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The Pathway to Righteousness 

Romans 4:1-8 

 

In our passage, the apostle Paul speaks of how you can be counted as righteous before God 

on account of Christ.  Paul instructs you to secure your righteousness in Jesus Christ and forsake 

your own. 

 

I. You Must Not Rely on Works (4:1-2, 4, 6) 

A. Background of passage 

1. Romans is a systematic exposition of justification by faith alone sola fide (1:16-17) 

2. Romans 1 (Gentiles are sinners); Romans 2 (Jews are sinners); Romans 3 (All are 

sinners); See 3:9-10 

3. Instead of righteousness generated through the Law, Paul speaks of the righteousness 

of God (3:20-21), which comes through faith in Jesus (3:22, 28). 

4. This is true for both Jew and Gentile (3:29-31).   

5. To prove his point, Paul calls upon the examples of Abraham (4:1-3) and David (4:6-

8).  Between these, he provides a general principle of justification (4:4-5). 

B. Why would Paul use Abraham and David as examples? 

1. Abraham was considered to be the father of the Jews 

a. The majority of Jews in Paul’s day believed that Abraham was made right with 

God because of his own righteous character. 

b. Apocryphal writings speak of Abraham being righteous on the basis of his works 

(Genesis 26:4-5) � “Abraham was the great father of a multitude of nations, and 

there was not found the like to him in glory, who kept the law of the most High, 

and was in covenant with him.” (Sirach 44:19-21; cf. Prayer of Manassah 1:8) 

2. David was highly esteemed for being “a man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Samuel 

13:14; Acts 13:22) 

a. The Jewish historian Josephus praised David by saying, “This man was of an 

excellent character, and was endowed with all the virtues that were desirable in a 

king.”
1
  

3. They were two of the most respected patriarchs of the faith.   

a. However, Abraham was an idolatrous pagan from Ur when God called him, and 

one does not need to read very far to see the presence of sin in his life 

b. Likewise, David had his share of sin, including adultery and murder 

c. Thus, they were hardly examples of works-righteousness 

                                                
1Youngblood, Ronald F., F. F. Bruce, R. K. Harrison, and Thomas Nelson Publishers. Nelson's New Illustrated Bible 

Dictionary. Rev. ed. of: Nelson's illustrated Bible dictionary.; Includes index. Nashville: T. Nelson, 1995. 
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C. When it comes to justification, works don’t work (4:1-2, 4) 

1. First things first � Paul appeals to Scripture as the authoritative source of teaching 

on justification (v. 3) 

2. If Abraham was justified by works, he has a ground for boasting (4:2) 

3. The same is true for you.  Why?  Your works would have merit before God, and He 

would be obligated/indebted to pay/reward you for your work (v. 4) 

4. This would be true if you had any contribution at all, even if He did 99% and you 

contributed only 1%. 

D. God only justifies ungodly people (v. 5; cf. 5:6). This is also implied in the words “apart 

from works” (v. 6).   

1. Ungodly = godless, wicked, irreverent, profane, unholy, impious (see Genesis 18:23) 

2. “The word ‘ungodly’ is a strong one and shows the magnitude and extent of God’s 

grace; his justifying judgment is exercised not simply upon the unrighteous but upon 

the ungodly.”
2
 

3. “God only saves the person who does not trust in his work, but believes in Him who 

justifies the ungodly. Until a person confesses that he is ungodly, he is not a 

candidate for salvation, because he still trusts in his own goodness. That is what 

Jesus meant when He said, ‘I have not come to call the righteous but sinners to 

repentance’ (Luke 5:32). Those who are righteous in their own eyes have no part in 

God’s redemptive work of grace.”
3
 

E. APPLICATION: Are you relying on your own effort to please God?  Are you assuming 

that your religious efforts earn you a right standing before God? 

 

II. You Must Rely on Works (4:3, 5-8) 

A. Justification is by works, just not yours 

B. The text presents both the negative (covering / not crediting one’s own sins) and the 

positive (Christ’s righteousness credited to the believer) sides of imputation. 

1. Justification (4:2, 5) is defined as being credited with righteousness (4:3, 5, 6), having 

lawless deeds forgiven (4:7), sins covered (4:7), and sin not credited (4:8) 

2. “Justification is an act of God’s free grace, wherein he pardoneth all our sins, and 

accepteth us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of Christ imputed to 

us, and received by faith alone.” (Westminster Shorter Catechism, #33). 

3. Paul uses an accounting term (credited/ reckoned/ accounted) and a legal term 

(justify) to explain how Christ’s righteousness is imputed to the believer 

C. Actual righteousness must be imputed, not faith. 

1. If faith was credited as righteousness, then faith itself would be a work 

                                                
2 John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans in Two Volumes (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 1:133. 
3 MacArthur, John. Romans. Chicago, IL: Moody, 1996. 
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2. “Those whom God effectually calleth, He also freely justifieth: not by infusing 

righteousness into them, but by pardoning their sins, and by accounting and 

accepting their persons as righteous, not for anything wrought in them, or done by 

them, but for Christ’s sake alone; nor by imputing faith itself, the act of believing, or 

any other evangelical obedience to them, as their righteousness, but by imputing the 

obedience and satisfaction of Christ unto them, they receiving and resting on Him 

and His righteousness by faith; which faith they have not of themselves, it is the gift of 

God.” (Westminster Confession of Faith 11.1) 

3. Christ’s righteousness is imputed (Romans 5:17-18)  

 

III. You Must Look to Christ in Faith (4:3-5) 

A. Faith is the instrumental means of justification, but righteousness is the ground of 

justification (3:22, 25) 

B. “faith adorns us with the righteousness of another.”
4
 

C. Grace and faith and works are incompatible 

1. “according to grace” is contrasted with “according to debt” (4:4) � grace, by 

definition, is something that is not owed but is given apart from obligation 

2. “the one who works” (4:4) is contrasted with “the one who does not work” (4:5) � 

the one who relies on his works vs. the one who relies on Christ’s 

3. “the one who does not work” (4:5) is qualified/clarified as “but believes” (4:5) � 

belief = not work; work = not believe � belief and works are mutually exclusive 

4. Although the passage does not use the words “faith alone,” it does use the words 

“does not work but believes” (v. 5) and “apart from works” (v. 6).  These phrases 

effectively mean the same thing. 

D. Boasting is excluded on account of faith (3:27, 11:6) 

E. APPLICATION: Abraham looked to God in faith (Genesis 15:6), and David looked to 

God in faith (Psalm 32:1-2).  Do you? 

F. Philippians 3:3  for we are the true circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and 

glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh 

G. Don’t think this text applies only to getting saved (see Galatians 3:3) 

A. What works of your own are you relying on?  Bible reading, church attendance, a 

Christian upbringing?  

B. Let your boast be in the cross of Christ alone (Galatians 6:14) 

 

Secure your righteousness in Jesus Christ and forsake your own. 

                                                
4 John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Romans and to the Thessalonians, trans. Ross 

Mackenzie (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 85. 


