God’s Family Tree #4

“Father Abraham”

Romans 4:1-25

Growing up with Sunday school, Vacation Bible School, and summer church camp, I learned a number of Christian children’s songs. One of them was a little ditty that went like this:

Father Abraham had many sons,

Many sons had Father Abraham;

I am one of them, and so are you,

So let’s just praise the Lord.
This verse was sung over and over, and included all kinds of hand, arm, and leg motions that, if I were to try them today, would probably put me in the hospital! But as children, we thought songs like these were great. 

I usually don’t look to children’s songs for deep theological significance, but there is a profound idea in this little verse that escapes many adults. It’s that third line, “I am one of them, and so are you,” which we pass over so quickly we probably don’t think about its importance. This song states that we are all children of Abraham.

Think of the implications of that phrase in the current state of affairs in the Middle East. For years the Israelis and the Arabs have fought with each other, yet these two groups of people are related! They can both trace their ancestry to Abraham: the Israelis through Isaac, and the Arabs through Ishmael. Just think: If those two groups could comprehend the truth of this simple children’s song, they would realize that they are brothers, not enemies; they should work together instead of hating and fighting one another. What a difference that could make!

There is a theological implication to the words of this song, as well. Throughout much of the Old Testament down to the time of Jesus, mankind was separated into two groups: Jews and Gentiles. The Jews had a tremendous spiritual and historical heritage. They looked to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; to Moses, Joshua, and Caleb; to David, Solomon, and Elijah. They were given the law of God, they worshipped at the temple of God, and heard divine messages through the prophets of God. They celebrated the Passover and other holy days, all of which separated them from other peoples. Unfortunately, this godly heritage became a source of spiritual bigotry and pride as too often the Jews looked down their collective noses at the rest of the world, as if to say, “We are God’s chosen people, and you’re not!”

Yet this was not God’s intention. He had not chosen the Jewish people to be a pet, but rather to be a pattern for the rest of the world. His goal was to reveal Himself to all through the nation of Israel. Finally, God sent His Son through the Jewish people to offer salvation to the whole world.

In the letter to the Romans Paul presents the message of salvation through Jesus Christ. He intends to demonstrate that this gospel is universal—it applies to all people—and not only for the Jews. Through the first three chapters Paul has driven home the fact that all men need salvation. Now he sets out to prove that this salvation is indeed for all people who want it. To do this, Paul uses “Father Abraham” as his primary example in Romans chapter four. 

The Faith of Abraham

When Americans discuss what makes them quintessentially American, they usually point to men commonly referred to as “the founding fathers,” men who held certain principles and decided to form a nation around them. We debate the answers to several questions. What did they believe? What timeless, universal ideals guided their actions? Are we remaining true to those principles in the policies we adopt today? To make our case, we might draw upon the examples of George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison.

I believe that, if the ancient Israelites had a version of Mount Rushmore, we would see Abraham, the father of the country; Moses, the lawgiver; David, the greatest king; and Elijah, the greatest prophet. But these were not equals in their minds. No one came close in the Jewish mind to Father Abraham, the physical father of the Hebrew race through his son Isaac and his grandson Jacob.

Paul has been writing about justification by faith, and he wants his audience to know that this idea of salvation by grace is no novel innovation. He is not rejecting his Jewish roots in the Old Testament (or “Hebrew Scriptures,” as he would have called them.)
 He wants the Jewish Christians to grasp that his gospel of justification by faith has been proclaimed beforehand in the Old Testament, and he wants the Gentile Christians to appreciate the rich spiritual heritage they have entered by faith in Jesus, in continuity with the Old Testament people of God. Paul maintains that justification by faith is God’s one and only way of salvation, in the Old Testament as well as in the New, for Jews as well as for Gentiles. It is therefore a mistake to suppose either that in the Old Testament people were saved by works and in the New Testament by faith, or that today the Christian mission should be limited to Gentiles on the ground that Jews have their own distinctive way of salvation.

How can he prove this? If he can show that Abraham, the great predecessor of the race, had been justified by faith, then Paul’s point is established; however, if God accepted Abraham on the ground of his works, Paul’s point that God had always acted in grace would not stand. Abraham is critically important.

We read in Romans 4:1-8,

What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter? If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. What does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation. However, to the man who does not work but trusts God who justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness. David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the man to whom God credits righteousness apart from works: “Blessed are they whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him.”

Paul described Abraham as “our forefather,” a Greek word used only here in the New Testament.
 The Jews of the first century used Abraham as an example of justification by works.
 In the apocryphal writing Jubilees 23:10 it is written, “Abraham was perfect in all his dealings with the Lord and gained favor by his righteousness throughout his life.” The Rabbis interpreted God’s promises to bless Abraham because he had obeyed him, without observing that these verses referred to Abraham’s life of obedience after his justification. They even quoted Genesis 15:6—Paul’s text in verse 3—in such a way as to represent Abraham’s faith as meaning his faithfulness, which earned his salvation. For example, 1 Maccabees 2:52 reads, “Was not Abraham found faithful in temptation, and it was reckoned unto him for righteousness?”

But for Paul faith is not a good work; it is trust in God. The construction with the Greek verb “believed” strictly means, “believe to be true” or “accept what is said as correct”. But really to believe what God says means to trust him, and Paul makes this clear throughout this chapter. Abraham did not perform some great work of merit, but simply trusted God.

While “believed” is the key term regarding Abraham, God’s response is seen at the end of verse three: “…and it was credited to him as righteousness.” The Greek term logizomai is found in some form five times in six verses here.
 It is an accounting term that describes the process of analyzing and squaring accounts. Think of a credit card. Each month the credit card company sends you a statement with a detailed list of transactions: expenditures, accrued interest, fees, and payments you have made. Your balance—the total amount you owe—is then reckoned to reflect all of this activity; charges are debited against your account while payments are credited.
 Paul used this when he wrote about Onesimus in Philemon 18, “If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me.”

Verse four contrasts two ways of having something credited to one’s account: “Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation.” Your paycheck is not a gift—you have earned it; your employer owes it to you. Technically, Paul uses the same word for “grace” that the niv translates “gift.”
 (The same Greek term can be equally translated either way.) Both the Old and New Testaments testify that a person is considered righteous before God not through works but through faith. The prophet Habakkuk declares in Habakkuk 2:4, “the righteous shall live by faith.”
 Paul affirms this in Romans 4:5.

Then, in verses 6-8, Paul shifts to the experience of David, the greatest king of Israel. Here the apostle shows the truth in the opposite light, quoting Psalm 32:1-2. David, celebrating the forgiveness God granted him, writes, “Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will never count against him.” Here the term “count” is seen in the negative sense—what is not credited to one’s account. Our sins are taken away—not credited—while God’s righteousness is credited to us. This is seen in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” Through faith, our sins are taken and Christ’s holiness is given to us.

The Fatherhood of Abraham

Paul moves from the faith of Abraham to the fatherhood of Abraham in verses 9-15,

Is this blessedness only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? We have been saying that Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness. Under what circumstances was it credited? Was it after he was circumcised, or before? It was not after, but before! And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. So then, he is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them. And he is also the father of the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised. It was not through law that Abraham and his offspring received the promise that he would be heir of the world, but through the righteousness that comes by faith. For if those who live by law are heirs, faith has no value and the promise is worthless, because law brings wrath. And where there is no law there is no transgression.

This could be said to be an illustration of what Paul wrote in Romans 2:28-29, “A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code.” To prove this point, Abraham becomes Paul’s “Exhibit A.”

Paul asks, “Was Abraham declared righteous before or after he was circumcised?” This question of chronology is not incidental. If circumcision is essential for acceptance by God, then Abraham would have been circumcised before he was declared righteous. Yet, Paul points out, Abraham was declared righteous some fourteen years before he was circumcised!
 

Think about this: Abraham was declared righteous while in the state of uncircumcision. From the Jewish point of view, Abraham was a Gentile!
 How this must have jolted Paul’s Jewish enemies!
 Circumcision had nothing to do with Abraham’s acceptance by God.
 The blessing came first; his circumcision could in no sense be regarded as the path to blessing. Grace always comes first. The sacrament is added as a seal that confirms the truth of the promise that has been believed.
 The same could be said regarding baptism: first we are justified by faith, and then we are baptized as a sign or seal of our justification. But we must get the order right, and we must also clearly distinguish between the sign (baptism) and the thing signified (justification).

And so, Paul concludes in verses 11-12, Abraham “is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised…and he is also the father of the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised.” Both believing Gentiles and believing Jews can claim Abraham as their father. Who cannot claim Abraham as their father, according to Paul? Jews who do not have the faith of Abraham. 

Fatherhood can, of course, be understood in more ways than one. We get light on the way Abraham was the father of uncircumcised believers by reflecting that Jabal was the father of tent-dwellers and breeders of livestock, while Jubal was the father of musicians in Genesis 4:20-21. In neither case was the paternity literal; it was concerned rather with the characteristics of the people in question. And it is characteristic of uncircumcised believers that they are like Abraham. Not that Abraham was the first to exercise faith, but he was the spiritual father of the community of faith. It must have been startling to Jewish readers, who often referred with pride to “Father Abraham,” to hear Abraham described as the father of uncircumcised people!
 In the most profound sense, therefore, Abraham is the father, not of those who can trace their physical descent from him or of those who have received the external mark of circumcision, but of those who, like him, are justified by faith in the promise of God’s grace.

Paul writes in Galatians 3:6-9,

Consider Abraham: “He believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham. The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through you.” So those who have faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.

Abraham was also justified before the Law was given, a fact Paul discusses in Romans 4:13–15. The key word here is “promise.” Abraham was justified by believing God’s promise, not by obeying God’s Law; for God’s Law through Moses had not yet been given. The promise to Abraham was given purely through God’s grace. Abraham did not earn it or merit it. God justifies the ungodly because they believe His gracious promise, not because they obey His Law. The Law was not given to save, but to show men that they need to be saved.
 Similarly, Paul writes in Galatians 3:17, “The law, introduced 430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise.” Justification, therefore, is not a goal to be pursued; it is not a process to be achieved, nor is it an accomplishment to be attained. It is an unprecedented gift of God’s grace in Christ through faith.

The Family of Abraham

This brings us to the family of Abraham, discussed in verses 16-25,

Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all. As it is written: “I have made you a father of many nations.” He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls things that are not as though they were. 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.” Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that his body was as good as dead—since he was about a hundred years old—and that Sarah’s womb was also dead. Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.” The words “it was credited to him” were written not for him alone, but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification. 

Paul speaks of “all Abraham’s offspring”—remember the importance of “all” in the book of Romans. The last word is literally “seed,” and the Jews put a good deal of emphasis on the fact that they were “Abraham’s seed.” But Paul is insisting that the true seed of Abraham are those who come by faith, not the physical descendants of the patriarch. Paul is emphasizing that faith is the only way. Those who come by the way of law are not saved. He is saying to the saved Jews, “Those Gentiles who come by the way of faith are saved just as much as you are.” All who are saved are saved by grace, by God’s promise, a promise that is accepted in faith. There is no other way. Thus Abraham is “the father of us all.” The way of faith he exemplified is the only way we can come to God. All is a significant word. There is no distinction.

Verse 16 brings together the concepts of grace and faith. The Greek sentence is much more dramatic than the English, since in the original there are neither verbs nor “promise.” It reads literally: “therefore by faith in order that according to grace.” The fixed point is that God is gracious, and that salvation originates in his sheer grace alone. But in order that this may be so, our human response can only be faith. Grace gives and faith takes. Faith’s exclusive function is humbly to receive what grace offers. Otherwise grace would no longer be grace.

Paul concludes this chapter by applying lessons from Abraham’s faith to us, his readers. He writes that the biblical words “‘it was credited to him” were written not for him alone, but also for us” today. For the whole Abraham story, like the rest of Scripture, was written for our instruction. So the same God, who credited faith to Abraham as righteousness, will credit righteousness to us also if we believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead (24). Abraham was not unique in his experience of being justified by faith. For this is God’s way of salvation for everybody.
 All who believe, be they Jew or Gentile, are the spiritual children of Abraham and members of the family of God.
 All believers belong to Abraham’s seed and so inherit Abraham’s promise.

“In Christ Jesus all [Gentiles as well as Jews] are sons of God, through faith,” Paul affirms:

For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to promise.
The teaching of Paul which we have been considering to this point may be summed up as follows: to be a physical descendant of Abraham is not an automatic passport to acceptance with God, as the history of the Israelites demonstrates; what is essential is to be a spiritual descendant of Abraham, that is, to be one who, like Abraham, through divine grace is justified by faith; in this deep sense Abraham, who himself was uncircumcised when God blessed and justified him, is the father of all who believe, no matter what their race or social status may be, and so he is the father not of one but of many nations; these children of Abraham, because they are born according to the Spirit, are indeed the sons of God, and from generation to generation they constitute the faithful remnant, chosen by grace.

Therefore, the childhood song is true. 

Father Abraham had many sons,

Many sons had Father Abraham;

I am one of them, and so are you,

So let’s just praise the Lord.
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