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Romans 4:1-4 

 

Exposition of Romans – Lesson 17 

 
Introduction: 
 
     The Apostle Paul has built a case clearly for justification by faith alone, apart from the 
Law. As we continue in this section of Justification we see how Paul gives a powerful 
illustration of a pre-law example of this in Abraham. The issue of how one gets into a right 
relationship with God is the whole point of Romans.  
 
     In Romans 3:21-31, the Apostle Paul outlines his case here that justification, 
reconciliation, being saved, as we would put it, must come through faith and not works. It is 
interesting that he did not expect the greatest challenge to that message to come from the 
heathen Gentile, but from the religious Jew. Let’s read what he stated in Romans 3. 
 
Romans 3:21-31 

21 But now the righteousness of God without the law is manifested, being witnessed by the law 
and the prophets; 

22 Even the righteousness of God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them 
that believe: for there is no difference: 

23 For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God; 

24 Being justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus: 

25 Whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his 
righteousness for the remission of sins that are past, through the forbearance of God; 

26 To declare, I say, at this time his righteousness: that he might be just, and the justifier of 
him which believeth in Jesus. 

27 Where is boasting then? It is excluded. By what law? of works? Nay: but by the law of faith. 

28 Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law. 
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29 Is he the God of the Jews only? is he not also of the Gentiles? Yes, of the Gentiles also: 

30 Seeing it is one God, which shall justify the circumcision by faith, and uncircumcision 
through faith. 

31 Do we then make void the law through faith? God forbid: yea, we establish the law. 

     Dr. John Philips writes: “Before coming to grips with the implications of salvation by faith 
alone, Paul deals with the whole question of works as a means of salvation. He shows how 
unscriptural such an idea is by pointing to two biblical characters, Abraham and David, and 
by discussing the fallacy of depending on one’s own righteousness and religiousness” (Phillips, 
Exploring Romans – An Expository Commentary; 2002, Page 76-77). 
 
     We are going to read the entire paragraph, all 8 verses. However tonight’s lesson we will 
only deal with the first four verses; only the first half, the section on Abraham.  
 
 

Romans 4:1-8 

1 What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found? 

2 For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God. 

3 For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for 
righteousness. 

4 Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. 

5 But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is 
counted for righteousness. 

6 Even as David also describeth the blessedness of the man, unto whom God imputeth 
righteousness without works, 

7 Saying, Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered. 

8 Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin. 

     “Paul introduced his illustration of Abraham with the first of six occurrences of questions – 
Romans 4:1, 6:1, 7:7, 8:31, 9:14 and 9:30.” (Walvoord & Zuck, The Bible Knowledge 
Commentary – New Testament; 1983, Page 452). 
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Romans 4:1 – What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, 
hath found? 

Romans 6:1 – What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin, that grace may abound? 

Romans 7:7 – What shall we say then? Is the law sin? God forbid. 

Romans 8:31 – What shall we then say to these things? If God be for us, who can be against 
us? 

Romans 9:14 – What shall we say then? Is there unrighteousness with God? God forbid. 

Romans 9:30 – What shall we say then? That the Gentiles, which followed not after 
righteousness, have attained to righteousness, even the righteousness which is of faith. 

     It is interesting to see how the Apostle Paul builds a valid case and then asks an 
anticipated question that a religious Jew would ask. This is the driving point in Paul’s 
apologetic vindication here. Because the question is rhetorical, the previous discourse has 
already answered the question. It’s almost like him saying “if you were paying attention, 
you would know better!” 

     “What shall we say then” is exactly how Paul opens up this illustration of Abraham.  

ABRAHAM: 

Romans 4:1-2 

1 What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found? 

2 For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God. 

     For if Abraham were justified by works. Do not get Romans 4:2 confused by James’ 
writing in James 2:24. As Dr. C. I. Scofield writes concerning these two passages; “These are 
two aspects of one truth. Paul speaks of that which justifies man before God, faith alone, 
wholly apart from works; James of the proof before men, that he who professes to have 
justifying faith really has it. Paul speaks of what God sees – faith; James of what men see – 
works, as the visible evidence of faith” (Scofield, The Scofield Reference Bible – Notes; 1917, 
Page 1196). 

     Paul’s case for Abraham was justification by faith alone, without works or deeds of the 
law because at this time there was no law. The Jews held Abraham in high regard, and Paul 
is saying here that even your Old Testament Scripture says Abraham was counted 
righteous simply by faith with works. So if Abraham cannot be justified by works then my 
friend no one can.  
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     Paul states it is faith and faith alone, therefore man has no boasting rights. If it were by 
works then man might receive applause from man, but never the applause of God. For 
God’s standard is higher than the highest and all men have fallen short of His glory; not 
even their works can attain it. Therefore it is only through faith and faith alone.  

Romans 4:3 

3 For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for 
righteousness. 

     But wait, what does James say? “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he 
offered Isaac his son on the altar? 22 Do you see that faith was working together with his 
works, and by works faith was made perfect? 23 And the Scripture was fulfilled which says, 
“Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.” And he was called the 
friend of God. 24 You see then that a man is justified by works, and not by faith only” (NKJV – 
James 2:21-24). 

     Paul says faith alone without works, and James states in 2:24 “You see then that a man is 
justified by works, and not by faith only” (NKJV – James 2:21-24). Do not get the two mixed 
up, they are two sides of the same coin. Paul is speaking of practical doctrine and James is 
speaking of practical application. Paul is speaking of past tense action: God’s legal 
declaration of being declared “not guilty” and credited, or counted, reckoned or imputed 
the righteousness of God by faith. James is speaking in application terms in the present 
tense, which manifests justification by sanctification.  

     Notice what Paul referenced: “For what does the Scripture say? “ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, 
AND IT WAS CREDITED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS.”” (NASB – Romans 4:3). Paul is quoting Genesis 
15:6 “And he believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness” (KJV – Genesis 
15:6). God declared him righteous by faith, not works. He truly believed God and was 
justified by God in the sight of the LORD, all by faith.  

     Praise be to God that it is not by works, or Abraham would have missed the boat. He is 
declared righteous through imputation by faith in Genesis 15:6 because he truly believed 
God. Then look at the promise through the Covenant God made to Abram following. 

     “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 
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. 
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     And he said to him, “I am the LORD who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give 
you this land to possess.” 8 But he said, “O Lord GOD, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” 
9 He said to him, “Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three 
years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” 10 And he brought him all these, cut them in half, 
and laid each half over against the other. But he did not cut the birds in half. 11 And when 
birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away. 

     As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram. And behold, dreadful and great 
darkness fell upon him. 13 Then the LORD said to Abram, “Know for certain that your offspring 
will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs and will be servants there, and they will be 
afflicted for four hundred years. 14 But I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and 
afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 15 As for you, you shall go to your 
fathers in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16 And they shall come back here in the 
fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.” 

     When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming 
torch passed between these pieces. 18 On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, 
saying, “To your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river 
Euphrates” (ESV – Genesis 15:1-18). 

     Friend, there is a big difference in what Paul is speaking about and what James is 
speaking about. They are both speaking of two aspects of the same truth, two sides to the 
same coin. Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 – “For what saith the scripture? And Abraham believed 
God, and it was reckoned unto him for righteousness” (ASV – Romans 4:3). 

     Paul is speaking of Genesis 15, James is speaking of Genesis 22. Paul is speaking of past 
tense justification. James is speaking of present tense sanctification because of justification. 
Abraham was not justified by his works, but by his faith. Because my friend a lot occurred 
in this man’s life between Genesis 15 and 22. And if it were by works, he would have been 
disqualified in Genesis 16. 

- Genesis 15:6 – Abraham is counted as righteous by faith.  
 

- Genesis 16:2 – Abraham begins to doubt God about the promised seed. 
 

- Genesis 16:2-3 – Abraham harkens to the voice of his wife, he lays with Hagar. 
 

- Genesis 16:3 – Abraham broke God’s plan for a monogamous relationship of 
husband and wife when he took Hagar to be his wife. 
 

- Genesis 16:6 – Abraham allowed Sarai to deal harshly with his wife Hagar.  
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- Genesis 16:7 – Abraham did not seek after Hagar when she fled, the Angel of the 
LORD came to her rescue. 
 

- Genesis 20:2 – Abraham lied to Abimelech king of Gerar, (Sarah, she is my sister). 
 

- Genesis 21:12-14 – Abraham finally begins to mature for his final test, by casting out 
the son of the bond woman as God had commanded.  

     Folks if this thing is by works then poor old Abraham is through, he is done for and God 
has failed. Because the LORD called a man righteous that was the furthest thing from 
righteous. He had 7 major failures out of 8 in between Paul’s quote and James’ quote. But 
faith is a gift, and God’s gift acted upon declares a man justified, righteous in the site of God.  

     Now look at what James quotes when speaking of Abraham in James chapter two. “Was 
not Abraham our father justified by works, when he offered his son Isaac upon the altar? 
22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was completed by works, 
23 and the scripture was fulfilled which says, “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to 
him as righteousness”; and he was called the friend of God. 24 You see that a man is justified by 
works and not by faith alone” (RSV – James 2:21-24). 

     I absolutely love what Dr. C. I. Scofield brought out about this simple text from James 2. 
“James 2:24, the key phrase is “ye see”, for men cannot see faith except as manifested through 
works” (Scofield, The Scofield Reference Bible – Notes; 1917, Page 1196). 

     Once again, we see these two passages here that sometime people mixed up and get 
confused to try and teach a false doctrine. But Paul is speaking of what God can see and 
James is speaking of what mankind can see. “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being 
alone. 18 Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith without thy 
works, and I will shew thee my faith by my works. 19 Thou believest that there is one God; thou 
doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble. 20 But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith 
without works is dead?” (KJV – James 2:17-20). 

     Dr. John MacArthur states; “God declares a sinner righteous solely on the basis of the 
merits of Christ’s righteousness. God imputes a believer’s sin to Christ’s account in His 
sacrificial death. The sinner receives this gift of God’s grace by faith alone. Justification is a 
gracious gift God extends to the repentant, believing sinner, wholly apart from human merit 
or work” (MacArthur, Romans – Grace, Truth and Redemption; 2007, Page 23-24). James is 
speaking of the acting out of this saving faith through works. Not that works save, but that a 
real faith works. 
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Romans 4:4 

4 Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. 

     Alva J. McClain writes a comment that both the Jews and the religious people of today 
would have made. “Didn’t works have something to do with it?” “So Paul addressed himself to 
this question in verses 4 and 5”. “To him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth 
the ungodly, his faith is recokened for righteousness”. “You might have something put to your 
account that you earned. There are two ways you may get your righteousness: someone might 
give it to you or you might earn it. Paul is going to discuss those two ways. He says, “If it is a 
reward for works, it is not from grace at all, but out of debt”” (McClain, Romans – The Gospel 
of God’s Grace; 1973, Page 114). 

     “If salvation were on the basis of one’s own effort, God would owe salvation as a debt – but 
salvation is always a sovereignly given gift of God’s grace” (MacArthur, The MacArthur Study 
Bible Notes; 2006, page 1666). Paul clearly states this early on in the previous chapter; 
“Being justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (KJV – 
Romans 3:24). 

 

Ephesians 2:8-10 

8 For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: 

9 Not of works, lest any man should boast. 

10 For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, which God hath 
before ordained that we should walk in them. 

“Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (RSV - Romans 5:1). 

 “Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, 
even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not 
by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified” (KJV - Galatians 
2:16). 

“And be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own, based on law, but that which is 
through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith” (RSV - Philippians 
3:9). 
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