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Romans – Bible Study – Chapter 4:1-25 
 
Throughout the study of the book of Romans 1:18-3:20, we have seen the need for justification and in 
the last study on Romans 3:21-31, we noticed how God provided a way for people to be justified, that is, 
through faith in Christ Jesus and not by works of the law.  Paul’s audience may not have understood the 
concept of faith since their teachers at the time would have taught justification by works.  Paul, in this 
chapter, will show by example that Abraham – the father of the Jewish people – was justified by faith 
and not by works.  If he could show that Abraham received justification by faith alone, he may be able to 
convince the Jewish readers that this was the only way for salvation. 
 
 

The Law and Prophets Bear Witness to Righteousness 
 
In the following two questions, we see how Paul ties in Romans 3:21 with concrete examples. 

 
(Verses 1-5)  Why is it important for Paul to demonstrate that Abraham was justified by faith?  Why is 
justification by works incompatible with justification by faith? (Genesis 15:6; Romans 9:30-32)  What 
does Abraham’s faith look like? (Hebrews 11:8-10)  
 

 If Abraham was justified by works, he would have something to boast about and what God had 
done for us through his son Jesus Christ would be of little to no value to us 

 Also, to show that justification was always by faith and that this supports what was written in 
the preceding chapter (Romans 3:21) 

 Justification by works was the view of the Jewish teachers at the time and that Abraham’s faith 
was a work by which he earned righteousness even though the law came hundreds of years 
later through Moses 

 The teachers also taught that Abraham had a surplus of merit that was available to his 
descendants, the Jews 

 If Abraham was justified by faith alone, then this is the example that his people should follow, as 
he is the “forefather according to the flesh” 

 If Abraham was justified by works, it would be something he earned and can boast about 

 If Abraham was justified by faith, this would not be a result of his own work, but trusting in the 
work that God did for him 

 Faith receives a gift that the person believing does not deserve 
o Incredibly, God justifies those who not only fail to deserve justification, but deserve 

condemnation because they are ungodly or ‘wicked’, which shows how far God’s grace 
goes for us (Deuteronomy 25:1) 

 Genesis 15:6, it says that righteousness, his salvation, was credited to him 

 Romans 9:30-32 – The Gentiles attained righteousness by faith and not by pursuit of their own 
strength, however, the Jewish people are the opposite, pursuing the law to attain righteousness 

 To say that he earned his salvation, his righteousness, would contradict what the Old Testament 
states in light of verses 4 and 5 

 Those who attempt to achieve righteousness through their own efforts will fail, while those who 
trust God for righteousness will receive it 

 Righteousness can only be attained by faith in Christ 

 Abraham believed in the promises that God gave and obeyed what God commanded him to do 
(as we see in Hebrews 11:8): 
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o Genesis 12:1-4 – Calling him out from his country and going to the land of Canaan and 
making him a great nation, blessing him, making his name great 

o Genesis 12:7 – The promise of the land of Canaan to his offspring 
o Genesis 14:22-24 – Not taking the spoils of war so that someone else can say that they 

made Abraham rich, but hold to what God had previously promised about blessing him 

 Trusting in God’s promise is what constitutes faith and results in justification 

 Had Abraham’s justification/salvation been a result of works, the promise made to him by God 
would be deemed worthless because it is not dependent on God 

 The object of faith is always the person of God 

 For us, God’s promise is that Jesus Christ died as our substitute and satisfied all of God’s 
demands against sinners (3:24-25) 

 
 
(Verses 6-8)  How does David show that righteousness comes from faith and not by works (Psalm 32:1-
2)?  What does the concept of “not counted against him” look like? (Romans 8:1) 
 
 

 Psalm 32:1-2: David speaks of God’s blessing coming not to the man who obeys the law, but to 
the man whose sins are forgiven, covered, and not counted against him 

 In verse two, the word ‘counted’ can be translated into ‘taken into account’ and also made to 
mean ‘credited’, similar to what we saw in the previous passage 

 So if David talks about ‘credit’, that would indicate and corroborate the way Abraham was 
saved, that is by righteousness through faith 

 This also indicates that it is not by works, but by a gift that is not based on merit 

 The idea of forgetting sins is anthropomorphic (in human terms):  the writer ascribes an action 
of man (forgetting) to God to help us understand that God behaves as though he forgets our sins 

 By saying that God forgets our sins, the writers of Scripture meant that He will never bring us 
into judgment for our sins or condemn us for them (Romans 8:1) 

 Once our sin has been paid for, there is no condemnation that can be brought against us and 
what a reassurance of our faith 

 “Forgiveness is more than mere remitting of penalty.  Even a hard-hearted judge might remit 
a man’s fine if it were paid by someone else, but forgiveness involves the heart of the forgiver.  
God’s forgiveness is the going forth of God’s infinite tenderness toward the object of His 
mercy.  It is God folding the sinner, as the returning prodigal was folded, to His bosom.  Such a 
one is blessed indeed” – William R. Newell 

 
 
 
(Verses 9-12) What is the purpose of circumcision and how does it differ from what the teachers 
thought? 
 

 Jewish teachers regarded circumcision as a saving act that guaranteed escape from God’s 
judgment 

 The reason why Paul brings this up is to keep circumcision in its place as secondary to faith 

 Circumcision was a sign of the righteousness he already possessed through faith and not a 
saving act 
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 Abraham was circumcised after being credited as righteousness, which shows that he could not 
have been saved by circumcision, which the teachers thought it did 

 May this also be a way for God to show that righteousness was intended for both Jews and non-
Jews? 

 
 
(Verses 13-25) What is the implication of the promise if it is linked to obedience to the law and not by 
faith and grace? (Galatians 3:18)  What can we learn from Abraham’s example within these passages?   
 

 If the promise to Abraham (i.e. father of many nations) was predicated on obeying the law, then 
only the nation of Israel would be the recipient of the promise 

 That would mean only the nation of Israel would have a chance of being saved and that Gentiles 
are doomed forever 

 Even if the nation of Israel had the chance to keep the law perfectly all the time, the promise 
would not be an act of grace on God’s part, as it was intended to be 

 The law does not bring about obedience, but wrath (Galatians 3:21-22) 

 However, the opposite is true – Abraham is the father of all, both Jews and non-Jews (at least 
those who have put their faith in Jesus Christ), his physical offspring and spiritual offspring 

 Galatians 3:18 – If the inheritance was based on the law, then it no longer would be dependent 
on the promise, meaning that it would depend on us and not on God 

 However, God does give his inheritance as a promise and so it does not depend on Abraham’s 
actions, but on God’s grace 

 The promise itself would be rendered worthless if dependent on the law 

 V.19 – Without weakening in his faith, he face an impossible situation 

 That even though God made a promise that seemed ‘humanly’ impossible to fulfill, he trusted in 
God, knowing that he could bring it to fruition 

 V.20 – He did not waver through unbelief (but doesn’t mean he didn’t have unbelief – Genesis 
17:17-18) 

 At the same time, he also continued to strengthen his faith (v.20) and continued to give glory to 
God 

 Through his belief and his worship of God, this is the reason why righteousness was credited to 
him 

 Believe in the promises that he has made and not what he hasn’t (i.e. prosperity gospel) 
 

 
In this chapter, Paul is emphasizing for both the Jewish and Gentile reader that there is only one way to 
be justified, that is, by grace, through faith alone (sola fide) and not by any other means such as works of 
the law.  Paul shows us that faith in Christ is not only an existing doctrine, but he shows us through 
Abraham, the Father of the Jewish people, that he was credited as righteous when he believed.  
Abraham was justified before the Law was given and before he was circumcised, thus showing that it 
was because of his faith in God and not by any works. 
 
Point to Ponder: 
 
When you trust in God, do you trust him fully that he will bring about his promises for you in this life? 


