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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

Abraham model of faith and of justification

Romans 4:1-12

Romans 4:1 What then shall we say Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, found (in God’s sight)? 

2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he would have something to boast about – but not before God!

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

4 Now to one who works, the wage is not reckoned as a favor but as something due.

5 Whereas to the one who does not work but trusts simply in the One who justifies the ungodly, the faith of that person is reckoned as righteousness.

6 So too David pronounces a blessing upon the person to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works: 

7 “Blessed are those whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered up;

8 blessed is the person whose sin the Lord will not reckon.”

9 Is this blessing pronounced only upon the circumcised, or also upon the uncircumcised? Upon the latter (uncircumcised) surely as well for we are saying that faith was reckoned to Abraham as righteousness. 

10 How then was it “reckoned” to him?  When he was in a state of circumcision or uncircumcision?  It was not when he was in a state of circumcision but when he was in a state of uncircumcision. 

11 And he received the sign that is circumcision as a seal of the righteousness which he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised.  The upshot is that he is the “father” of all who in a state of uncircumcision have faith, so that their faith is “reckoned” to them as righteousness,

12 and the “father” of a circumcision made up of those who proceed not from circumcision alone but who also follow the track marked out by the faith which our father Abraham had when he was still uncircumcised.
Paul’s call for both Jews and Gentiles

1. There is clearly a recognizable structure. An introduction (vv 1-2) and a conclusion (vv 11-12) enclose a scriptural witness unfolding in three stages: 1: vv 3-5 (Genesis 15: “the Law”); 2: vv 6-8 (Ps 32: “the Prophets”); 3: vv 9 and later on (Genesis 15-17).

Abraham is “our forefather according to the flesh” (kata sarka) forges links within a Jewish framework of discussion to Romans 4-5.  The figure of Abraham is the scriptural witness of the claims he is making for faith in the interests of a truly inclusive presentation of the gospel.  Earlier in Romans 1:18-4:25 he had maintained that, though God’s righteousness is revealed to believers “apart from the law,” the “law and the prophets bear witness to it” (3:21-22).  The time has now come to make explicit that scriptural witness.  It is not so much a matter of “proving” from scripture that righteousness comes through faith but providing the person who is the model that justification comes through faith (cf. 3:28)

2. Abraham is not simply one biblical figure chosen among many or even a notably suitable example.  As in the case of his argument against the intrusion from the “circumcision” party in Galatia (Gal 3:6- 9; 4:21-31), so also here in the letter to Rome, Paul is arguing around the figure Abraham, who is the key to Jewish identity, and is not a disputed figure, so Abraham is truly a representative of those who received the promises

of God.

 3. Israel, is “seed” of Abraham, and hence Paul goes to claim that Abraham offers the Gentiles two clues to the gospel:

a) Abraham was blessed before the Law.

b) Abraham is the model for faith, and thus is the father of those who believe, rather than those who are practicing the law.


The conclusion is that in the post-biblical Jewish tradition, Abraham is the one who received God’s covenant on behalf of Israel, also laid considerable stress upon the patriarch as a figure of obedience and trust. 

4. Abraham’s acceptance of the divine ordinance concerning circumcision was held to be an anticipation of the faith which comes before circumcision.  If Circumcision is the seal of faith, then faith precedes that and here the argument is clear, faith comes first.

5. Then Abraham is a person of faith, as one who became “right with God” on the basis of his faith alone (Rom 4:1-12) and, secondly, that it was upon the basis of this right standing with God brought about by faith that he received for himself and for all his descendants the blessings of salvation contained in the promise which will follow (Rom 4:13-17a).  Establishing these two points allows Paul to redefine Abraham’s “fatherhood” in terms of being “father” of a great company of believers (Jewish and Gentile) who, believing as he did in the creative power of God (4:17b- 25) and forming thereby his true descendants, are being justified and made ready to receive the promise on the basis of faith.

The Pivotal Points in Rom 4:1-12

First, the events told in Genesis 15.  In response to Abraham’s complaint about his childlessness (vv 3-4), God makes a direct promise to Abraham that he will have a son and heir and a progeny as numerous as the stars of heaven (vv 4-5).  This may be termed the “son/seed” promise.  Abraham responds to this divine promise in terms of faith (v 6a), whereupon the biblical teaching adds the (for Paul) all-important comment in 4:6: “And it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” 

We must not let go of the word, “reckoned.”

1. A half century ago, Gerhard von Rad reminded us that the expression “reckoned to him as righteousness,” means that the ancient Hebrew priest had the responsibility to accept or reject the worshiper as he presented a sacrifice at the altar or when performing some other religious service (e.g., Lev 7:18).  The expression in Genesis 15:6 is a “declaration of acceptance,” similar to that found in Psalms 15 and 24, and Ezekiel 18, in which only righteous persons are deemed acceptable before God.  Genesis 15:6 therefore declares that Abraham’s faith in God’s promise sufficed to declare him righteous, that is, acceptable to God.  Although this provides the clearest explanation of the peculiar expression in Genesis 15:6, it has not found its way into Modern Commentaries on Romans, perhaps because it does not fit the Augustinian framework of forgiveness or the definition of righteousness as a matter of accepting God’s grace which is the heart of the doctrine of justification.  But it fits precisely the teaching of the NT that there is something was given to the undeserving.   

2. Against that stands the verb “and he reckoned” which was a commercial term that had already been applied to Abraham by 1 Macabbees 2:52, which goes on to say the righteous status given to Abraham was a payment for good deeds.  But Paul refutes this using the Greek equivalent logizomai (“reckon, calculate, conclude”) in Romans 2:3, 26, and Romans 3:28 that a new system of ascribing righteousness had been established by the grace of Christ.  Here, Paul employs Genesis 15:6 as if it flatly denied the possibility of human boasting on the basis of “works” and therefore provides the basis for reinterpreting Abraham as the father of all believers, including Gentiles who lacked the honor of physical descent. 

3. Second, for Paul, righteousness is the gift of a new relationship with God that comes when humans stop competing for grace and accept the grace that they could never earn. To be “reckoned as righteousness” is to be accepted by the God of righteousness and therefore to be granted that new status over the shameful status.

4. Since the key issue is whether righteousness can be earned by pious works, Paul begins his exposition of the main proof text by defining “reckon” / logizomai in the light of his previous argument in favor of salvation by grace alone.  The logic is drawn from the world of every day experience in the economic realm.  The Greek verb ergazomai is employed with its usual connotation of active work, such as Paul did with his hands on a daily basis in making tents and awnings (1 Thess 2:9; 1 Cor 4:12).  To work for wages is most natural in view with the Greek noun misthos, which should be translated as “pay” or “wages.”  The same word is used metaphorically in the NT in terms of a religious “reward” (e.g., Mark 9:41; Matt 5:12, 46; Luke 6:35).  Similarly, the verb is a technical term for charging a bill, calculating a debt, or counting out wages earned for work performed.  This appears in all first-century Greek Papyrus.  Paul’s argument is the contrast between “grace” and “payment.”  Here, we must understand that those who employ someone are under obligation to pay him or her.  This leads Paul to form his antithesis between gift and obligation.  If a person has performed work, appropriate remuneration was an absolutely binding obligation that was not only universally accepted but also reinforced by law throughout the Greco-Roman world.  Paul is certain to gain assent of his antithesis in v. 4 which begins with the parallel formulation marked by “to the one who does not work,” whereby the commercial logic of wages paid for work performed remains dominant.  Yet with the next line is not about work but about he who “believes,” Paul steps beyond the commercial realm of his analogy toward the central category of early Christianity.  The antithesis is not simply between the worker and the non-worker but between the worker and the person who does not work but believes.  That Abraham performed no religious “work” prior to the reference to his faith in Genesis 15:6 is detailed in vv. 9-10, so in a sense the claim in v. 5 is something of a forecast.  Yet its argumentative force for the hearers has been firmly established by the preceding chapter, where the early Christian experience of faith was elaborated by use of an early Christian confession that was probably known in Rome.  In this sense the argument rests not simply on Paul’s experience of faith, but also on the various congregations’ experience of faith as participation in the realm of grace.

5. Third, the content of Abraham’s faith in verse 5, the one who sets justifies the ungodly or the impious, is drawn from Abraham’s argument that God should not destroy the righteous along with the wicked (Gen 18:23, 25) but there was not one single righteous who could save the wicked in Sodom and Gomorrah.  The general pattern in Judaism is that God justifies only those who obey the law.  But now, something radically new is taking place, even though Abraham is employed as the model, for if God can do this with Abraham, how much God in Christ restores a right relationship with those who have not earned it.  It was Abraham’s faith in such a God, rather than any virtuous action on his own part, that opened the door to this paradoxical view that counters “the more normal interpretation of Abraham as a model of covenant righteousness.”

6. Fourth, Abraham’s faith was reckoned by God, according to the citation from Genesis, “as righteousness” declaring someone to be something he was not.  Here we have to avoid that a doctrine of justification of faith must not become a new form of religious boasting, this Paul would certainly exclude.

The conclusion is that God in Jesus pronounced that we are righteous even though we are not.  This declaratory element is crucial, in which God declares the ungodly person a new creature; and really makes him righteous.  

Faith as the early church experienced it was the response of converts to the message that Christ died for the impious, and it led to their joining small communities of faith in which righteousness became a reality as the dishonoured were restored to by God and honoured as his children.  This was grasped with unparalleled clarity that the blessings of salvation have been given in Christ to all humankind in solidarity with Jesus.  Paul has in mind a creative act, whereby the believers are freely given a new “status.”  This occurred in the mystery of conversion in response to the gospel.  The Spirit was understood to evoke positive responses to the gospel, making persons know in the depth of their despair and dishonor that together they could call God “Abba” and live as honored “children of God” (Rom 8:15-16).  Faith is therefore “participation” in this new reality.  When God’s makes the person so honored actually righteous and without any accomplishment whatsoever, converts who responded to the gospel of unconditional grace became participants in “righteousness” that God alone is in the position to ascribe, and it is this dynamic process that Paul reads out of the citation from Genesis 15:6.

The Blessing of Faith is Not Only Forgiveness

1. Psalm 31:1-2 is cited here, and the recipient of David’s blessing is identified with the terminology Paul had employed in explaining the primary text of Genesis 15:6: the person to whom God reckons righteousness apart from works.  Paul wishes to stress God’s merciful action toward those who have no claim on achievement, and he subsumes the references to forgiveness in the psalm citation under this category.  In contrast to the mainstream of commentators who understand justification as forgiveness of sins, following the Augustinian legacy, Paul retains a stress on the new relationship that God chooses to “reckon” to those who do not deserve it.  This is congruent with the idea of the primary factor of the blessing which is the statement of relationship between parties, rather than the concrete benefit itself.  In this instance Paul signals in advance that the secondary text from Psalm 31 should be understood as confirming that God grants righteous status to the undeserving and thus establishes a new relationship between God and the community of those who accept grace without any claim of having earned it.

2. In the light of the introduction provided by v. 6, the emphasis is on the blessed status of those whose former alienation has been overcome by the reckoning of righteousness.  The aorist passive verbs (“they have been forgiven”) points to a single event that is now completed, which would probably have been understood by an early Christian audience as the moment of conversion.  In place of the traditional emphasis on the process of repentance, restitution, and forgiveness, the Psalm in Paul’s interpretation refers to the new status of blessedness that God imparts to those God chooses to make righteous.  No longer are they defined by their former “iniquities” or “sins” that rendered them unfit for acceptance by the righteous God.  Without any achievement or virtue to earn honorable status, they have been accepted unconditionally in Christ and now enjoy the status of righteousness in their communities of faith that honor one another as blessed children of God.  In the context of Paul’s argument, this text from Psalm 31:1-2 has been completely redefined in the light of the coming of Christ.  Paul transforms the message of the Psalm: in place of the person who gains forgiveness from God on the basis of remorseful repentance, there emerges a person whose absolute lost-ness before God has been overcome by an absolutely new beginning through the salvific act of God through Jesus Christ.  Yet in Paul’s view this innovative perspective is contained within the precise wording of the psalm itself.

3. The citation from Psalm 31 continues with the blessing on the “person whose sin the Lord will in no wise reckon,” which retains the focus on the new status ascribed to that person.  Once again, the current situation of sin is not in view.  Instead the future tense of the verb “he will reckon” says that God will not allow sin to disqualify this person from blessedness.  The occurrence of this verb is crucial for Paul’s argument, giving assurance that the Lord will under no circumstance act differently than promised in v. 6 and throughout the preceding argument, namely that God ascribes righteousness to whom God calls, apart from one’s works.  In contrast to the Augustinian tradition of interpreting justification as forgiveness, there is no reference in this verse to the process of repentance, restitution, and forgiveness.  Sin in verse 5 is not looked at Whereas to the one who does not work but trusts simply in the One who justifies the ungodly, the faith of that person is reckoned as righteousness.  And verse 8, blessed is the person whose sin the Lord will not reckon.  Here Paul may cause a shock to many but to those who choose to accept this unconditional relationship of righteousness will abide in this brace.  It is not the human experience of forgiveness that is blessed, according to this citation from Psalm 31:1-2, but the person him-herself is blessed in having received the amazing gift of an assured relationship with God, despite his/her previous life.

4. In the first half of this verse Paul returns to his diatribe style by posing the question about whether the blessing is available to both Jews and Gentiles.  There would have been no question that the blessing applies to “the circumcision,” a metonymic (nickname) reference to the Jewish people.  Moreover, in view of the use of Psalm 31 in the Day of Atonement ritual, it is likely that most Jews would have understood the blessing to be available only to themselves and not to Gentiles.  Several commentators have cited the Talmud, which articulates a view that was prevalent in Paul’s time (Cranfield, Commentary on Romans, vol 1, page 234)

On the Day of Atonement God cleanses Israel and atones for its sin, as it is written, For on this day shall atonement be made for you, to cleanse you (Lev 16:30).  Cleansing is one of the neglected meanings of the Atonement in our time.  The Prophet Micah says Who is a God like unto you, who pardons iniquity, and passes by the transgression of the remnant of his heritage? (7:18): It is only Israel that he forgives.  When David saw how God forgives the sins of the Israelites and has mercy upon them, he began to pronounce them blessed and to glorify them: Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven. (Ps 33:1)

While not denying that the blessing comes to the “circumcised,” Paul poses the question, what about the uncircumcised?  Now it is for all.  Because the one who has been called by God is the father of all the nations and that is Abraham. 

Abraham our Father

1. Paul moves toward his conclusion by asking two questions:

a) How then was it “reckoned” to him? 

b) Was it when he was in a state of circumcision or uncircumcision?   

The promise of Genesis 15:6 was given.  Was he circumcised at the time or not?  The biblical account in Genesis makes the sequence plain; the birth of Ishmael when Abraham was 88 years old (Gen 16:16) came between the promise of Genesis 15 and the sign of circumcision that was given after his 99th birthday (Gen 17:1).  The rabbinic tradition calculated 29 years between the promise of Gen 15:6 and Abraham’s circumcision (J Dunn, Commentary on Romans, Vol 1:208).  Paul therefore does not wait for the audience to respond to the questions: there is absolutely no doubt on this point that Abraham’s reckoning of righteousness came when he was “not in circumcision but in uncircumcised foreskin.”  The conclusion is inescapable that, circumcision is not of required for justification.  No religious act gave Abraham his “standing before God.”  Since Abraham’s status of righteousness was granted at a time when he was in the situation of Gentiles, against whom the name “foreskin” could be employed, the logical implication is that he is the forefather of all persons of faith, regardless of their ethnic background and their religious practice.

2. In the paraphrase of Genesis 17:11 Paul makes the case that circumcision was not only performed long after Abraham’s reckoning as righteous, but also that it was merely a “seal” of the righteous status that he had already received.  That Abraham received it as a “sign” is drawn from Genesis 17:11, that circumcision shall be a sign of the covenant between Abraham and God.  Here is the Shift and it is a great one because it is according to the Scripture and by Yahweh promise.

3.  In place of circumcision as a “sign of the covenant,” which would retain the premise of Israel’s pre-eminent position as Yahweh’s sole covenant partner, Paul speaks of circumcision as the sign of something else, that is, the “righteousness through faith” that was ascribed to Abraham while he was still an uncircumcised Gentile.  In this context ai refers to a distinctive mark or sign.  The words “foreskin” and “circumcision” are drawn from the same passage in Genesis 17:11 but without reference to covenant or to the physical offspring and slaves of Abraham: And you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskin … He that is born in your house and he that is bought with money shall surely be circumcised, and my covenant shall be on your flesh for an everlasting covenant.  Paul contends that circumcision served as a “seal” that confirms the validity of a reality already present that is, righteousness through faith.  In the ancient world seals were used to certify documents and mark the possession of objects.  In this case the seal functions as confirmation or authentication of an already existing condition, which is Abraham’s having been accepted as righteous before God.  

The Radical Work of Grace 

1. Verse 11 draws conclusions that are genuinely “radical” because in contrast to the long-standing tradition of viewing Abraham as the forefather of the Jewish people, he now becomes the “proto type” of a new group of believers who remain “uncircumcised in their foreskin.”  Abraham is the “father” not just of Jews but also of Gentiles who share his faith.  As a parenthetical remark in the middle of the first purpose clause concerning Abraham’s paternity, which continues into v. 12, Paul inserts the clause, that righteousness might be reckoned to them, that is, to the Gentiles.  Abraham’s example legitimizes the acceptability of Gentiles who have responded to the message of unconditional grace in Christ.  They become righteous before the throne of grace.

2. Verse 12 draws the parallel to Abraham’s paternity of Gentile believers and is structured by “not only the Jews  ... but also the Gentiles,” but to this statement we must notice the warning:

“Also follow the track marked out by the faith which our father Abraham had when he was still uncircumcised.” 

This warning is for us who must not lean on any outward sign or mark, even if it has been made permanently in our flesh.

Why Do We Remember Our Past Sins?

My friend Philemon used to say, “Being a sinner is what qualifies you for the grace of God.”  He was not afraid of these two words sin and sinner. 

I asked him, “Why then I am still afraid?” He said, “We take notice of how others may shame us and regard that as more important than what God the Father of our Lord thinks of us.

God does not treat us according to his knowledge but according to his love.  This does not split knowledge and love in the Godhead, but God sees us as how we should be in his Son and waits till the last day before he judges us.

We remember our sins according to the volume of our shame.  If you want to reduce that volume, focus your understanding on what is eternal.  The water of the glory of eternal life in Jesus our Lord is enough to wash away all our shame.

Thank God for your past sins and the throne will hurt less.     
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