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ROMANS 4 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, has 
found? 2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, 
but not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? “ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, AND 
IT WAS CREDITED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS” [Genesis 15:6]. 4 Now to the one who 
works, his wage is not credited as a favor, but as what is due. 
 
4:1 Paul asks the Romans, “What then are we to say was gained by Abraham, our 

ancestor according to the flesh?” (NRSV). There is an issue regarding the employment of the 
possessive pronoun “our,” which likely carries over from ch. 3, where the position of a 
Jewish questioner or objector to Paul’s statements is in view. Abraham being an ancestor 
kata sarka, “according to the flesh,” regards him being “by natural descent” (REB) or “the 
forefather of us Jews” (TNIV). Abraham is the physical ancestor of Paul’s Jewish people, and 
would be a major Biblical figure Ancient Jews would naturally look to, in order to emulate 
and follow (i.e., Matthew 3:9; John 8:33). Yet at the same time, while Abraham is doubtlessly 
an important model of godliness upheld by Second Temple Judaism, it would be incumbent 
upon Paul to reorient some of the common perceptions of Abraham which existed. 

In ch. 4, readers encounter Paul appealing to Tanach Scripture, and what was 
significantly stated about Abraham. This would have run into some tension with some of 
the sentiments expressed in various extra-Biblical materials—which even if including some 
true statements—could have been given priority over the clear impetus that Abraham’s 
obedience to God was based upon His steadfast faith to God. And, while Paul’s direction 
regarding Abraham in ch. 4 is more geared to the Jewish Believers in Rome than not, we 
need to remember that as Paul’s epistle would be read aloud to mixed groups of Believers, 
and that Greek and Roman Messiah followers too may have needed some corrections 
regarding the place of Abraham. 

4:2 Paul interjects another question about Abraham, which will set the tone for much 
of ch. 4: “For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not 
before God.” There are discussions in contemporary Romans examination regarding what ex 
ergōn edikaiōthē means, and whether righteousness/justification here concerns covenant 
membership,1 or whether it regards “considered righteous by God because of legalistic 

 
1 Wright, in NIB, 11:487-488; also Dunn, Romans, 38a:233ff. 
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observances” (CJB), or whether “set right by works” (TLV) involves God’s declaration of 
forgiveness and innocence upon a guilty sinner. While membership among God’s own is a 
theme mentioned earlier by Paul (3:20), the tenor of vs. 5-7 decisively directs readers to 
recognize that a declaration of innocence upon the guilty is what is intended. Abraham 
being justified, then, by his works or actions in vs. 2-3, should be rightly taken as Paul 
communicating that Abraham could not earn his redemption. 

A number of significant views about Abraham present in extra-Biblical materials 
germane to the broad First Century, appropriately lauded Abraham’s faithfulness to God, 
and even expressed the view that Abraham kept God’s Torah as he would have known it. It 
is most probable that Paul is having to counter some of these significant views, held by 
many Jews—not to discount Abraham’s obedience, but to place Abraham’s faith in God as 
being primary: 
 

“Was not Abraham found faithful when tested, and it was reckoned to him as 
righteousness?” (1 Maccabees 2:52). 
 
“Abraham was the great father of a multitude of nations, and no one has been found 
like him in glory; he kept the law of the Most High, and was taken into covenant with 
him; he established the covenant in his flesh, and when he was tested he was found 
faithful. Therefore the Lord assured him by an oath that the nations would be blessed 
through his posterity; that he would multiply him like the dust of the earth, and exalt 
his posterity like the stars, and cause them to inherit from sea to sea and from the 
River to the ends of the earth” (Sirach 44:19-21). 
 
“For at that time the unwritten law was in force among them, and the works of the 
commandments were accomplished at that time, and the belief in the coming judgment 
was brought about, and the hope of the world which will be renewed was built at that 
time, and the promise of the life that will come later was planted” (2 Baruch 57:2).2 
 
“For Abraham was perfect in all of his actions with the LORD and was pleasing through 
righteousness all the days of his life” (Jubilees 23:10).3 
 
“And so it says with regard to the patriarch Abraham, may he rest in peace, And 
Abraham was old and well along in years, and the Lord blessed Abraham in all things (Gen. 
24:1). We find that the patriarch Abraham kept the entire Torah before it was revealed, 
since it says, Since Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my 
statutes, and my laws (Gen. 26:5)” (m.Kiddushin 4:14).4 
 

 
2 Klijn, “2 (Syriac Apocalypse of) Baruch,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 641. 
3 Wintermute, “Jubilees,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 2, 100. 
4 Neusner, Mishnah, 499. 
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The main verse in the Torah, which is obviously important for Bible readers to keep in 
mind concerning Abraham’s obedience, is Genesis 26:5: “Abraham obeyed Me and kept My 
charge, My commandments, My statutes and My laws [torotai].” There is little doubting the 
fact that Abraham obeyed God, and that God honored Abraham for His faithfulness to such 
obedience. The thrust issued by Paul in ch. 4 about Abraham is that he had a radical faith 
and trust in God regarding his future—which is something that had to go beyond any sort of 
adherence to a necessarily required code of conduct or behavior for His own. Craig S. Keener 
notes, for example, “however much Abraham’s faith was expressed in obedience and 
righteousness, it is clear that faith was the foundation for these other elements.”5 Paul 
himself has just stated that God’s Torah is not nullified by Messiah faith (3:31), but the kind 
of Messiah faith which is required of the redeemed is the kind that Abraham possessed. An 
excellent summary of the life of Abraham, for each of us to consider, is provided by James R. 
Edwards: 

 
“[I]n considering the life of Abraham as a whole (Gen. 12-25) one is struck by the fact 
that Abraham repeatedly stood before the dilemma of believing in God’s promise of a 
son in spite of circumstances to the contrary: Abraham’s old age, Sarah’s barrenness, 
Eliezer’s ineligibility, Ishmael’s rejection, and always, the interminable waiting. And 
yet, despite the obstacles and setbacks, Abraham is nonetheless called by God to 
believe. There is nothing that Abraham can do—although he tries in vain to assist the 
fulfillment of the promise in the Eliezer (Gen. 15) and Hagar (Gen. 16) episodes. The 
only avenue open to him was faith. How telling that Paul says that Abraham believed. 
Paul does not say that he believed this or that as a quantum of faith, but that Abraham 
believed God, personally and completely. Considering that Abraham was the first 
person summoned into the drama of salvation history, his achievements—forsaking 
the civilized word of Ur for the nomadic stretches of Canaan; his long and perilous 
journeys; his great herds, many servants, and victorious battles; his intercession for 
Sodom; his willingness to sacrifice a beloved son to an unknown God—were utterly 
remarkable. But worthy and noble as these things were, they were of no consequence 
in realizing God’s promise. Abraham stood before the awful choice of trusting in the 
credibility of God, despite howling evidence to the contrary. His faith was not a work, 
not a virtue, not an expression of the heroic will, but a resignation in weakness, a 
powerlessness in the face of overwhelming opposition to the sovereign word of God. 
God’s promises to Abraham were not a reward for his obedience, for God called 
Abraham and promised him land, progeny, and blessing before he had obeyed (Gen. 
12:1-3). It was God’s word alone which created and determined Abraham’s existence, 
and to which he relinquished himself by a commitment of trust.”6 
 
The Patriarch Abraham was given some significant promises by God regarding his 

progeny, the Promised Land, and the redemption that was to come to all humanity via his 
 

5 Keener, 63. 
6 Edwards, pp 113-114. 
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descendants. Abraham was surely tested in his belief in these promises, and was found 
faithful. Ultimately, though, it was Abraham’s confidence in God and in His being God, 
which would reckon him righteous. 

Many of us in our own Twenty-First Century lives need to consider the example of 
Abraham. While we might not be called to pick up from Ur and move to a Promised Land we 
have never seen, many of us have been jostled and moved around via life events, and via an 
unknowing of the details of the future, which will require that we place ourselves entirely 
in the hands of our Heavenly Father. Many of us who have been sincere in our walk of faith, 
and have tried to do the right thing in terms of obedience to the Lord, have had distinct 
supernatural impressions about what He wants us to do with our lives. Yet not unlike 
Abraham, we have had to endure some tests and a great deal of waiting, and we still 
anticipate His plan to unfold. And others, who have perhaps made some mistakes along the 
path, earnestly desire God to redeem such mistakes, and via time allow a future of blessing 
to manifest itself. Regardless of your own personal story or saga, the need for a consistent, 
steadfast trust in the Lord is imperative! 

4:3 The answer to Abraham’s justification is stated by Paul: “For what does the 
Scripture say? ‘ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, AND IT WAS CREDITED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS.’” This 
includes a direct quotation from Genesis 15:6: “Then he believed in the LORD; and He 
reckoned it to him as righteousness.” An important verb used here in v. 3 and in the LXX of 
Genesis 15:6 is logizomai, often meaning, “to determine by mathematical process, reckon, 
calculate, freq. in a transf. sense” (BDAG),7 rendering the Hebrew chashav. The verb 
logizomai is used immediately following in v. 4, describing the crediting of wages to a 
laborer. It is rightly to be recognized that Abraham’s faith in God being credited to him as 
righteousness, is noted via the Divine passive elogisthē, meaning that the activity of God is 
present in Abraham being reckoned as such. F.F. Bruce fairly observes how important Paul’s 
selection of Genesis 15:6 would be for weighing the significance of Abraham’s faithful trust 
in God, as well as Abraham’s own obedience to God: 

“Paul’s argument is not merely textual and verbal, dependent on a selection of Genesis 
15:6 in preference to other texts from the patriarchal narrative which might have pointed in 
another direction. For Abraham’s good works, his obedience to the divine commandments, 
were the fruit of his unquestioning faith in God; had he not first believed the promises of 
God he would never have set out for the promised land or conducted his life there in the 
light of what he knew of God’s will. No; when God gave Abraham a promise (in the 
fulfillment of which, incidentally, the whole gospel was bound up), he simply took God at 
his word, and acted accordingly.”8 

One of the main points of tension, between Paul’s usage of Genesis 15:6 in Romans 4:3, 
regards James’ usage of Genesis 15:6 in James 2:21-24: 

 
7 BDAG, 597. 
8 Bruce, 105. 
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“Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up Isaac his son on 
the altar? You see that faith was working with his works, and as a result of the works, faith 
was perfected; and the Scripture was fulfilled which says, ‘AND ABRAHAM BELIEVED GOD, AND 
IT WAS RECKONED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS,’ and he was called the friend of God. You see that 
a man is justified by works and not by faith alone.” 

James 2:21-24 is a definite place where Bible readers need to significantly keep in mind 
the different components and dynamics present of justification/righteousness—which too 
many automatically think solely pertains to a declaration of innocence from sins and a 
provision of eternal salvation. James’ issue in his epistle, was guided by a different question 
than the questions asked by Paul in Romans 4. James was addressing, “But someone may 
well say, ‘You have faith and I have works; show me your faith without the works, and I will 
show you my faith by my works’” (James 2:18). The justification in view is Abraham being 
called the friend of God, meaning that Abraham was to be regarded as one of God’s own. 
Genesis 15:6, as I have argued, should be viewed as a kind of nexus passage, if you will, where 
all of the main meanings of justification/righteousness can come together. Paul can 
approach the justification of Abraham as involving his faith meriting him as a redeemed 
soul, whereas James can approach the same passage as involving Abraham’s subsequent 
actions reflective of his justification, as “faith without works is useless” (James 2:20). Paul 
would certainly agree with James that a (mental ascent sort of) faith in God not followed by 
proper action, is worthless. And, there is no detection in James 2:21-24 that James was 
approaching justification from the position of it pertaining to redemption from sins.9 

4:4 Abraham’s justification before God is not regarded by Paul as being any sort of 
thing that human actions can earn or work for. He asserts, “Now to him who works, the 
wages are not counted as grace but as debt” (NKJV). It is probably right for us to remember 
Paul’s previous sentiment of Galatians 3:11, “Now that no one is justified by the Law before 
God is evident; for, ‘THE RIGHTEOUS MAN SHALL LIVE BY FAITH’ [Habakkuk 2:4].” 

In v. 4 Paul describes one who is trying to earn justification via working, like a laborer 
who is waiting for wages as “something owed” (HCSB) to him, opheilēma meaning “that 
which is owed, a debt” (LS).10 Such wages would not be able to be considered as “a gift” 
(RSV/NIV), charis or “grace.” A status of “justification” before God, involving redemption 
from one’s sins (vs. 5-7), is hardly something that one can work for. 

Throughout human history, there are people who labor in their own strength 
constantly, in an effort to gain some kind of favor or position of redemption before their 
Creator. Yet the favor that the God of Israel offers to every person is one of complete grace, 
accessible in the gospel simply by us placing the necessary faith and trust in Him (cf. 
Galatians 3:8; Genesis 12:3), and in what Yeshua has accomplished as a permanent sacrifice 

 
9 Consult the relevant sections of the author’s commentary James for the Practical Messianic for a further 

discussion. 
10 LS, 580. 
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for human sin. Paul will proceed to explain this foundational truth, substantiating it with a 
direct appeal to Tanach Scripture. 
 

 
5 But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, 
his faith is credited as righteousness, 6 just as David also speaks of the blessing on 
the man to whom God credits righteousness apart from works: 7 “BLESSED ARE 
THOSE WHOSE LAWLESS DEEDS HAVE BEEN FORGIVEN, AND WHOSE SINS HAVE BEEN COVERED. 8 
BLESSED IS THE MAN WHOSE SIN THE LORD WILL NOT TAKE INTO ACCOUNT” [Psalm 32:1-2]. 
 
4:5 Paul contrasts the laborer who receives wages (v. 4), “to the one who does not 

work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, [whose] faith is credited as 
righteousness.” The context of vs. 5-7, and the specific appeal to ton dikaiounta ton asebē, 
“Him who justifies the ungodly,” makes it clear that the justification/righteousness in view 
here is a declaration of innocence from human sins. Vs. 5-7 should be read in view of 3:26 
preceding, and the final sacrifice of Yeshua present. This is important not only for 
understanding the unmerited favor present in the good news, but also because of the 
presence of various Tanach statements such as Exodus 23:7, “Keep far from a false charge, 
and do not kill the innocent or the righteous, for I will not acquit the guilty,” or Proverbs 
17:15, “He who justifies the wicked and he who condemns the righteous, both of them alike 
are an abomination to the LORD.” The inability to see the guilty acquitted of their crimes, or 
human judges judging with an unfair scale—are both attestations to the significance of the 
Messiah event in human history. Only the sacrifice of Yeshua the Messiah, the Son of God, 
for the sins of humanity, can bring about the availability of permanent forgiveness, 
which was inaccessible in the pre-resurrection era. 

The terminology mē ergazomenō, “the one who does not work,” is paraphrased by The 
Amplified Bible with, “But to one who, not working [by the Law], trusts (believes fully) in 
Him Who justifies the ungodly.” This kind of a rendering can catch a great deal of Messianic 
readers completely off guard. Is Paul speaking against good works in v. 5? There are some 
contemporary Christian pastors who might draw this assessment, taking one or two phrases 
out of context. A commentator like Douglas J. Moo, who thinks that the Torah was only for 
the pre-resurrection era, still has to recognize that Romans 4:5 cannot be taken as any 
Pauline declaration against Believers demonstrating good works. He explains, “As Calvin 
rightly emphasizes, Paul is the last theologian who would countenance a complacent 
Christian, unconcerned with the active putting into practice of one’s faith. Rather, what 
Paul has in mind…is the person who does not depend on her works for her standing before 
God.”11 Moo goes on to describe how “faith for Paul is something qualitatively distinct from 

 
11 Moo, 264. 
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any human-originated endeavor,”12 and proceeds to correctly explain what such faith is to 
involve for people: 

“Paul has in mind a creative act, whereby the believer is freely given a new ‘status.’ 
What is highlighted by the phrase is the nature of God—loving, freely giving, and incapable 
of being put under obligation to any human being. It is the person who believes in this God, 
and who thereby in his belief renounces any claim on God that his good works might exert, 
whose ‘faith is reckoned for righteousness.’ Likewise, it becomes clear again that faith for 
Paul is something qualitatively distinct from any human-originated endeavor.”13 

Paul’s statement in v. 5 has nothing to do with good works resultant from one’s 
justification (cf. Ephesians 2:10), but instead speaks against human actions trying to merit 
justification, forgiveness, and a declaration of innocence verdict. In Abraham’s case, Paul 
views his faith in God’s promises as reckoning him or crediting him righteous (v. 3), which 
is something he did not work for in his own human strength. Contrary to this would be the 
laborer who just earns his pay. John R.W. Stott observes, 

“The contrast between these two kinds of ‘crediting’ should now be clear. In the 
context of business, those who work should have their wages credited to them as a right, a 
debt, an obligation, for they have earned them. In the context of justification, however, to 
those who do not work, and therefore have no right to payment, but who instead put their 
trust in God who justifies the ungodly...their faith is credited to them as righteousness, that is, 
they are given righteousness as a free and unearned gift of grace by faith.”14 

That God credits justification to those who have faith, should significantly highlight 
its value and significance. There is nothing in our human strength that we can do to earn 
forgiveness from our sins, and a declaration of innocence upon us. Unlike the worker who is 
paid his due wages, our redemption is freely credited to us by the trust we place in God, His 
Messiah, and His promises of eternal life. 

4:6-8 While Abraham is the main Tanach figure considered throughout ch. 4, Paul 
makes the point to also mention David, stating, “David also speaks of the blessing of the one 
to whom God counts righteousness apart from works” (v. 6, ESV). In vs. 7-8, we encounter 
Psalm 32:1-2 quoted: “How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is 
covered! How blessed is the man to whom the LORD does not impute iniquity, and in whose 
spirit there is no deceit!” Moo rightly directs our attention for this passage, 

“First, it is clear that forgiveness of sins is a basic component of justification. Second, 
Paul reveals again his strongly forensic understanding of justification. For he uses this 
quotation to compare justification to the non-accrediting or not ‘imputing’ of sins to a 
person.”15 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Stott, pp 125-126. 
15 Moo, 266. 
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The significance of how the Lord is gracious to forgive sins can be highlighted by how 
Psalm 51:3 attests, “For I know my transgressions, and my sin is ever before me.” The 
importance of receiving God’s grace and justification from sins, should also be realized by 
the tenor of Hosea 13:9: “It is your destruction, O Israel, that you are against Me, against your 
help.” 

Paul uses his appeal to Tanach Scripture to highlight how only in the Messiah Yeshua 
can people find permanent forgiveness for hai anomiai or their “lawless acts” (HCSB), an 
indication that far too frequently the various works or deeds people think will reckon them 
righteous before God might as well be tabulated as actions in opposition to His Law. Yet it 
should be mentioned, that some have appealed to Psalm 106:30-31 in an effort to claim that 
Phinehas’ appropriate action in stopping sin in the camp of Israel (Numbers 25:7-8),16 
reckoned him forgiven and innocent of sins: 

“Then Phinehas stood up and interposed, and so the plague was stayed. And it was 
reckoned to him for righteousness, to all generations forever.” 

This is a probable place where the multiple components of righteousness/justification 
(tzedaqah) need to be kept in mind. That this is not a declaration of innocence verdict here is 
made clear by the clause that Phinehas, as well as his descendants, will be considered 
righteous v’dor ad-olam, indicating that what is instead intended is a recognition that the 
line of Phinehas will be reckoned as God’s own. 
 

 
9 Is this blessing then on the circumcised, or on the uncircumcised also? For we 
say, “FAITH WAS CREDITED TO ABRAHAM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS” [Genesis 15:6]. 10 How then 
was it credited? While he was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while 
circumcised, but while uncircumcised; 11 and he received the sign of 
circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had while 
uncircumcised, so that he might be the father of all who believe without being 
circumcised, that righteousness might be credited to them, 12 and the father of 
circumcision to those who not only are of the circumcision, but who also follow 
in the steps of the faith of our father Abraham which he had while 
uncircumcised. 
 
4:9 Paul’s arguments about justification from sin, principally directed at the Jewish 

contingent among the Roman Believers, takes an important turn in vs. 9-12. He inquires, “Is 
this blessing then only on the circumcised, or also on the uncircumcised? For we say, ‘trust 
was credited to Abraham as righteousness’” (TLV), once again repeating Genesis 15:6. Is 
justification, a declaration of innocence from one’s sins (vs. 5-8), something that is only for 

 
16 “When Phinehas the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the priest, saw it, he arose from the midst of the 

congregation and took a spear in his hand, and he went after the man of Israel into the tent and pierced both of 
them through, the man of Israel and the woman, through the body. So the plague on the sons of Israel was 
checked” (Numbers 25:7-8). 
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the circumcision (peritomē), Paul’s fellow Jews who were circumcised from eight days of 
age, such as himself (Philippians 3:5)? Or, might justification also be for the uncircumcision 
or foreskinned (akrobustia), the nations at large? The answer that Paul provides could have 
been a bit scandalous for many of his Jewish contemporaries, who thought that 
circumcision of the flesh was required to merit a person as a member of God’s own. Yet as 
Paul will proceed to explain, with the historical record of the Torah on his side, Abraham 
was considered justified from his transgressions and in right standing with God—not only 
because of his faith in God—but that he was actually reckoned righteous while 
uncircumcised! Circumcision of the flesh is something secondary to belief in the Creator. 

4:10-11 Paul makes a very provocative statement in v. 10, which could have caught 
many Jewish Believers in Rome off guard: “but what state was he in when it was so 
credited—circumcision or uncircumcision? Not in circumcision, but in uncircumcision!” 
(CJB). Chronologically speaking, it is not difficult to figure out how Abraham’s being 
reckoned righteous in Genesis 15:6, is followed later by him being given the rite of 
circumcision in Genesis 17:11: “And you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskin, 
and it shall be the sign of the covenant between Me and you.” Circumcision was to be the ot 
b’rit or “sign of the covenant” given between God and Abraham. According to Genesis 17:24, 
“Now Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his 
foreskin,” indicating that some time had passed between Abraham’s being reckoned as 
righteous, and him being given this sign by God. 

Paul asserts how Abraham “received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the 
righteousness of the trust he had while he was uncircumcised, so that he might be the father 
of all who are trusting while uncircumcised—that righteousness might be credited to them 
as well” (v. 11, TLV). Abraham’s circumcision is regarded by Paul to be a sēmeion, which 
could perhaps be taken to mean “in reasoning, a sign or proof” (LS).17 Circumcision of the 
flesh is by no means disregarded as important by Paul in v. 11, but Abraham’s circumcision 
is placed—as the sequence of events in the Torah would have it—secondarily to his faith in 
God. As Bruce asserts, “Circumcision is thus treated as a subsequent and external seal of 
that righteous status which Abraham already possessed as God’s free gift; it neither created 
nor enhanced that righteous status.”18 Everett F. Harrison further concludes, 
“Circumcision...was really a sign of what he previously had. It was a testimony to justifying 
faith, not something in which to take any pride.”19 C.E.B. Cranfield’s summary on Abraham’s 
circumcision, though, interjects the most significant thought of the rite being regarded as a 
“seal”: 

“Abraham’s circumcision is characterized as the seal, that is, the outward and visible 
authentication, ratification and guarantee, of the righteousness by faith which was already 
his while he was still uncircumcised. It seems quite probable, though it is not certain, that 

 
17 LS, 727. 
18 Bruce, 110. 
19 Harrison, in EXP, 11:50. 
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the custom of referring to circumcision as a seal was already well established in Judaism by 
Paul’s time. The words imply that Abraham’s circumcision, while it did not confer a status 
of righteousness on him, was nevertheless valuable as the outward and visible attestation of 
the status of righteousness which he already possessed.”20 

Was Paul trying to use some of the Jewish terminology of the period, to press the point 
that Abraham’s circumcision was an outward symbol of something that he internally had? 
As it is stated in the Talmud, “And the one who recites the blessing [over the wine] says, 
‘...Who has sanctified the loved one from the womb; he set a statute in his flesh, and his 
offspring he sealed with the mark of the holy covenant’” (b.Shabbat 137b).21 According to the 
Apostle Paul, circumcision was a seal of Abraham’s righteous faith which came subsequent 
to him being credited as righteous; circumcision did not precede Abraham being 
credited as righteous. 

4:12 Abraham is regarded as the spiritual ancestor of the uncircumcised from the 
nations, so that they might look to his example of trust in God, and by extension His 
Messiah, as one to emulate (v. 11b). But likewise also, Paul states that Abraham is “the 
ancestor of the circumcised who are not only circumcised but who also follow the example 
of the faith that our ancestor Abraham had before he was circumcised” (NRSV). Here, 
Abraham is to be emulated as one who was circumcised, and Paul again is by no means 
disparaging the rite of circumcision. But similar to how the true Jewish person must have 
praise issued from God and not mortals (2:28-29), so must a circumcised Jewish person who 
looks to Abraham place a priority on faith in God and His Messiah as being the most 
important. It is insufficient, according to Paul, to be circumcised and not follow Abraham’s 
example of steadfast belief and trust in the Lord. The circumcised person must actually 
“[follow] in the footsteps of the trust which Avraham avinu had when he was still 
uncircumcised” (CJB). 
 

 
13 For the promise to Abraham or to his descendants that he would be heir of the 
world was not through the Law, but through the righteousness of faith. 14 For if 
those who are of the Law are heirs, faith is made void and the promise is 
nullified; 15 for the Law brings about wrath, but where there is no law, there also 
is no violation. 
 
4:13 In vs. 13-15 Paul will make a number of statements concerning the Patriarch 

Abraham and the Torah, likely intended to clarify how while Abraham is stated to observe 
God’s Instruction (Genesis 26:5), his faith is what reckoned him righteous. He indicates 
how, “For the promise to Abraham or to his descendants that he would be heir of the world 
was not through the Law, but through the righteousness of faith.” The Abrahamic promise 

 
20 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, 236. 
21 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. 
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is one which is all-encompassing (Genesis 12:3; 18:18; 22:18), and in Paul’s assessment, “if 
you belong to Messiah, then you are Abraham's descendants, heirs according to promise” 
(Galatians 3:29). The world that Abraham was actually looking for, is to be rightly 
considered as the world to come (Hebrews 11:10-16; cf. Revelation 21-22; Matthew 5:5) and 
the Eternal State. Abraham had to have faith in God, in order to see this come to reality. 

The promise to Abraham and his offspring is asserted by Paul to be Ou gar dia nomou, 
“For not through the law” (YLT). (The CJB has the inappropriate rendering “did not come 
through legalism,” summarily rendering nomos as “legalism” and not more literally as “law” 
or “Torah.”) Here, “was not through the Law” should not be taken as meaning that the 
Abrahamic promises are not found in the written record of the Torah, but rather that action 
associated with God’s Law is not intended to bring about an arrival at the world to come. The 
only way that the Abrahamic promise can be realized in the lives of men and women, is dia 
dikaiosunēs pisteōs or “through the righteousness of faith.” Cranfield further explains, 

“Abraham had already been justified through faith (Gen 15.6), that the promise was 
given to him (Gen 18.18; 22.17f). But it is probably preferable to take [dia] as instrumental. 
Paul’s meaning may then be understood to be, not that it was not through the 
instrumentality of the law but through that of the righteousness of faith that the promise 
was given, but that it was not through the instrumentality of the law but through that of the 
righteousness of faith that the promise was to be appropriated, or—to put it differently—
that the promise was not given on the condition of its being merited by fulfillment of the law 
but simply on the basis of the righteousness of faith.”22 

Sirach 44:21 asserts of Abraham, “Therefore the Lord assured him by an oath that the 
nations would be blessed through his posterity; that he would multiply him like the dust of 
the earth, and exalt his posterity like the stars, and cause them to inherit from sea to sea and 
from the River to the ends of the earth.” Benefitting from the Abrahamic promise is 
something that can only come about via faith; it cannot come about via human actions 
associated with the Torah. But perhaps we might consider, just as circumcision came at a 
later point for Abraham (v. 11), obedience expected of God’s own is to surely follow their 
being reckoned righteous by faith in Him and His Messiah. 

4:14 Paul details how, “If those who are of the law are heirs, faith is made empty and 
the promise is canceled” (HCSB). There are a variety of extrapolated renderings of hoi ek 
nomou in some Bibles, including “the adherents of the law” (RSV/NRSV/ESV), “those who 
depend on the law” (NIV), and “they who pin their faith to keeping the Law” (Phillips New 
Testament).23 “Those out of the law” is a rather wooden rendering for hoi ek nomou, but 
would convey the point that there are Jewish people, as well as others, who would look to 
the Torah in some way in order to claim the Abrahamic promise of the world to come. This, 
according to Paul, is a mistake. Claiming the Torah as a part of one’s ethnic, cultural, and/or 

 
22 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, pp 238-239. 
23 The CJB rendering “produced by legalism” for hoi ek nomou is inappropriate, summarily rendering nomos 

as “legalism,” and not as “law” or “Torah.” 
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spiritual heritage—or looking to one’s human Torah-keeping—is entirely insufficient for 
the Abrahamic promise to manifest in one’s life. 

4:15 In v. 15, Paul makes a summarizing statement about the Torah, perhaps a bit 
similar to what he has communicated earlier about “through the Law comes the knowledge 
of sin” (3:20). Paul details, “For the Law works out wrath; for where no law is, neither is 
transgression” (LITV). Later, readers will certainly see the Pauline assessment that the 
Torah is good (7:12), and nowhere does Paul say in v. 15 “For the law works out only 
wrath”—as though somehow the Torah’s instruction is not graceful in nature (cf. John 1:16-
17)—yet violation of the Torah necessarily merits condemnation and wrath from God. Some 
readers, particularly Messianics, might get a little shocked by Paul saying that without the 
presence of the Torah there would be no transgression—but this has to obviously be kept in 
view of the preceding statement of how the Torah brings about wrath. Going back to the 
early Protestant Reformation, John Calvin recognized how the main thrust of v. 15 was to 
highlight how the presence of the Torah or Law of Moses in the conscious attention of 
people, is to significantly point out their sin, guilt, and condemnation: 

“Since the law produces nothing but vengeance, it cannot bring grace. The law would, 
it is true, point out the way of life to men of virtue and integrity, but since it orders the 
sinful and corrupt to do their duty without supplying them with the power to do it, it brings 
them in their guilt to the judgment seat of God. Such is the corruption of our nature that the 
more we are taught what right and justice are, the more openly is our iniquity, and 
particularly our obstinancy, detected, and thus the judgment of God falls more heavily.”24 

Calvin continues in his remarks, asserting, “when we have perceived the knowledge of 
the righteousness of God by the law, the less excuse we have the more we grievously sin 
against Him. Those who despise the known will of God deservedly suffer a heavier 
punishment than those who offend through ignorance.”25 So, far be it from Paul’s intention 
in v. 15 meaning that without the presence of the Torah in someone’s life, there would be no 
sin—when he actually says there would be no “violation”—Paul’s intention is to instead 
emphasize how with the presence of the Torah in someone’s life, those who violate it are 
subject to extreme penalties and a heavy pronouncement of guilt, being conscious of their 
violation. The purpose of the Torah, for a Jewish person to be sure—and who might claim 
some sort of privilege via Torah possession—is to issue God’s condemning wrath on those 
who know it, and know they have violated it. Today, there are many, many Christian Bible 
readers who are familiar with a cursory knowledge of Moses’ Teaching, and are thusly far more 
accountable than an ancient Greek or Roman Believer in the First Century. Moo, a theologian who 
believes that the Torah has been abolished for the post-resurrection era, still appropriately 
must conclude, 

 
24 Calvin, 93. 
25 Ibid. 
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“Before and outside the Mosaic law wrath certainly exists, for all people, being sinners, 
stand under God’s sentence of condemnation (1:18). But the Mosaic law ‘produces’ even 
more wrath; rather than rescuing people from the sentence of condemnation, it confirms 
their condemnation. For by stating clearly, and in great detail, exactly what God requires of 
people, the law renders people even more accountable to God than they were without the 
law.”26 

All the Torah can really do, to the unregenerate sinner, is reveal the standard that he or 
she is humanly incapable of living up to. This is not to say that the Torah is not graceful in 
nature, as it does indeed come from God, and is intended to bring blessings to the 
obedient—but the default nature of people is for them to be disobedient. This is the dilemma 
that Paul will further describe in 7:5-25, the solution only being salvation in Yeshua the 
Messiah, and the supernatural ability to fulfill the Torah’s commandments via the Holy 
Spirit (8:1-4). 
 

 
16 For this reason it is by faith, in order that it may be in accordance with grace, so 
that the promise will be guaranteed to all the descendants, not only to those who 
are of the Law, but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham, who is the 
father of us all, 17 (as it is written, “A FATHER OF MANY NATIONS HAVE I MADE YOU” 
[Genesis 17:5]) in the presence of Him whom he believed, even God, who gives life 
to the dead and calls into being that which does not exist. 
 
4:16 Given the fact that all the Torah can really do without Yeshua—especially to those 

who might use it to claim special privileges—is condemn sinners and demonstrate God’s 
wrath to them (v. 15a), the Abrahamic promise can only be realized via faith in God and by 
God’s grace demonstrated to people. Paul asserts, “On account of this, it is of faith, that it be 
according to grace [ek pisteōs, hina kata charin], for the promise to be certain to all the seed, 
not to that of the Law only, but also to that of the faith of Abraham, who is father of us all” 
(LITV). Here, it seems that in moving his audience from “those who are of the Law,” tō ek tou 
nomou, to “those who are of the faith of Abraham,” tō ek pisteōs Abraam, that he offers a bit of 
hope that any among his audience—more than probably various Jewish Believers—can 
reorient their spiritual framework from being Torah-first to faith-first. 

Paul undeniably wants all in his audience to look to the example of Abraham’s faith, 
necessarily applied to the faith that born again Believers must have in Israel’s Messiah, and 
consider him patēr pantōn hēmōn, “the father of us all.” Paul wants the Jewish and non-
Jewish Believers in Rome to look to one another as fellow Believers and brothers and sisters, 
looking to Abraham as the principal example of who to emulate in possessing steadfast trust 
and confidence in the Lord. 

 
26 Moo, 277. 
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4:17 The inclusion of all within the sphere of Abraham is substantiated by Paul 
appealing to Tanach Scripture. He asserts, “This accords with the Tanakh, where it says, ‘I 
have appointed you to be a father to many nations’” (a, CJB), quoting from Genesis 15:6, “No 
longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I will make 
you the father of a multitude of nations.” Here, we can be reminded of how the name change 
from Avram to Avraham was important, as Avraham means “father of a multitude” (TWOT).27 
Such a multitude is one to which all people, Jewish and non-Jewish, must look and be 
brought together. 

Paul’s observation of how “He is our father in the sight of God in whom he trusted, who 
gives life to the dead and calls into existence that which does not exist” (b, TLV), is one 
which should surely invoke the thought of how “Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in 
age; Sarah was past childbearing” (Genesis 18:11). Not only had God promised Abraham 
many physical offspring, but God would have to work a miracle in seeing it come to pass. 
Even though in hindsight we can recognize that the fatherhood of many nations Abraham 
would have, involves many who are not physical descendants of him via the expansion of 
the good news of salvation in Yeshua—Abraham would have to have some physical 
descendants in order to represent him, his faith, and his God. In possessing the trust that 
God would bring into being things non-existent, God would have to miraculously provide 
Abraham and Sarah physical offspring, and He would also have to sovereignly see His plan 
of blessing all via Abraham’s offspring come to fruition. 
 

 
18 In hope against hope he believed, so that he might become a father of many 
nations according to that which had been spoken, “SO SHALL YOUR DESCENDANTS BE” 
[Genesis 15:5]. 19 Without becoming weak in faith he contemplated his own body, 
now as good as dead since he was about a hundred years old, and the deadness of 
Sarah's womb; 20 yet, with respect to the promise of God, he did not waver in 
unbelief but grew strong in faith, giving glory to God, 21 and being fully assured 
that what God had promised, He was able also to perform. 22 Therefore IT WAS 
ALSO CREDITED TO HIM AS RIGHTEOUSNESS [Genesis 15:6]. 
 
4:18-19 Abraham needed to have a significant quantity of faith, in order to surely 

believe that God’s promises to him would come to pass. Paul describes, “Against all hope, 
Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of many nations, just as it had been said 
to him, ‘So shall your offspring be’” (v. 18, NIV). Keeping this in view of Genesis 15:5 is 
important: “And He took him outside and said, ‘Now look toward the heavens, and count the 
stars, if you are able to count them.’ And He said to him, ‘So shall your descendants be.’” The 
difficulty for Abraham to believe had to have been most difficult, as v. 19 is slightly 
paraphrased by the Phillips New Testament with, “With undaunted faith he looked at the 

 
27 J. Barton Payne, “’āb,” in TWOT, 1:5. 
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facts his own impotence (he was practically a hundred years old at the time) and his wife 
Sarah's apparent barrenness.” However, the promises that God made to Abraham were 
fulfilled, as the author of Hebrews will attest, “Therefore there was born even of one man, 
and him as good as dead at that, as many descendants AS THE STARS OF HEAVEN IN NUMBER, AND 
INNUMERABLE AS THE SAND WHICH IS BY THE SEASHORE [Genesis 15:5-6; 22:17; 32:12]” (Hebrews 
11:12). 

4:20-22 The faith experience of Abraham was so serious, that Paul can say “he did not 
waver in unbelief concerning the promise of God. Rather he was strengthened in faith, 
giving glory to God. He was fully convinced that what God has promised, He also is able to 
do” (vs. 20-21, TLV). Doubtlessly when one reviews the life of Abraham, Abraham faced his 
fair share of trials, yet it is stated, “He staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief” 
(KJV), as he remained firm in his conviction that God would see him through, and that He 
would accomplish what He committed to him. What Abraham had to experience in his life, 
as is recorded in the Tanach, were things that most in Paul’s audience would never have 
even remotely experienced—and none of us today have to remotely experience either. That 
is why looking to Abraham as a source of inspiration and guidance is so important. And so once 
again, repeating Genesis 15:6, “That is why his faith was ‘reckoned to him as righteousness’” 
(v. 22, RSV). 
 

 
23 Now not for his sake only was it written that it was credited to him, 24 but for 
our sake also, to whom it will be credited, as those who believe in Him who raised 
Yeshua our Lord from the dead, 25 He who was delivered over because of our 
transgressions, and was raised because of our justification. 
 
4:23-24 Because of Abraham’s faith, he is to be reckoned among the redeemed who will 

inherit the world to come (v. 13). Paul is clear to communicate, however, “But the words ‘it 
was counted to him’ were not written for his sake alone” (v. 23, ESV). That Abraham was 
reckoned righteous because of his faith is something that Paul says is “for our sake also” (v. 
24), as how Abraham’s faith in God’s promise that he would have offspring, is quantitatively 
indifferent than believing in the Heavenly Father who raised the crucified Son from the 
dead. 

4:25 Yeshua the Messiah being raised from the dead, and the redemptive salvation 
power which comes forth from it, is the central focus of the gospel or good news. Yeshua is 
the One “who was delivered over because of our transgressions, and was raised because of 
our justification” (NASU). This verse is thought by many expositors to include a significant 
connection to Isaiah 53:12: “Therefore, I will allot Him a portion with the great, and He will 
divide the booty with the strong; because He poured out Himself to death, and was 
numbered with the transgressors; yet He Himself bore the sin of many, and interceded for 
the transgressors.” Following shortly in Romans 5:9, Paul will describe, “Much more then, 
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having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from the wrath of God through 
Him.” 

There is no question that Yeshua’s sacrifice for sinful humanity’s transgression is for 
the justification, dikaiōsis, of those who are redeemed. Yet there are some perspective issues 
to be considered from the employment of the clauses dia ta paraptōmata hēmōn, “because of 
the trespasses of us” (Brown and Comfort), and dia tēn dikaiōsin hēmōn, “because of the 
justification of us” (Brown and Comfort).28 When used with an accusative (case indicating 
direct object) noun or pronoun, the preposition dia is often a “marker of someth. 
constituting cause,” in v. 25 logically relating to “the reason why someth. happens, results, 
exists: because of, for the sake of” (BDAG).29 While there is no disagreement that the 
justification of people occurs because of Yeshua’s resurrection, for consistency’s sake there 
are some translation and perspective issues in view, given the usage of dia twice in close 
proximity. Moo details, 

“[W]e can give the preposition a ‘prospective’ reference—‘because of’ in the sense of 
‘because of the need to,’ ‘for the sake of’: Christ was raised ‘for the sake of’ our justification. 
The problem with this interpretation is that it is difficult to give this meaning to the same 
preposition because it is used in the parallel first clause. Some attempt to find this meaning 
there also by suggesting that we find an inference: ‘he was handed over for the sake of [for 
the purpose of] taking care of transgressions.’ But since maintaining the same meaning for 
this preposition in both lines requires questionable additions or interpretations of one line 
or the other, it is probably best to give the word a retrospective meaning in the first line and 
a prospective meaning in the second: ‘he was handed over because of our trespasses [e.g., 
because we are sinners], and was raised for the sake of our justification [e.g., in order to 
secure our justification].”30 

The Author’s Rendering Appendix, modifying the 1901 American Standard Version, 
reads quite similar to the NASU: “He who was delivered up because of our transgressions, 
and was raised because of our justification.” What Moo has described regarding the two dia 
clauses, is important to remember in reading English versions, which might not be too clear 
with stating, “and was raised up because of our being declared righteous” (YLT). It is 
obvious that the redeemed being made righteous did not precede Yeshua’s resurrection, but 
is something consequent of it. 
 
 
 

 
28 Brown and Comfort, 543. 
29 BDAG, 225. 
30 Moo, 289. 
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