workable of a system. You don’t want God to say “you can earn your way to 

me.” Because when we’re handing out wages, you will always lose. 

 

But God is a gracious Father. And he gave us a way to bless us without the 

tally: 

 

5 And to the one who does not work but believes in him who justifies 

the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness, 

 

That’s been the message of the Bible all along. That’s how it worked for 

Abraham. First there’s faith and you are right with God, and there are works, 
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but they follow. They are the expression of being made righteous, they don’t 

get you there. 

 

So that was the prototype jew, the ultimate patriarch, he needed and 

received free grace and that’s how he knew God. Now let’s look at the 

greatest jewish king, king David: 

 

 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.” 

 

So king David thought righteousness came when God forgave 

unrighteousness and covered sins - God credits righteousness and removes 

unrighteousness. It wasn’t our works that save, or our cleanness that saves, 

but God’s work for us. 

 

And we’ll go to Psalm 32 which is quoted here in a second, but first let’s 

finish up this passage. Paul goes back to Abraham. 

 

Another question that jews in their day would have asked would have been, 

“But God gave us the covenant of circumcision to mark ourselves off as the 

righteous people.” God gave them this sign of circumcision for all of the 

jewish males to set them apart from the nations and show they’re the 

righteous people of God. 

 

Didn’t that make us righteous? 

 

9 Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the 

uncircumcised? For we say that faith was counted to Abraham as 

righteousness. 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.  

 

Abraham believed God and was made righteous in Genesis 15, but wasn’t 

circumcised for 14 more years, when he was 99. So he had 14 years of 

being righteous without having that outward sign put on him. 
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This is the equivalent to someone becoming a Christian but not being 

baptized for 14 years. Yes, they’re really Christians. And yes, its strange to 

be an unbaptized Christian because that outward sign and seal should go 

hand in hand with baptism. But you’re still right with God before baptism. 

 

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, 12 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. 

 

So he was righteous for 14 years without circumcision, fully accepted by God 

and believing. So that makes him the prototype for everyone else who would 

be righteous by faith without circumcision. Abraham was the ultimate gentile 

as well for a little while. 

 

And because he was righteous before he was circumcised, he proves that the 

outward sign isn’t enough - you must follow in his faith. 

 

This means that anyone who has faith in Christ - jewish or non-jewish, is 
right with God. And Abraham proves that. 

 

He proves that the invitation to a right relationship with God is open to all 

people, from all nations, people with and without outward rituals. It is a 

tighteousness by faith and that is the best thing we can ever receive. 

 

So let’s turn to Psalm 32: 

 

The point of all of this is that God has always brought people to Himself in 

the same way and with all the same benefits. What Abraham received from 

God and what David received from God is something we can receive from 

God. Their experience with Him can be our experience. 

 

It is such good news for everyone who is thinking, “I must have to do more.” 

There must be some outward thing I can do to really get God, to really have 

Him, to really truly experience Him. 
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But when we believe the Gospel, it is such a different experience than 

engaging with a religion. It doesn’t create a crushing burden, but it lifts one.  

 

When we receive the righteousness that is by faith, it feels more like “I can 

finally breathe” than it does “I am being crushed.” Listen to how David 

described this faith that Paul preached and that can be ours: 

 

Psalm 32:1-2  “Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, 

whose sin is covered. 2 Blessed is the man against whom the LORD 

counts no iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit. 

 

David is singing a song here about how good it is to have God not count our                 

sin against us and to credit us freely with His righteousness. 

He describes this burden lifting three ways:  

Being “forgiven”, which means the guilt is lifted off.  

Having “sins covered,” meaning they are invisible, not taken into account by            

God anymore.  

“Not counted” means erased from the ledgers, the debt has been cancelled. 

This is so freeing - that when by faith you trust in Christ and his free grace,                 

the burden is lifted. You aren’t saddled with a religion and an impossibly high              

bar for feeling like an OK Christians and OK with God. Jesus reached that bar               

for you and gives you His performance. 

There’s real freedom from our guilt that comes from trusting in Christ. 

3 For 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 dried up as by the heat of summer. Selah 

 

So notice how he says the opposite of this freedom is keeping silent. And the 

cause of this silence was a spirit full of deceit. So he wasn’t confessing his 

sins, calling it what God called it. He allowed sin to keep him at a distance 

from God, forcing him into hiding, and God’s hand of discipline was heavy on 

him. 
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So there is stony silence between him and his maker, because he is unwilling 

to acknowledge that his sin is keeping him from God. And it’s like his bones 

are wasting away and he is groaning. 

 

It drained his strength, stole his joy, it consumed him. 

 

And this is the life of holding on to sin. 

 

Notice how holding on to his sin is the opposite of receiving forgiveness. So 

saying grace is free does not mean we’re ok with sin, it means there’s a 

remedy for sin. We must forsake and confess and turn. 

 

Grace doesn’t give you permission to keep clinging to sin. It gives you your 

only out from that. 

 

But when we talk about living in sin and not being repentant, we think that 

only looks like persisting in an outright sinful lifestyle with no regard for God. 

 

But another way we can not say the same things God says about sin is by 

trying to fix it on our own, manage it, climb past it, overcome it. We can 

make ourselves OK on our own.  

 

But that is a frustrating weight. 

 

5 I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; I 

said, “I will confess my transgressions to the LORD,” and you 

forgave the iniquity of my sin. Selah  

 

So David acknowledged sin. Notice how he doesn’t say he fixed it, or he paid 

for it. He confessed it. And the Lord forgave. 

 

And we think letting go of sin will be so painful, acknowledging it will be 

impossible, and surely that won’t help. But when David agreed with God 

about his sin and brought it to God, God became for him not a burden, but a 

source of tremendous joy. 

 

 6 Therefore let everyone who is godly offer prayer to you at a time 

when you may be found; surely in the rush of great waters, they 
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shall not reach him. 7 You are a hiding place for me; you preserve 

me from trouble; you surround me with shouts of deliverance. Selah 

 

God became a hiding place.  

 

He found God to be what Abraham was told he would be: a shield and a very 

great reward. 

 

He didn’t meet him with shouts of condemnation but shouts of deliverance. 

And he taught him and kept him: 

 

8I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will 

counsel you with my eye upon you. 9Be not like a horse or a mule, 

without understanding, 

which must be curbed with bit and bridle,or it will not stay near you. 

10  Many are the sorrows of the wicked, but steadfast love 

surrounds the one who trusts in the LORD. 11  Be glad in the LORD, 

and rejoice, O righteous, and shout for joy, all you upright in heart! 

 

 

There is steadfast love, pursuing love, for all who will trust in Him. 

 

Love that can make us glad, purchased at calvary. 
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