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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans 

The Promise to Abraham and the Inheritance through Faith

Romans 4:13-25

Part One

Romans 4:13 For it was not through a law (that) the promise to Abraham or his offspring (came) that he should inherit the world, but through righteousness of faith. 

14 For if those of the law are the heirs, his faith has been invalidated and the promise was nullified. 

15 For the law produces wrath.  But where there is no law, neither (is there] transgression. 

16 Because of this ((it is) by faith, in order that according to grace, that the promise might be guaranteed to all the descendants, not only to those of the law but also to those of the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all. 

17 Just as it has been written: “I have appointed you a father of many nations” – in the presence of the God in whom he had faith, who gives life to the dead and calls that which does not exist into existence, 

18 In hope beyond hope who had faith that he should become a father of many nations, as he had been told, “So shall your descendants be.”

19 Also not having weakened in faith, he considered his own body already dead, since he was about a hundred years old, (he also considered ) the deadness of Sarah’s womb. 

20 Yet with regard to the promise of God, no doubt made him waver in unfaith, but he was empowered in his faith, giving glory to God,

21 and fully convinced that the one who had promised is capable also to do it 

22 For this reason “it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” 

23 But it was not written, “It was reckoned to him,” for his sake alone 

24 but also for our sake, who were about “to be reckoned” as those having faith in the one who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, 

25 Who was handed over for the sake of our transgressions and was raised for the sake of our rightness.

Paul’s Presentation of the Gospel

Key words

1. Promise

Paul returns to Gen 17:5 and 15:5.  The center of attention shifts from Abraham to the recipients of the promise given to his descendants.  Whereas the key words in the preceding part were work, circumcision, and uncircumcision, the theme here shifts to the promise and faith.
2. Inheritance 

Inheritance granted to Abraham and to his “seed/offspring” (3 times).  More important is both Promise and Inheritance and the relation to the “law” (5 times). 

3. Righteousness

Righteousness (twice) is granted to “all” (twice) who have faith (5 times); then to “us” if we have faith (3 times).

What do we have to look for?

1. Abraham as an example for us.  Paul develops his preaching around “law,” “promise,” “seed,” and “inheritance” to reach his audience.

2. The contention that Abraham’s promise did not come “through a law” implies that righteousness through faith reaches back to (Rom 3:27) and indeed should be seen also as the dominant thesis of the letter in Romans 1:16-17.  Paul has to cut the nexus between the promise and the obedience of Abraham as the father of those committed to the Torah.  Obedience to the Law was the dominate view of the Jews in the days of Paul.

3. The word promise appears for the first time in Romans to refer to the “promise” given to Abraham.  While Paul consistently employs this term in reference to God’s “promises granted to the patriarchs” (Rom 15:8; see also Rom 9:4, 8-9; Gal 3:14, 16, 18-29; 4:23, 28), the OT does not employ this term at all.  It became a technical term for divine promises within Hellenistic Jewish writings.  For example, 3 Maccabees 2:10-11 (LXX) refers to the faithfulness of God in the following manner: “And out of love for the house of Israel, you promised that should we fall away from you and become afflicted and then come to this house and pray, you would hear our prayer. Verily you are faithful and true.”  In the prayer of King Solomon it says, “And may the Lord’s devout inherit the Lord’s promises.”  The context of patriarchal promises is illustrated by a common saying “God will work vengeance on your behalf and will lead you into the promises made to your fathers.” (12:6)

The World
The content of Abraham’s promise is formulated with grandiose dimensions: “that he should inherit the world.”  How was this written to people living in Rome, the Capital which claimed rule over the entire world?  Paul must have heard the words of the Sermon on the Mount for a “nonpolitical and at any event nonmilitary” message and “blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Matt 5:5).  Most commentators either spiritualize this grandiosity by reference to the future plan or explain it as an expression of Jewish messianic hopes, but there are indications elsewhere in Paul’s letters that a new form of inheriting the world was in view.  The present tense of the verb in 1 Corinthians 3:21-23 makes clear that he considers this inheritance to be a matter of current experience among converts: “For all things are yours whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future, all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (1 Cor 3:21-23).
In Romans 8:20ff Paul says that the entire creation waits with eager longing for the “revelation of the sons of God,” who as we shall see would take responsibility for the polluted world.  “May God’s kingdom come” was part of the prayer every early Christian probably prayed daily, in the firm belief that their inheritance of the world had ready begun, “but through righteousness of faith.”  The word “but” in this formulation needs to be taken with full seriousness: that this righteous status comes by faith because this is the gospel.  This inheritance comes “not through the law” but “through righteousness of faith,” which defines the new basis on which the community of inheritors functions.  Gentile believers as well as Jewish believers qualify as inheritors in equal measure within this new community based on grace rather than law. Here there is no room for force but the persuasion of love, not on dominance but on cooperation, because this is how God himself operates through his Son and in the Holy Spirit.

The Inheritors

The Jewish interpretation of the Abrahamic inheritance concentrated on adherence to the Law, and it is likely that the phrase “those of the law” is the technical expression in Judaism for “the sons of the Torah” (see, J Dunn Vol 1:13).

As cited above, the prayer of King Solomon (12:6) makes a typical claim that the pious alone will be the inheritors of the promise.  Philo’s treatise on “Who Is the Heir?” contends that Abraham received the inheritance because he neglected none of the commandments and that the wise ones will share this inheritance through adherence to the Torah and the attainment of higher wisdom accessible in the scripture.  Here Paul is emphatic by declaring that it is faith only.

The Means of Inheriting

In Judaism Gentiles who were converted to Judaism (proselytes) could also become “sons of the law.”  Paul’s primary interest here is not to overcome the ethnic prerogative with regard to the promise.  Paul goes further.  If adherents to the law are the heirs, Paul presents the Gospel by pressing forward on the two main points:

The first is the emptying of faith.
1. The “if” clause at the beginning is contending that the faith would be emptied, Paul employs the perfect passive verb “has been invalidated” in combination with the definite article attached to the subject, both of which make clear that Abraham’s faith would be rendered empty.   If Abraham was qualified for righteousness by performing works of the law, then the verb appears here with the sense of “reduce to nothing,” which makes it clear that this was not so.

2. The Greek verb kenow which means “reduce to nothing” is a favorite of Paul, who argues elsewhere that eloquent preaching would “empty the cross of Christ” (1 Cor 1:17) and who insists that “no one will invalidate his claim of having  preached the gospel free of charge (1 Cor 9:15). In (Phil 2:7) he cites the hymn that proclaims the self-empting of Christ’s and in this the context what is emptied is nothing less than the faith that God ascribed as righteous in the citation from (Gen 15:6).

The second point is the promise.
1. There is no doubt that “the promise’ in Paul’s preaching is the denial that the promise was given to Abraham and the heirs (1:13) who are accepted by God as righteous regardless of any qualifications. The verb Greek verb katargew is use here as in Romans 3:3 and 31 with the sense of “nullify” or “render inactive.”  So we should read the words of Paul as “God’s promise is not kept” which is very heavy on Jewish ears because it implies that God is unfaithful.

2. If the promise were restricted to those who conform to the Torah, it would no longer be valid for “the ungodly” (Rom 4:5) who have no Torah but whom God wants to welcome as God welcomed Abraham.  The predominance of grace would then be abrogated if grace is for the godly.

The Law and the Promise

What is the exact relationship between the Law and the Promise? 

1. Paul introduces his main point with the absence of the accusation of transgressions because the law is absent.  It is generally accepted by NT scholars that when the Greek word nomos is written with the definite article “the”, “the Law” means the Torah, and it is equally clear that the using of the word orge meaning “wrath” here means one particular point: the Gentiles are not under that “Wrath” because God’s wrath is directed against those who do evil works which are defined by the Law.  But the Law was not there, so the Gentiles are like Abraham, not under the “Wrath” which came with the Law.

2. Here Paul contradicts the major teaching of Judaism that the Law brings life. Here the law produces “produces” wrath.

3. Paul is not interested in developing a comprehensive doctrine of the Law at this point.  His interest centers on the question in v. 13 whether the promise comes through law or through faith.  Paul employs the technique of “contrary argument” which changes an accepted idea and used it as an objection to prove a thesis.  The Gentiles who are excluded by the Law are in fact the heirs of the blessing because “where there is no law” or “where the Law is absent,” neither is there “transgression” and this Greek word, parabasis, is the violation of law, used in Hellenistic Judaism.  (Josephus speaks of “transgressing the laws” or “transgressing the laws of the fathers” - The Antiquates of the Jews, 13:69).     Paul’s point concerns the heirs of Abraham’s promise: if legal obedience were required, then the “ungodly” Gentiles (Rom 4:4, 11-12) would by definition be excluded.  Paul is contending that God must save the world without the Law. The dispensation of grace promised to Abraham’s heirs overcomes transgressions and places both Jewish and Gentile believers on the same footing.

4. Then Paul turns to the positive definition of Abraham’s promise which is the subject of this paragraph of Romans 4:13 and that is by faith.

Why is Faith required?

1. From the OT itself Paul uses Habakkuk 2:4, that “the righteous shall live by faith,” which was elaborated in Romans 3:25-30 and 4:5-12.  The Greek preposition ek occurs here denoting “Origin, cause, motive, reason,” and in this case more specifically, faith is not an abstract theological principle, but rather a reference to conversion to the new, honorable life which Abraham in this chapter is cited as the prime example.  These words allude to the path whereby believers can be declared righteous and join Abraham and receive the promise.  Throughout Romans, faith has to do with participation in a new spiritual and social reality through acceptance of the gospel of God’s righteousness made present in Christ.

2. The purpose of faith is grace or in the words of Paul, “in order that according to grace, that the promise might be guaranteed to all the descendants.”  Here faith is neither a virtue despite the tendencies of common tradition, nor a theological accomplishment.  Faith does not define grace, but grace defines the scope of faith. The modern tendency in our time is that Faith defines Grace.  Faith is something which we do.  In Paul, “Faith” is our acceptance of what God gives in Jesus to the undeserved.  The promise given to Abraham was a matter of sheer grace given without any virtuous preparation on his part, and the heirs of his promise gain access to God’s righteous presence only through grace.  Their faith is nothing more than the acceptance. 

The Strength and the Direction of Faith 

1. The Abraham story must be seen in the light of salvation through grace as experienced by believers in Christ.  If faith remains the main characteristic of Abrahamic promise which is “promise” combined here with an expression which means “firm in the sense of being solidly grounded,” and this verse contends that “the divine promise is not only firm and immutable, not only assured for all posterity, but it is guaranteed to them.”  Only salvation by grace alone can provide such a guarantee, because if “those of the law are the inheritors” (Rom 4:14), the fulfillment of the promise is dependent upon their performance.  The promise to Abraham’s descendants, however, rests with God and not with human frailties.  This kind of reliability is characteristic of all of God’s promises, it is because of God that the oath is guaranteed.  

2.  Paul’s interpretation is that the promise was guaranteed by God, which would conform to the conviction of “to all the descendants.”  That Abraham’s promise remained valid for the Jewish people was widely believed.  For example, even after Israel violated its covenant by worshiping the golden calf, Moses was able to appeal successfully to God’s abiding promise: “Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, to whom you swore by your own self, and said to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants . . . and all this land that I have promised, I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it for ever.’ And the Lord repented of the evil that he thought to do to his people” (Exod 32:13-14).  Despite some interpreters who believe that Paul eliminates Jews from Abraham’s promise, Paul’s stress is on “all the descendants,” which in one way or another includes Jewish as well as Gentile believers.  Grace is thereby “democratized.”  It is for all.

3. The word “all” is crucial for our understanding of Romans, having been employed nineteen times already in the letter, including the close parallel in 4:11 referring to Abraham as the “father of all who believe.”  The opening lines of the letter feature this inclusive emphasis, addressed to “all those in Rome beloved of God” (1:7), praying for “all of you” (1:8), and serving a mission aimed at the obedience of faith among “all the Gentiles” (1:5), that offers salvation “to all who believe” (1:16).  So in this chapter the “righteousness of faith” (4:13) in Abraham’s promise establishes an inclusively of all faithful people, no matter what their ethnic or religious status might be. 

Faith and the Law

1. Paul is keen to present a kind of antitheses between “those of the Law” and “those of the faith of Abraham,” although this has given rise to considerable controversy.  Most interpreters have taken the former as a reference to Jewish Christians, based on the parallel between V. 12 and V. 14.  However, the use of “those of the law” in v. 14 in reference to non-believing Jews leads others to believe that the expression in v. 16 points in the same direction.  Although it produces some inconsistencies in Paul’s argument, particularly in v. 13 where the Abrahamic promise is not given “through the law,” it seems likely that the word choice in v. 16 refers to Jews, whether believing or not.  This has an immediate implication for the congregation in Rome, where Jews and Gentile were together.   If the guarantee of Abraham’s promise remains valid for “those of the law,” then faith has become invalid.  Paul places on the table for future discussion the issue he takes up in the third proof, Rom chapters 9-11, and follows through with the controversial formula used three times in the letter thus far, that salvation as well as wrath come “to the Jew first and also to the Greek.”  

In the expression “those of the faith of Abraham” in Romans 4:16 most commentators interpret this expression as a reference to Gentile Christians, but both Gentile and Jewish believers actually fit within this statement.  Both groups have responded in faith to the gospel and have received the grace of God conveyed by Christ.  The final line of v. 16 carries through with the inclusion of “not only those of the law” and “also those of the faith of Abraham.”  To refer to Abraham “the father of us all” includes all of Paul’s fellow believers, no matter which cultural and  theological tendency they represent. 

2. The expression “in the presence of God in whom he believed” defines the context in which Abraham received the promise cited in v. 17.”  Paul echoes the context of the many-nation promise in which Yahweh appears to Abraham with the words, “I am your God. Be well-pleasing before me and be blameless” (Gen 17:1).  In the presence of this God, Abraham had faith and the verb employed in the main text drawn from Genesis 15:6 is clear from this formulation that faith is a relational term, describing the proper stance that persons and groups should take in response to divine grace.  The definition of this faith goes back to God; Abraham was convinced that God’s promise was valid, and this conviction placed him in the right relationship with God.

3. In v. 1 7 Paul goes on to declare who is the God in whom Abraham had faith, employing liturgical terms that may have originated in Hellenistic synagogues, which is “Who (God) gives life to the dead” appears to be drawn from the second benediction in the Eighteen Benedictions used by many Jews on a daily basis, “Blessed be you, Lord, who gives life to the dead.”  That this belief was a firmly established feature in the Pharisaic tradition that shaped Paul’s early beliefs is confirmed by the Jewish Historian Josephus (Ant. 18.14-15): “The Pharisees believe that souls have power to survive death and that there are rewards and punishments under the earth for those who have led lives of virtue or vice; eternal imprisonment is the lot of evil souls, while the good souls receive an easy passage to a new life.  Because of these views they are, as a matter of fact, extremely influential among the townsfolk; all prayers and sacred rites of divine worship are performed according to their exposition.”

4. Faith in God’s power to resurrect the dead was widely shared after the postexilic period in Israel.  The book of Wisdom (16:13) affirms that God has “the power of life and death,” while Daniel 12:2 promises that the righteous will he awakened by God “from their sleep in the dust of the earth.”  In 2 Maccabees 7:23 the mother of the seven martyred sons assures them that the “Creator of the world will also of his mercy give you breath and life again.”  In Romans 8:11 Paul reminds us that it is because of the Resurrection of Jesus, “The one who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to our mortal bodies, that we have that same resurrection.” 
5. The second participial phrase, “who calls that which does not exist into existence,” is likewise known in Jewish books, which were not included in the OT canon, such as the book of Baruch.  “You who created the earth, the one who fixed the firmament by the word and hastened the height of heaven by the spirit, the one who in the beginning of the world called that which did not vet exist and they obeyed you” (2 book of Baruch 21.4); “And with the word you bring to life that which does not exist” (2 book of Baruch 48.8).   The framework is the divine Creator who has power to overcome death.

6. Paul turns to the nature of this faith.  The expression “beyond hope in hope” is the paradox that in this situation beyond all hope, Abraham continues “in hope” to believe in God’s promise.  The expression “beyond hope” is a favorite one in Paul and is used again in Romans 5:2 and 8:20 as well as in I Corinthians 9:10 where Paul cites a line from the Wisdom book of Sirach 6:19, that “the ploughman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of a share in the crop.”  This is a typical biblical expression, for example, Psalm 4:8, “for you, Lord, only caused me to dwell in hope,” or Psalm 15:9, that in the Lord “my flesh shall rest in hope.”  In a situation beyond all human hope, long past the time in which Abraham or Sarah could normally produce a child, Abraham continued to believe “in hope” that God’s promise would be fulfilled, thus exemplifying this biblical stance of trusting in God.  The relation between faith and hope in this instance is that Abraham continued to have faith in God, to be firmly related to God, in the hope that the promise would somehow be fulfilled.  Apparently what is meant by ‘believed in hope’ is that Abraham’s faith was exercised in the confident hope which the promise of God engendered.”

7. By introducing the following citation from Genesis 15:5 with the words, “as he had been told,” Paul again evokes the face-to-face encounter with God that we noted in v. 17. Abraham’s faith is a proper response to this encounter with God’s promise, cited here verbatim from Gen 15:5, which draws the conclusion from the preceding message from Yahweh, “Look up now to heaven and count the stars, and if you can number them, so shall your descendants be.”  The citation confirms the content of Abraham’s promise reiterated in v. 18a, “that he should become a father of many nations.”  By reaching back to this verse from Genesis 15, prior to the instructions about circumcision in Chapter 17, Paul once again drives home the thesis from the opening verse, that the promise did not come “through the law” (Rom 4:13). We must highlight the fact that the power of God the Creator is a fundamental element of faith in God in the Bible.

 8. The next four verses 19-22 continue the description of Abraham’s faith in terms “not having weakened in faith” stands in antithesis to “being strengthened in faith” in v. 20. The basic meaning in either case has to do with the “measure of trust” in God’s power. While there are some distant parallels to this use of “weakness” to describe a moral condition,’ it is likely that the formulation here is like that one which belongs to the churches of Corinth and Rome where weaknesses in conscience (1 Cor 8:11-12) and faith (Rom 14:1).   But Paul’s later effort is to counter the prejudicial treatment of those stigmatized as “weak in faith” (Rom14: 1-15:7) 

9. The paradox of “hope that is beyond hope” (Rom 4:18) is illustrated by Abraham’s avoiding weakness of faith while at the same time “he considered his own body already dead.”  This is a rather sober allusion to the Abraham story, in which he responded to the promise by falling on his face with laughter while saying “in his heart, “Shall there be a child to one who is a hundred years old, and shall Sarah who is ninety years old, bear?” (Gen 17:17).  As far as Abraham’s and Sarah’s capacities to produce a child were concerned, he considered them nothing less than dead.  The verb “died” means that Abraham’s hope did not overlook the reality of his concrete situation but was not deterred by its ridiculous prospect.  He could laugh at his human weakness but refused to give up hope in the superior power of God.  

10. The final reference to Abraham’s promise is formulated as a warning against “doubt,” as in Mark 11:23: “And Jesus answered them, ‘Have faith in God. Truly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, be taken up and cast into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his heart, but believes, that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him.”  Faith does not go all the way without doubt because faith can decide that a thing is impossible by any human means. The words of Paul require more attention because aorist passive verb requires a translation such as that suggested here: “no doubt made him waver.”  While laying the basis for the discussion of doubt in Romans 14:23, Paul is doubtless formulating this verse with a view of the final outcome of the Abraham story, which stands in contrast with his open disbelief expressed in Genesis 17:17.

The Midrash Rabbah on Genesis turns this embarrassing laughter into an expression of “faithful joy or certainty,” while in reality there was a momentary hesitation on Abraham’s part.  But God took no notice of the laughter. 

Dialogue on Faith with Philemon

George: If I ask you “What is faith?” can you tell me in simple words, what is it?

Philemon: Faith depends on many things in our life, on hope and love.  It does not stand alone by itself.  If you love someone you have more faith in what this person can do for you and thus you also hope that he will do it.

George: What is faith? 

Philemon: No one who has wisdom should define faith alone.  Faith is part of many things.  It is part of what we think as possible and is part of what we consider as impossible.  Faith has a good link with knowledge and as you may know there are three levels of knowledge.  The first is that which comes through study, the second is that which comes through experience and the third is what is given to us by the Holy Spirit. You can not separate faith from these three branches.

George: Is knowledge the door to faith?

Philemon: It may be, for what we love improves our knowledge, while what we fear reduces our knowledge and can kill it.

George: So once more, what is faith in relation to our complicated inner life?

Philemon: Faith comes from our relationships.  Those relationships which give us hope and nourish our faith and make us able to see and to experience new things and in this context faith is trust and is founded on hope.  Also our repentance gives power to faith.

George: Can you elaborate on that?

Philemon: Yes, when we repent, we see things differently.  Such as, because of fear of punishment we pray but when our love grows, our fear decreases and then the growing love makes us pray to seek communion with the Lord.  When I was young, my sexual desires were under control because of my fear of hell.  But when I grow up and the Lord Jesus poured his love into my heart by the Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5) my sexual desires were transformed to energy to seek the Lord in solitude and to serve others.  This is due to faith that what is eternal must override what is temporary.  So to be one with the Lord, has taken over everything including sleep and food.
– continued next page – 

Philemon dialogue, continued

George: So are you saying that our knowledge of what is eternal makes our knowledge sustain our faith?

Philemon: You can say that.  We love to have what is eternal because this is part of our self-preservation and it has its roots in our hidden desire to be immortal.

George: If I eliminate all doubts and pray, but what I ask in prayer does not happen, how do you understand that?

Philemon: That is a hard question because I am not God’s defender and no one should ever defend God.  Let God defend himself.  But I can say five points that may help you:

First: Faith needs to learn how to wait. The Psalms are full of this demand, pray and wait. 

Second: To wait for some minutes or hours does not mean that our doubt has vanished;  our heart is deep and is full of many movements and the Lord waits till we became aware of our hidden forces which hinder us from full communion with him.  We must not forget that the aim of faith is not to do miracles but to be in full communion with Christ our Lord.  Jesus did not say “When you believe in me you will do miracles” but he said that these miracles “shall follow” those who believe (Mark 16:9ff).  We have to follow the Lord and to carry our cross which for some of us is the death of beloved ones or loss of health.  Then when we follow the Lord Jesus, he will reveal to us his will.

Third: Faith is a shared endeavour between us and the Lord himself.  This means that Jesus goes with us into the same valley of darkness and death.  There we become clean not because our cleanness and purity will make us more acceptable to the Lord but because our cleanness and purity open our understanding and make us see more the “way” of Jesus.

Fourth: Faith is never free from doubt and there are many sources for doubt such as our rational wisdom which is a gift from God and that tells us that this or that is impossible.  Here we need to say, “Yes, this is imposable” or laugh like Abraham,  but all things are possible to our Creator. 

– continued on next page – 
Philemon dialogue, continued

Fifth: We are caught between the two sides of the old creation and the new creation.  The old creation is that one which needs redemption because it has fallen under the power of futility (Rom 8:20-21) and we try to participate in its redemption but the new creation is that one which will be manifested on the Day of the Resurrection.  Here, waiting is hard for those who suffer in the world.  I see the cross of our Lord standing between the two creations, the old and the new, and Calvary is in the old creation and so also the Tomb; but the resurrection is the door of the new and that is why Jesus has entered the Upper Room in spite of the fact the doors were closed (John 20:19).  The doors of the old creation are closed for any from of eternal renewal; but the door of the new life – and that is Jesus (John 10:7) – is open for us for eternity. 


We left his cell and Philemon took me to the Cemetery of the Monastery, and he started to sing the Easter Hymn, “Christ is risen from the dead and by death he trembled over death and those in the tombs he has given life.”  Then he looked at me and said, “Do you see now why we need to learn to wait?  Even the Lord Jesus waited for 33 years before he ascended on the cross.  Those who are in a hurry need to develop their desire for the eternal.” 

George Bebawi
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