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Romans 4:1-15 - Righteousness By Faith 
 

Romans 4:1-15 

1What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? 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 counted to him as 

righteousness.” 4 Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And 

to the one who does not work but believes in[a] him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as 

righteousness, 6 just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts 

righteousness apart from works: 

7 “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, 

    and whose sins are covered; 

8 blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin.” 

9 Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? For we say that faith 

was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10 How then was it counted to him? Was it before or after 

he had been circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised. 11 He received the sign 

of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. 

The purpose was to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that 

righteousness would be counted to them as well, 12 and to make him the father of the circumcised 

who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father 

Abraham had before he was circumcised. 

 

 

Is faith really enough? 
 

1.) A couple of months ago, I was talking with a young lady who had recently graduated from a 

Catholic mission school. She told me that, as a student, she had faith in Christ, but after she 

graduated and began encountering the complexities of life as an adult, she began to think she was 

a bad Christian and felt that she couldn’t continue in her faith. So she decided she would no longer 

trust in Christ, and decided to stop going to church.  

 

What do you think about this? Is faith really enough? 

 

2.) Recently, I began working with a man named Hirano san. He is 63 years old, and he became a 

Christian when he was thirty. He was born and raised in Shikoku in a Buddhist environment, and he 

had written in middle school that he wanted to become a Buddhist priest. He came to Tokyo to work 

as an architect, and because he was highly driven and tried hard to be a good person, he thought 

he had no need for religions like Christianity that are for the weak. He believed his own good works 

were good enough, and that the only person he could rely on was himself. Compare this thinking 

with Jesus’ teaching. Is faith really enough? 

 

In today’s passage we find three answers to this question. 

First, not our works, only faith is enough. 

Second, not our traditions, only faith is enough. 

And third, not our morality, only faith is enough.  

 

The letter to the Romans was written in 57 A.D. by the apostle Paul, who was formerly a distinguished 

Pharisee, but encountered the risen Christ and came to faith. He wrote the letter from a city in 

Greece called Corinth to the Christians living in Rome. Today, we’ll be looking at chapter 4. In this 

letter, Paul first wants the Christians in Rome to understand the human problem of rebellion against 

their creator, and the solution that faith in Christ provides to this problem. Then he encourages them 

to work together to share this good news, and partner with his ministry as well. The preceding 

chapter, chapter 3, talks about how only through faith in Christ and his death on the cross can our 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+4&version=ESV#fen-ESV-28012a
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sinful acts and behavior be perfectly forgiven, and today’s passage will address the question of 

whether or not faith is truly enough. 

 

Point #1 

Is faith really enough? 

Our first point is, not our own works, but only faith is enough. 

Verses 1 and 2 say, “What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to 

the flesh? For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before 

God.” 

Abraham is a famous character in the Bible who lived around 1800 B.C., and was the father of the 

nation of Israel. If Abraham had done something great to earn God’s blessing, he might have had 

something to boast about, but, actually, before God he didn’t have much to be proud of.  

 

Verses 3-5 say, “For what does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted to 

him as righteousness.’ Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. 

And to the one who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted 

as righteousness...” 

Here, Paul is examining Abraham’s life from Scripture. If you go back to the first book of the Bible and 

read Genesis 15:6, you’ll see that God promised Abraham, an old man with no children, that his 

descendents would be as innumerable as the stars. And Abraham, without doing anything, simply 

believed God, and that faith was counted to him as righteousness.  

 

So we can see that that faith alone was enough for Abraham, but what about another famous 

character in the Old Testament, King David? Romans 4:6-8 says “just as David also speaks of the 

blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works: ‘Blessed are those whose 

lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; blessed is the man against whom the Lord 

will not count his sin.’” 

Actually, David himself was guilty of serious sin. He had an affair with the beautiful wife of one of his 

soldiers, and then proceeded to have him killed by placing him in danger in battle. But even David’s 

transgressions were forgiven, his sins were covered, and he was considered righteous by God. 

 

An interpretation for today 

If these pillar characters of the Bible were justified by faith apart from their works, it follows naturally 

that faith alone was enough for the first century Romans, and it’s enough for us in the 21st century as 

well. Of course, people tend to think that meritocracy is a good thing, to receive rewards according 

to the things we’ve done, so I think the way of Christ was hard for the Romans to understand and 

accept, and for us too. However, it’s the truth. Like a gift at no cost to you, even if you’ve done 

many bad things, if you have faith in Christ, because he has taken our punishment on himself on the 

cross, we can be completely forgiven and counted as righteous.  

 

An example 

The week before last I Skyped with one of Grace City’s elders, Steve Sacks, and he told me he had 

recently taken an old hymn and made an updated arrangement of it. I was really interested, so he 

sent it to me right after it was finished. It’s got classical as well as jazz elements and a nice rhythm, I 

think it’s a really great arrangement. It’s an old hymn called Just As I Am, and the first verse says, 

“Just as I am, without a plea, but that the Son of God died for me.” When every one of us sinful 

humans stands before God as judge with no ability to hide anything, we will not have a single 

excuse. Our only plea will be that Christ has died on our behalf. The most famous American 

evangelist of the 20th century, Billy Graham, would play this hymn at his rallies after he preached as 

an appeal to trust God’s grace. This song perfectly encapsulates the idea that faith in Christ is 

enough. Christ’s grace is our only plea. 

 

Application 

1.) Let’s say a person becomes a Christian and starts going to church, but, for some reason, he gets 

the impression that church is a gathering for “good people.” Before and after service he puts on a 

nice face, but never gets past small talk with those around him because it seems to him like they are 
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all perfect people. But during the week, this man has a lot of sinful habits, and he begins to feel that 

he doesn’t fit in with the “good people” who gather for church on Sundays. Little by little he begins 

to feel awkward and decides to stop coming. But then he begins to feel even more guilty because 

he’s not going to church, and sensing the depth of his sin, feels even more convinced that he 

doesn’t belong there. While living life disconnected from the church, without realizing it, he begins to 

largely forget the gospel he had trusted in. 

 

2.) However, it’s important for us to remember that, in reality, none of us are fit to have a relationship 

with a holy God. Even though we are not worthy at all, the creator God has paid for our bad 

thoughts, words, and actions by sending his Son into the world. For 33 years, Jesus’ thoughts, words, 

and actions were perfect - he loved God and he loved others, and brought joy to the Father. In 

spite of this, in 33 A.D., Jesus was tried in front of the Jewish religious leaders and in a Roman court, 

and was declared to be a criminal, receiving the death penalty by crucifixtion. Even though he was 

an innocent man, he died for our guilt, and, as a result, anyone who simply trusts in Christ will be 

forgiven. 

 

3.) The man I’m working with, Hirano san, believed until he was 30 that religions like Christianity were 

for the weak, and he didn’t have any need for them. He didn’t like to be reliant on anyone or 

anything, and desired to be totally self-sufficient. However, when he was 30 years old, someone told 

him about Jesus. He was surprised to learn that the Bible calls even praiseworthy people like himself 

sinners, and that God’s standard of ‘goodness’ is much higher than he expected. Jesus’ standard is 

100% perfection, and he knew he couldn’t meet it. He came to understand that he needed the 

solution that Jesus offers us, so he decided to trust in Christ. Our first point is that, just like Abraham, 

David, and Hirano san, it’s not our own works, but only faith in Christ is enough. 

 

Point #2: 

Is faith really enough? 

Our second point is, not our traditions, only faith is enough. 

Verses 9 and 10 say, “Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? For 

we say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. How then was it counted to him? Was it 

before or after he had been circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised.” 

Actually, the Jewish symbol of circumcision was established no less than 14 years after Abraham was 

declared righteous. 

Verses 11 and 12 say, “He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he 

had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The purpose was to make him the father of all who 

believe without being circumcised, so that righteousness would be counted to them as well, and to 

make him the father of the circumcised who are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the 

footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised.” 

 

After Abraham trusted the creator God and was counted as righteous, as a sign, or perhaps a seal, 

he was given the tradition of circumcision. Because of this, Abraham becomes the father of faith 

and the ancestor of anyone who is declared righteous through trusting what God says. 

 

An interpretation for today 

Up until 57 A.D. there were both Jewish people and non-Jewish Gentiles in the house churches in 

Rome. At that time, Jewish people made up about 10% of the population of Rome, and it’s thought 

that, until 57 A.D., Gentiles were the majority in the house churches as well. The Jews knew that their 

people group started from Abraham, but according to Paul, Abraham becomes the father and 

ancestor of anyone who trusts in Christ and has faith like he did, even the people who were 

ethnically Greek and Romans citizens from other ethnicities too. We in the 21st century are included 

in this “anyone” as well. Even though we are in Japan and have different customs than Jewish 

people, even if we don’t practice circumcision, if we trust in Christ and have faith like Abraham, he 

becomes our ancestor. Because of this, I think that when Christians think of their ancestors, we ought 

to think of our ancestors in the faith as well. For example, Miura Ayako, Uchimura Kanzou, Nijima Joe 
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- these people followed in Abraham's footsteps of faith. We continue on after them, and after 

Abraham - not our traditions, but only faith is enough.  

 

 

An example 

Twelve years ago, I read the biography of Uchimura Kanzou, a famous Japanese Christain in the 

early 20th century, and from that book, I learned that Uchimura Kanzou did a lot of gospel ministry in 

Otemachi. From 1919 to 1923, every week he would rent a hall in Otemachi and teach the Bible to 

large crowds. When I heard that I thought, “Wow, Uchimura Kanzou is our senpai in what we’re 

doing at Grace City Church, you could even call him our ancestor.” I shared that story with a 

number of people working in the Otemachi and Marunouchi areas, and in a mysterious way, it 

seemed to really encourage them. Perhaps they feel like they’re working really hard to serve the 

Lord, but as a minority, it seems like an uphill battle. But when these men heard that Uchimura 

Kanzou taught the Bible every week in this same area, I think they were encouraged by the sense 

that they are continuing his work. In the same way, the faith that we have has not just been passed 

down from Uchimura Kanzou, it’s a history of faith that continues all the way back to Abraham. It has 

been in many cultures and taken many forms, but the important common thread is faith in the 

creator God. 

Not our traditions, only faith is enough. 

 

Application 

1.) Recently, in Christian circles, I have heard a lot of talk about what the role of Israel is. In first 

century Rome, there were many Jewish people in the church, and Jewish people who weren’t 

Christians made up about 10% of the city’s population, so this question of the role of Israel was 

perhaps even more relevant to them. Some people thought that when a person became a 

Christian, they needed to follow all the Jewish customs. But Paul taught that to follow after the most 

important Jewish character, Abraham, is not to keep the traditions he held, but to have his same 

faith. Today as well, no matter what your background is, we don’t need to be restrained by different 

traditions and customs, ony faith is enough. 

 

2 & 3.) I have a friend who became a Christian when he was a student. Becoming a Christian was an 

amazing experience, he felt like he had found his life’s purpose and was overjoyed to know his 

heavenly Father. He repented of the life he had led up to that point, and began to follow Jesus. 

However, a few years passed and he realized that he had developed a negative view of nearly all 

of his life experiences before he became a Christian. Additionally, because his experience as a 

Japanese person in Japan didn’t have any connection with the Bible, he became very critical of it.  

However, if we look at today’s passage, we can see that if we have Abraham’s faith, we don’t 

need to follow his same traditions. If we don’t need to keep Jewish traditions, we certainly don’t 

need to keep Roman, American, or British traditions either. Jesus died for the sins of all humanity, so 

not our traditions, only faith is enough. Of course, Jesus was born and raised as a Jewish man, so in 

order to understand his words and actions, to some extent we need to understand his cultural 

background. But God created all peoples, so my desire is for all people to consider how to trust 

Christ and follow him within their own circumstances, cultures, and traditions, while also not being 

restrained by their own culture and traditions. As a result, while receiving wisdom from people of faith 

in previous generations, we can follow Christ in new ways that fit our area, our time, and our 

circumstances. 

Our second point is not our traditions, only faith is enough. 

 

Point #3: The point then explanation 

Is faith really enough? 

Our third point is, not our morality, only faith is enough. 

Verses 13 and 14 say, “For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the 

world did not come through the law but through the righteousness of faith. For if it is the adherents of 

the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void.” 



 Online Service July 19th  2020  

Romans: Power of God for Salvation ⑦ 

       
                                

www.gracecitychurch.jp 

In the first half of the Bible, God promised Abraham and his descendants that they would become a 

special people and that God would give them their own land, and that he would bless them. That 

promise would be received not through keeping the law or following certain morals, they would 

receive that promise and become heirs through faith.  

Verse 15: “For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression.” 

 

Actually, the law was given to the Israelites 400 years after the time of Abraham. So, this passage 

says the role of the law was to bring wrath. That is to say, the law pointed out their sin and caused 

them to recognize it, and it made clear God’s wrath toward that sin and the consequences for it. 

Before the law was given, if there was some sort of transgression, it wasn’t possible to know how bad 

it was, or even realize it was a transgression at all. But after the law was given, they were able 

understand and grow in the awareness of their sin. Therefore, Abraham and his descendants weren’t 

declared righteous through the law, but only by their faith. Not morality, only faith is enough. 

 

An interpretation for today 

The Roman Christians in 57 A.D., and us as well, tend to struggle with the relationship between faith 

and morality. We tend to believe that people who follow a set of moral rules are ‘good people,’ so 

we start to believe that the purpose of moral rules is to make people ‘good.’ But according to Paul, 

that is not the case. The path to being a good person and being declared righteous is not through 

obeying moral rules, but trusting in God’s promise. The result of being given moral rules is that we 

become able to understand, recognize, and repent from thoughts, words, and actions that stem 

from a sinful and rebellious heart. The law and morality were given so that we would understand that 

these sinful thoughts, words, and actions deserve wrath and punishment from a just God.  

 

For the Roman Christians in the year 57 and us Christians today, whether Jews or Gentiles, as we get 

more and more familiar with God’s Word, the more we start to face our sin head on, and take joy in 

God’s promises and forgiveness. Furthermore, we start to recognize that the Christians around us are 

just forgiven sinners like us, which enables us to be humble and not look down on people, and we 

are protected from the traps of idealism. As forgiven people, we understand how much God hates 

sin, so with a heart of thanks we begin to try to bring joy to the Lord through our desire to avoid sin. 

It’s not our morality, only faith is enough. 

 

An example 

Have you heard the story of the first Japanese Christian in Japan? His name was Yajirou. It is thought 

that he was a samurai who was born and raised in Satsuma Prefecture, but he had to flee Satsuma 

because he had murdered someone. He went to the port of Kagoshima, and there he boarded a 

Portuguse merchant ship and met a friend of Francis Xavier. That friend took Yajirou to Malaysia and 

introduced him to Xavier. Yajirou then went with Xavier to India where he became a Christian and 

was baptized, and then received seminary training. In 1549, they returned to Kagoshima and began 

sharing the gospel in Japanese. The wonderful thing about Yajirou’s story is that because he himself 

had killed someone, he was never able to forget that Christianity is just a gathering of forgiven 

sinners. He didn’t become a Christian by following a set of moral rules, rather, because the 

punishment for his sin had already been paid on the cross, he confessed his sin and trusted in Christ, 

and he was forgiven and declared righteous. Yajirou’s story is a testimony to the principle that it is 

not our morality, but only faith is enough. 

 

Application 

1.) Let’s return to the story I told at the beginning about the young lady who graduated from a 

Catholic high school. As a student, she had faith in Christ, but after she graduated and began 

encountering the complexities of life as an adult, she began to think she was a bad Christian and 

felt that she couldn’t continue in her faith. So she decided she would no longer trust in Christ, and 

decided to stop going to church.  

But if she truly believed she was saved not by her own morality but by faith alone, I think she would 

come to see that there is no sin “too bad” for Jesus. The Christian life is one where we confess our 

sins, repent, and continue to receive the grace of Christ given on the cross. It’s not our morality, only 

faith is enough. 
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2.) The more we understand just how deeply sinful we are, and just how deeply we’ve been 

forgiven, the more thankfulness and joy well up in us. One day, when Jesus was eating at the house 

of a pharisee, a very sinful woman, who was probably a prostitute, showed up. She brought a jar of 

perfume, and wept as she poured the oil on his feet and kissed them and wiped them with her hair. 

The pharisee asked Jesus why he didn’t kick the woman out, but Jesus answers in Luke 7:47, 

“Therefore I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven—for she loved much. But he who is 

forgiven little, loves little.” 

 

3.) We also talked earlier about Steve Sacks. His wife, Tomoko san has a diagram that she often uses 

in her presentations. When someone has just become a Christian, it’s very likely that they are only a 

little aware of how sinful they truly are. We perceive the grace we receive from Christ to be only as 

big as we perceive our own sin. However, if we’ve been walking with Christ a long time, we should 

know the true depth of our sin. The more we understand this reality, the more we recognize the true 

magnitude of the cross. When we recognize this, our thankfulness and joy increase all the more. 

Our third point is, not our morality, only faith is enough. 

 

Conclusion: 

Is grace really enough? 

We have learned three things from today’s passage. 

First, not our works, only faith is enough. 

Second, not our traditions, only faith is enough. 

And third, not our morality, only faith is enough.  

 

Prayer: 

Let’s pray. 


