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In the latter part of Romans 3, the apostle 
Paul described God’s plan for man’s 
righteousness. Having demonstrated that 
neither Gentiles nor Jews had managed to 
keep the laws to which they were 
accountable, he observed that a righteousness 
“apart from (the) law” had been manifested 
(in the gospel message; see 1:17), to which the 
Law and the Prophets also gave witness (v. 
21). “For we hold that one is justified by faith 
apart from works of the law” (v. 28). 

Any boasting on the part of men is excluded 
(v. 27) because man’s justification is the 
result of God’s grace (v. 24) rather than man’s 
merit (v. 23). To emphasize this point, Paul 
introduced the case of Abraham to his 
discussion. 

The Jews took great pride in Abraham’s 
faithfulness and in their descent from him 
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(Matthew 3:9; John 8:33-39). Some Jewish 
rabbis even taught that Abraham “had 
earned his way into God’s favor.” In the 
Jewish mind, if anyone had “achieved 
righteousness” by his own merit, it was 
Abraham. Yet Paul showed clearly that even 
Abraham was justified by faith apart from 
works of law. 

Paul made an argument “from the greater to 
the lesser.” Stated in a succinct format, “If 
Abraham, your respected forefather, was 
not, in truth, justified by works of law, then 
can you, his descendants, expect to be 
pronounced righteous in that way?” 

Although the ESV (following the word order 
of the Greek text) seems to connect the 
phrase “according to the flesh” with 
“forefather,” indicating the Jews’ physical 
descent from Abraham, the context favors 

“Talent is cheaper than table salt. What separates the 
talented individual from the successful one is a lot of hard 

work.” 
-- Stephen King 
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Jesus was born in Bethlehem, but was 
raised in Nazareth. During His public 

ministry, He moved to Capernaum 
(Matthew 4:13; Mark 2:1). It was there 
that He healed the centurion’s servant 

(Matthew 8:5-13). Peter lived there also 
(Matthew 8:14). 
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works; he defined the kind of faith that 
resulted in Abraham being “counted” as 
righteous.  

James wrote further, 

24 You see that a person is justified by 
works and not by faith alone. 25 And in 
the same way was not also Rahab the 
prostitute justified by works when she 
received the messengers and sent them 
out by another way? 26 For as the body 
apart from the spirit is dead, so also 
faith apart from works is dead. (2:24-
26; ESV) 

Justification is by faith – a living faith, not by 
faith only, apart from works! Such “faith” is 
dead. 
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the translation of the NKJV and ASV: “What 
then shall we say that Abraham our father has 
found according to the flesh?” (Romans 4:1; 
NKJV). Paul was clearly contrasting 
Abraham’s own efforts toward justification 
(“according to the flesh”) with divine grace. If 
Abraham had never sinned (kept God’s 
commandments perfectly), he could boast of 
his own achievement, but not “before God,” 
i.e., glorifying God for His favor (v. 2). 

But what CAN be said about Abraham? The 
Scripture says, “Abraham believed God, and 
it was counted to him as righteousness” (v. 
3). It may seem like a fine point, but Paul was 
not suggesting that faith is the same thing as 
righteousness. The Greek preposition (eis) 
translated “as” has the significance of 
“indicating motion into a thing or into its 
immediate vicinity or relation to something” 
(BDAG). God credited (“counted”) 
Abraham’s faith to him, but he also “counted’ 
righteousness apart from works” to Abraham 
(vv. 3, 6). In verse 11, Paul mentioned “the 
righteousness that he (Abraham – asd) had 
by faith.” Faith was the basis on which 
Abraham was considered righteous, i.e., right 
with God. 
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God “counted” righteousness to Abraham, 
but it wasn’t something that God owed him, 
something that Abraham had earned and 
about which he could boast. To make that 
point, Paul cited an accepted principle as an 
illustration. What the worker at a job receives 
is not a gift; it is owed as a result of the time 
and effort that he contributes. Paul had 
already cited Scripture to show that Abraham 
did not arrive at the status of righteous by this 
path; he “believed in him who justifies the 
ungodly” (vv. 3, 5). Thus, Abraham was also 
described as “one who [did] not work,” 
meaning that he did not keep God’s law 
perfectly. 

In verses 6-8, Paul used a quotation from 
David (Psalm 32:1-2) to explain the path of a 
“righteousness apart from works.” I believe 
that verses 7 and 8 are an example of Hebrew 
parallelism, i.e., using different words, the 
second statement conveys the same thought 
as the first. David considered blessed those 
who were forgiven of their sins. When a 
person is forgiven, God no longer “counts” 
his sin against him. 

Some have falsely concluded, from Paul’s 
words, that Abraham was justified by faith 

	  
A centurion lived there, Peter lived there and Jesus moved 

there. What city was this? 
 

The	  answer	  to	  this	  question	  is	  on	  the	  back	  page.	  
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only. After all, Paul implied that Abraham 
didn’t work (compare vv. 3 & 5 again). And 
the apostle went on to write that Abraham’s 
faith was counted to him as righteousness 
“before he was circumcised” (v. 10). But this 
view of Abraham’s justification stems from a 
misunderstanding of what Paul meant by 
being justified by works and a failure to 
understand why Paul brought up 
circumcision in this context. 

Paul didn’t emphasize the fact of Abraham’s 
uncircumcision at the time his faith was 
“counted” as righteousness to suggest that 
Abraham didn’t work! Such an 
understanding is to miss Paul’s entire point 
in verses 9-17. Paul was affirming that 
justification by faith was available to both the 
circumcised and the uncircumcised. The 
requirement is an obedient faith, not 
circumcision or possession of the Mosaic 
law. 

As already noted, justification by works is 
accomplished by perfect obedience (see 
Galatians 3:10-12 and last week’s article on 
this point). One must be obedient to not just 
some of God’s commands, but to ALL of 
them. Anyone who does that is just, 
righteous, free from the guilt of sin. Jesus did 
that; He never sinned (Hebrews 4:15).  

To say that Abraham was made righteous 
apart from works is NOT to say that he was 
made righteous on the basis of faith without 
any obedience on his part. One can be 
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obedient to commands and, at the same 
time, not be depending upon obedience for 
justification. His faith motivated his 
obedience. The quotation from Scripture in 
Romans 4:3 is from Genesis 15:6. It would 
be disingenuous to suggest that the faith of 
Abraham cited in Genesis 15:6 was 
unaccompanied by any act of obedience; as 
a result of his belief in God, Abraham had 
already left his homeland in Ur to travel to 
Canaan (Hebrews 11:8; Genesis 11:31). His 
faith had already motivated obedience. 

Discussing the nature of saving faith, James 
wrote,  

21 Was not Abraham our father 
justified by works when he offered up 
his son Isaac on the altar? 22 You see 
that faith was active along with his 
works, and faith was completed by 
his works; 23 and the Scripture was 
fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed 
God, and it was counted to him as 
righteousness”—and he was called a 
friend of God. (2:21-23; ESV) 

It is quite interesting that James cited an 
event that is recorded in Genesis 22 (the 
offering of Isaac by Abraham), but wrote 
that Abraham’s obedient faith on that 
occasion “fulfilled” the Scripture that stated, 
“Abraham believed God, and it was counted 
to him as righteousness,” a statement from 
Genesis 15:6! James did not contradict Paul 
by stating that Abraham was justified by 


