
A Commentary on Paul’s Epistle to the Romans [4] 
Continued from previous article… 
Chapter 4:1-25: Faith and Promise 
 
Verses 1-8: Abraham, father of faith: Paul presents Abraham as model of faith. Abraham, the 
ancestor of Jewish people becomes the father of all people who believe. The blessings given to 
Abraham was a gift/grace because of his faith/trust and not on account of particular merits he 
earned. Paul compares Law and its reward to work and wages; wage is due to one who works. 
Law can only reminds one of transgression, punishment incurs if law is breached. Sin is more 
than disobeying the law; it is absence of connectedness with God; it is broken relationship with 
God and fellow beings. God’s concern is not sin as such but rather effects of sinful acts on the 
sinner and in human family. While law is incapable of offering grace, God’s grace appeared in 
the Christ-Event, offers forgiveness, mercy and restoration of what is broken [Jesus uses the 
image of good shepherd and lost sheep to illustrate God’s outreach to sinful humanity]. 
 
Verses 9-15: Justification by Faith: Faith makes one righteous or brings to right relationship 
with God. Faith perfects what law lacks and the grace of being made right before God is 
extended to all in the world through faith. In faith, sin is a thing of the past that has no binding 
on the sinner. Persistence in sinning manifests absence of faith or weakened faith. Abraham’s 
faith made him righteous, before his circumcision. Promise given to Abraham was prior to 
covenant and circumcision, ‘Look toward the heaven and number the stars, if you are able 
to…then he said to him, so shall your descendants be. And he believed the Lord; and he 
reckoned it to him as righteousness’ [Genesis 15:5-6; Sirach 44:19-21]. Abraham’s circumcision 
[Genesis 17:13] became the norm for the Jewish people who are his descendants according to 
flesh; however his faith precedes his circumcision and that made him father of both Jews and 
gentiles who believe. It wasn’t Paul’s circumcision that made him an apostle but his encounter 
with Christ and his faith! Paul argues that Jew’s racial descend from Abraham is insignificant 
before God; faith alone can build relationship with God. 
 
Verses 16-25: Abraham believed the Promise: Paul develops his thesis that faith justifies one 
before God by bringing example of Abraham to his arguments. Paul is trying to convince both 
fellow Jews and Christians that in Jesus, God fulfilled his promise to Abraham. Law of Moses 
was given much later to Jewish people and law excludes gentiles. Faith is the key to anything to 
do with God. Uncircumcised believers [gentiles] are just like Abraham; following the faith 
example of Abraham is what matters before God. Paul wasn’t demeaning Jewish circumcision; 
he considered it as a sign/seal of Abraham’s faith. Abraham was man of trust who honored God 
and his designs for humanity. Though Abraham and Sarah were old, God made them fruitful 
because of their faith. Abraham was like a dead wood and his faith in a way resurrected him. 
Christian faith is grounded in the resurrection of Christ. For Paul, Jewish tradition was a 
temporary setting for the coming of Christ. 
 
Abraham believed ‘against hope, in hope’: hope is expectation in the good that is possible. 
Abraham believed God’s promise against what was humanly impossible [Sarah’s barrenness]. 
Promised birth of Isaac was like creation out of nothingness. Everything is possible with God for 



who believe [Luke 1:37]! The example Abraham left for all is his faith relationship with God. 
Circumcision was the particular of God’s covenant within a racial group [Jews] and the 
universality of the covenant remains in the faith model of Abraham. The recreating power of 
God at work in Abraham and Sarah is now universally made present in Christ’s death and 
resurrection. Works of law cannot promise resurrected life; eternal life is a gift/grace given to 
faith. In this section, Paul argues from Old Testament scriptures that Christian faith is faith in 
God of Abraham who raised Jesus from the dead. 
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