Justification by Faith Illustrated

Romans 4:1-8
Introduction 

The Fall is a great time for sports fans – you have the football season kicking into gear – the playoffs for baseball 
In sports – we always have our heroes 

Legendary coaches: Hayden Fry / Tom Osborne / Don Shula / Bobby Bowden

Different players: Tommie Frazier / Johnny Rogers / Nile Kinnick

As a kid I grew up following the Cincinnati Reds – nobody could touch the Reds in the mid -70s

I could probably give you their whole lineup: Tony Perez / Joe Morgan / Pete Rose / Johnny Bench / George Foster / etc. – several of them in the Hall of Fame

We always have our heroes of the game 

In the Bible – we also have our heroes and champions of the faith 

There is Noah / Moses / David / Elijah / Samuel / Joshua / Joseph / etc. 

But in many ways – the granddaddy of them all is - - - Abraham 
Abraham is to the Jews – what Nile Kinnick is to the Iowa Hawkeyes – or Babe Ruth to the Yankees  

Paul wants to go back to Abraham and ask: ‘How was Abraham justified?’

When we think of ball players who get into the hall of fame – or who become heroes of the game - the way they got there is by their works or accomplishments – home runs / scoring touchdowns / winning championships / etc. 

It was their works that got them there

When we come to the heroes of the Bible – Many of them have great works – but we would be greatly mistaken if we think that their works are how they will get into heaven 

Abraham will not point to anything he did – when seeking to be accepted by God 

He was not justified by his works 

Paul reminds us this morning – ‘Abraham believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness’

i.e. – Abraham was justified by faith 

If Abraham was not saved by his works - then it’s obvious that the Jew of Paul’s day could not be saved by works either [or us]
The heroes of the faith who get into heaven – will not point to what they did – they will instead point to what Jesus has done for them 
I. Father Abraham - vv. 1-5
Paul says, ‘Let’s talk about Abraham’

We all agree Abraham is a great example of a saved OT saint 

Well – how was He saved?

If Paul can show that Abraham was not saved by a religious ritual – or by an accumulation of good deeds – or keeping the law - then this shows that the doctrine of justification by faith is no new or novel doctrine – this is how God has always saved sinners!
Paul says that if Abraham was justified by works – then he has something to boast about 

That is the essential problem with works salvation – it is man functioning as his own savior 

Boasting implies: ‘I deserve God’s favor’ – ‘I earned this’
Some of you may remember a war movie called – ‘Saving Private Ryan’ – the movie is set in the WW II era – an American family has lost two sons in the war – so the army decides to bring their 3rd son home 

They send out a team of 8 men to locate Private Ryan to send him home – but he is over in Europe and is part of the conflict taking place over there 

In the movie – they finally locate Ryan to send him home – but it’s not until after 5 of the 8 men have died in the process 

At the end the captain dies too and his last words to Private Ryan are – ‘Earn this!’

The meaning essentially was – ‘Now go and do something with your life so our lives weren’t lost in vain’ – [6 people died so you could live]
It’s an interesting concept – you are left to wonder how one could live a life worth the loss of 6 soldiers
When it comes to the cross of Jesus Christ – Jesus doesn’t look down on us and say, ‘Earn this’ - - - - - you can’t!
It only comes to us as a gift of His grace 

We might and should hear: ‘You have been bought with a price – go glorify God with your life’

But not – ‘earn this’
This idea of boasting we see in one of Jesus’ parables of two men going into the temple 
Luke 18:9-14 
The Pharisee – we know them – they were the very religious – you expect to see them in the temple
They emphasized formal correctness to the neglect of the real intent of the law 

They strained out a gnat and swallowed a camel / etc. 

The tax collector – they were despised by the Jews – seen as traitors to their race – working for Rome – he was not as likely to be seen in the temple – doesn’t quite fit here 

In the church – we might think of a smelly homeless man coming in – or the town drunk or prostitute 
They might even cause some people to point and whisper – [psst – look who’s here]

The Pharisee starts to pray - reciting what he feels are his virtues – these ought to get me into the spiritual hall of fame – into heaven
· I fast 

· I tithe 

· I don’t . . .

Instead of singing, ‘Thou art Worthy’ – He sings, ‘I am worthy!’ 

Instead of, ‘Great is Thy Faithfulness’ – He sings, ‘Great is my faithfulness!’

Instead of ‘God is so good’ - . . .

He is completely deluded as to who he is before God

How does God respond?  Does He accept him?
He ignores this man’s prayer – God is offended 

This is not the right way to approach to God

Some of you may remember the old gong show [back in the 70s]

Before American Idol – America’s got talent – you had the gong show 

A person would come out and do some kind of talent thing – I think the goal was to last for a certain amount of time before one of the judges gonged you off the stage 

If someone is singing poorly or something - one of the judges would get up out of their seat and go over and bang on a gong – that meant you were done [rejected]
I think of a big gong going off in heaven at this guy’s prayer – ‘Get him out of here – this is not how you approach a holy God’
God is opposed to the proud - - - but gives grace to the humble 

On the other hand – we have the publican – he realized He didn’t belong in God’s presence 

He realizes that he has offended God with his life 

He is not going to pull out his resume and try to impress God with his religious deeds 

He is not going to sing about how great is his faithfulness!

His deeds stink and he knows it 

So he simply says, ‘God be merciful to me the sinner’

Here is the point: This is who we are to be like! – that’s the whole point of the parable 
We are unworthy and we should know that  

That is Paul’s point in reference to Abraham

Abraham won’t be in heaven reciting his virtues 

He’ll be there because God justifies the ungodly – v. 5

The Scripture says that ‘He believed God and it was reckoned to Him as righteousness.’ [Gen. 15:6]

It was not by works or by some religious ritual – or Abraham’s blameless life 
Abraham was not a perfect person 

He lied about Sarah being his wife to the Egyptian king – ‘she is my sister’ – nearly cost his wife her honor – God had to supernaturally intervene – Gen. 20
He showed foolishness in the matter of Hagar 

If he relied upon those – he’d be gonged right out of heaven 

That’s ok – because justification is a gift freely bestowed – not a wage justly earned 

It is for the ungodly – v. 5 

God doesn’t justify the righteous – because there are none! 

William Newell had a prominent man of a city come to him and said, ‘I am the biggest sinner in this city’ 

Newell responded: ‘hallelujah!’ 

The man said: ‘What?  Why would you say that?’

Newell responded: ‘I’m glad to meet a sinner who knows he’s a sinner’ – b/c there’s hope for such a one!

If you are ungodly – then you are a candidate for justification 

Jesus came for you 

He came not to call the righteous but sinners to repentance 

He calls the sinner and says, ‘believe in me – and come follow me – go and sin no more / etc.’
The moment the sinner puts his trust in Jesus – God credits righteousness to Him 

The Protestant Reformation was in a very real sense – the recovery of the gospel of salvation by grace thru faith 

Luther made his famous stand - nailing his 95 theses on the door of the Castle church in Wittenburg in 1517 – in response to the sale of indulgences 
Luther got to his position from the book of Romans 

He was a theological professor - teaching a course on the book of Romans during the years 1515-1516 – at the college in Wittenberg [he wrote a letter to a fellow monk - April 8, 1516 – that shows he understood the gospel quite well at this time]
“Therefore my dear Friar, learn Christ and him crucified.  Learn to praise Him and, despairing of yourself say, ‘Lord Jesus, you are my righteousness, just as I am your sin.  You have taken upon yourself what is mine and have given to me what is yours.  You have taken upon yourself what you were not and have given to me what I was not.’  Beware of aspiring to such purity that you will not wish to be looked upon as a sinner, or to be one.  For Christ dwells only in sinners.  On this account He descended from heaven, where He dwelt among the righteous, to dwell among sinners. Meditate on this love of His and you will see His sweet consolation.  For why was it necessary for Him to die if we can obtain a good conscience by our works and afflictions?  Accordingly you will find peace only in Him and only when you despair of yourself and your own works.’  [Works – vol. 48, pp. 12-13]
It’s all there 

i.e. - Don’t fool yourself and think you can earn God’s favor – rest in the finished work of Christ 

II. David - vv. 6-8
Abraham was Exhibit A – David will be Exhibit B
Here Paul quotes one of David’s Psalms – a penitential Psalm – Psalm of repentance
This was one of David’s two Psalms of confession after the Bathsheba affair 

Psalm 51 / Psalm 32 

David knew that he was not going to be accepted before God based on his deeds 

‘How blessed is the man whose lawless deeds have been forgiven’
David broke all kinds of commands and laws

He had broken at least 3 of the 10 commandments that week 

His situation was hopeless 

David had tried to cover his tracks – tried to hide his sin - but his sin still came back to haunt him – burdened him down – then when Nathan confronted him – he was forced to deal with it 

David wrote Psalm 32 – when he finally was brought to repentance – received God’s forgiveness 

This corresponds with justification by faith alone – apart from works – it supports Paul’s doctrine 
The only way anyone can be justified is that God forgives them of their sins – b/c all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God 

Guilt can be a powerful thing

But - burdens are lifted at Calvary 

Donald Barnhouse shared the story of a woman who had committed a crime 40 years earlier when she was around 20 years old.  A man lived in an apartment below her – and had assaulted her on one occasion so that she feared for her life.  One evening he came home drunk as a skunk – she went into his apartment and turned the gas on – he never bothered her again - his death was ruled an accident 

She had carried the knowledge of what she had done for 40 years without speaking to anyone
She came seeking forgiveness and found it 

Burdens are lifted at Calvary 

Do you carry guilt in your soul over something you have done?

There is room at the cross for you 

The cross – the work of atonement is sufficient for all – but you must come by faith 

John 3:16 – ‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.’

Alister McGrath: ‘Faith is like a channel, thru which the benefits of Christ flow to us.  Faith is the means by which the work of Christ is applied to our lives.’  
Eph. 2:8, 9 – ‘For by grace you have been saved thru faith, and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not as a result of works lest any man should boast.’

Acts 16:30, 31 – ‘What must I do to be saved?  Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ’

The believer is much more than just a pardoned criminal 

He has been given a righteous standing in Christ – adopted as sons / heirs of a spiritual inheritance 
Conclusion 

In the wilderness wanderings of Israel – there was an incident where the people were judged by God for their rebellious ways – God sent among them fiery serpents which bit the people and they died 

And they were told that there was one remedy to their condition – Moses was to set up a bronze standard of a serpent on a pole and anyone who looked in faith to the standard set up by Moses would be healed 

Jesus used this as a foreshadowing of men and women looking up to Himself on the cross for their salvation [John 3:14-16]
Imagine an Israelite saying – I’ve been bit and I will die – but I have an idea that I think will work – I will take some herbs and a few bits of cactus – maybe throw in some iguana dung – stir it up -and I have a cure for snake bite! 

Man has every natural instinct to want to save himself or to ‘earn it’ – but salvation was in ceasing from effort and looking to the cure provided by God 

We must turn from our own ideas / works / efforts – rest in Christ and what He has done 
He bore our sins in His body on the tree 
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