La Porte Sermon Romans Chapter 4:1-8, “Father Abraham”

Pastor Bob Vale
Sermon Quote: As heat is opposed to cold, and light to darkness, so grace is opposed to sin. Fire and water may as well agree in the same vessel, as grace and sin in the same heart. (Thomas Brooks)
Biblical Focus: Eph. 2:8-9 “8For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast.”
Liturgy: (Psalm 42)
Leader:  As the deer pants for water, so my soul longs after the Lord. 

Congregation:  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God.
Leader:  When can I go and meet with God?
Congregation: By day the Lord directs his love, and at night His song is with me.
Leader: Put your hope in God, yes put your hope in God.
Congregation: For I will praise the Lord, my Savior and my God.
Scripture Lesson:  Romans 4:1-4 “What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, discovered in this matter? 2 If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. 3 What does Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” 4 Now to the one who works, wages are not credited as a gift but as an obligation. 5 However, to the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies the ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness. 6 David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the one to whom God credits righteousness apart from works: 7 “Blessed are those whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered.  8 Blessed is the one whose sin the Lord will never count against them.”
Romans 4:16-25 “16 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 have the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all. 17 As it is written: “I have made you a father of many nations.”[c] He is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed—the God who gives life to the dead and calls into being things that were not.

18 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.” 19 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. 20 Yet he did not waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, 21 being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised. 22 This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.” 23 The words “it was credited to him” were written not for him alone, 24 but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. 25 He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.
Rose Marie Dure will choose the hymns for the traditional services and Mary Kay Steele will choose the songs for the 9 a.m. worship service. 

Begin the introduction before reading the scripture lesson.
Introduction:   your opinion, who is the most honored person in human history? If we could take a Gallup Poll of the entire human race, what name do you suppose would appear at the top of the list? 

The question tantalizes the mind because it asks for something very specific. Out of the billions and billions of people who live on the earth, who would rank as the most honored person of all time? Immediately a few names pop into the mind, names that fall into one of four categories:

1. Great military leaders: Napoleon, Winston Churchill, George Patton, Douglas MacArthur. 

2. Great political figures:  George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan. 

3. Great Movie or Musical Personalities: John Wayne, Elizabeth Taylor, Elvis Presley, The Beatles, or Madonna.   

4. Great religious leaders. John Wesley, Billy Graham, and Mother Teresa.
Whoever is chosen must have an appeal that goes across cultural, racial and religious boundaries. He (or she) must be a person beloved by people in every part of the globe. What person could fill that bill?

Let’s try a few names out. Buddha? No, he’s too Asian. Abraham Lincoln? No, he’s too American. Napoleon? No, he’s too European. Plato? No, he’s too Greek. Mohammed? No, he’s too Arab. Moses? No, he’s too Jewish. How about Karl Marx? No, he’s too communist. The same goes for Mao-Tse-Tung.
What about Jesus Christ? Surely he would rank as the most honored person in history? His support is certainly global. It certainly crosses racial and cultural barriers. If you change the question just slightly, to ask for the most influential person in human history, then Jesus Christ wins hands down. But is Jesus Christ the most honored person in history? The answer might be yes. But clearly there are millions and billions of people who do not honor him in our day. 

Is it possible to find someone else who is honored and revered even more than Jesus Christ? I think the answer is yes. 
There is one man who is revered by fully one-half the world’s population. He is honored as the man from whose offspring brought forth three of the world’s great religions. 
From this one man from the book of Genesis in our Bible came the following world religions:

1. Christianity with 2.1 billion followers. 2,000 years old.  35%
2. Islam with 1.6 billion followers,  1,300 years old.  23%
3. Judaism with 15 million followers.  3,500 years old.  .05%
His name is Abraham. By any consideration, he stands head and shoulders above the rest of the human race. It would be difficult to find a man who has influenced our world to this day more than he has. Without a doubt he is one of the most beloved figures in the history of the world.

Let me give you a few brief facts about Father Abraham who had many sons. 

1. There are 20 fathers or generations mentioned in the Bible between Adam to Abraham over close to 2,000 years. (Remember people lived many more years of life than we do today. The average lifespan of those early fathers was around 600 years.) 

2. God gave Abraham a promise in the book of Genesis that he would make him the father of many nations.   His offspring would outnumber the sands on the seashore.  WOW!!!
3. His first wife Sari was beautiful, but she was barren and not able to have children in her early years of marriage. 

4. Under Sarah’s suggestion; Abraham took Sarah’s maid servant as a second wife and had a son named Ishmael. 

5. Ishmael became the father of the Arab people (Non-Jewish) which are the decedents of the Muslim people.  Ishmael was tremendously blessed in life with many children and decedents.  I wat to stop here for a moment and help us understand, that because Ishmael is the connection to the Muslim Faith: That puts Abraham as the father of three different global faith groups: The Jewish Faith, The Muslim Faith and the Christian Faith. 



6. Years later three angels visited Abraham and Sarah and told them they would have a child in their old age.  (Sarah Laughed.)  Not long after came Isaac their first born son.

7. Isaac married Rebecca and had a son named Jacob.

8. Jacob had many sons including Joseph who went to Egypt; but more importantly; Jacob had 12 sons which began the 12 Tribes of Israel and thus began the Jewish Nation.  

Why is Paul bringing up the Old Testament Character Abraham in a letter to the young church in Rome?  
I say “suddenly” because Romans 4 might well be titled “All About Abraham.” He is the subject of verse 1 and verse 25 and every verse in between. But he’s not mentioned at all before this chapter. What’s going on here? Why the sudden interest in Abraham? What does he have to do with the book of Romans? Why bring him up at this point?
A. To help the New Jewish & Gentile Christians assimilate as a church family rather than two groups struggling to be one in Christ.  

Romans 4:1-4 “What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, discovered in this matter? 2 If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. 3 What does Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” 4 Now to the one who works, wages are not credited as a gift but as an obligation. 5 However, to the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies the ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness. 6 David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the one to whom God credits righteousness apart from works: 7 “Blessed are those whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered.  8 Blessed is the one whose sin the Lord will never count against them.”
Paul was trying to explain that Abraham was credited as both knowing God and being righteous by simply believing in God, not for obeying a Mosaic List of Laws that were not even created when Abraham was alive.  

Therefore the new Jewish Romans Christians and the New Gentile Christians need to have faith in God to be righteous; not by works. 

Paul uses the example of people working for earned pay and not as a gift from the employer.  However, God does just the opposite; the Lord gives us what we don’t deserve:  “Grace, Love & Forgiveness through Faith.  
Paul’s argument is very simple: “Now when a man works, his wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation.” That’s easy to understand. When you go to work, your paycheck isn’t a “gift.” It’s a reward for hard work. How would you feel next payday if your boss handed your paycheck to you with the words, “Here’s a gift for you.” You’d say, “Gift, nothing! I earned that paycheck.” Remember, it’s not a gift if you have to work for it.

It’s the same way with salvation. If you have to work for it, it’s not a gift. You’ve earned it. If salvation is by works, then God owes you heaven. “We Have to Work Hard to Get to Heaven”
I’m constantly surprised at the number of people who look at salvation that way—as a reward to be earned and not a gift to be received.
Paul also writes in Eph. 2:8-9 “8For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast.”
Tradition:  The Jewish Community in Rome was still stuck on Jewish Tradition towards obeying the law to be a good Christian. The Jewish Christians wanted the Gentiles to also obey the Old Testament Jewish Law.  I understand tradition is very much a part of the Jewish community.
I was raised in a small town rural community in Northern Indiana. My faith was first formed in a small Methodist church in New Paris, Indiana. It was a great experience and I relish my upbringing in the small town of New Paris.  

If someone asked me in my growing up years anything about Jewish people or culture; I would not have a clue.  Until….I was cast as Model in the high school musical, Fiddler On The Roof.  One of the first songs in the musical was a song called, Tradition. Within the song it explains the traditional role of the father, mother, son and daughter, and in between each verse are the words tradition repeated again and again.  Actually the word tradition is mentioned 14 different times in the song. 
From playing a role in that musical about a Jewish family striving to find “Balance” in the world.  I learned a bit about Jewish traditions of family, marriage, and life.  They are a very traditional people & culture. 
Abraham was the Example to the Jews:  To gain credibility, one of Paul’s main concerns was to answer Jewish objections to the doctrine of justification by faith apart from the works of the law. One of the best ways to do that was to bring up the example of Abraham because every Jew would easily relate to him. He was revered as the father of the Jewish nation and as the pattern of what a godly man should be. He was the man whom God had personally chosen to start the line of Israel. All agreed that Abraham was truly justified; the only question was how. The Jews would agree that whatever was true of him must also be true of them—"like father, like son.”  (Important Note:  Abraham was credited as “Righteous” as a “Gentile,” before he was a Jew. Abraham believed in God, 13 years before he was circumcised. Compare Genesis 15:6 to Genesis 17:24)   
Illustration:  Billy Graham & Mother Teresa:  I suppose if I was looking for A Christian from our era for us to model after I could think of two obvious examples: 

1. Billy Graham the great American evangelist of the 1950’s 1990’s.

2. Mother Teresa the Catholic Nun / Sister who cared for the poor in Calcutta, India. 
Both of these individuals have visibly lived the Christian faith publically in outstanding ways.   

Paul was doing the same thing with Father Abraham.  He was using Abraham, who the Jews related as their spiritual father to prove a point. 
“Get off the Spiritual Backs of the New Gentile Christians!!!

Abraham Gets Some Credit:  Romans 4:22-25 “This is why it was credited to him as righteousness. 23 The words “it was credited to him” were written not for him alone, 24 but also for us, to whom God will credit righteousness—for us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. 25 He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.”
Illustration:  Suppose God kept a record of all the good things that we have done and all the bad things we have done in life.  The left column recorded our good deed and the right column recorded our bad thoughts, words and actions. 

Trust me when I tell you that nearly all of us would have far more bad deeds, thoughts and actions on the left side of the column than the good deeds on the right side of the column.  Romans 3:23 clearly says that “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.”
What would your left and right column sheet look like?

So how was Abraham saved? He believed God and his faith—his trust, his confidence in God’s promise—that faith was “credited” to his account in heaven. In one glorious moment, his “debt” column was wiped out and his “credit” column reached to heaven. In the blink of an eye, Abraham became a spiritual millionaire. 

1. Why? Because he was a good man? No! 
2. Because he was bold? No! 
3. Because he was a nice guy? No! 
4. Because he was wise? No! 
5. Because he was courageous? No! 
6. Because he was morally strong? No! 
7. Because he was a good father? No!

8. Because he was righteous? No!
Abraham was justified for one reason and one reason only: Because he believed in God!
Because Abraham believed in God, “Righteousness was “Credited” to him.

Illustration: Imagine the following situation with me:  What if Pastor Bob was taken in to court on charges of being a “sinner.”  What if the penalty for my crimes were death?  I hope some of you would come and put in a good word for me to the judge!!!

Also image that God Himself is the Judge:  When the judge looks at me and says, “Pastor Bob, how do you plead, guilty or not guilty.  My response would be very simple.  I would look at the judge in the courtroom and say, “your honor, I am guilty as charged.” 

But before the judge sentences me to death, my lawyer steps forward as my “Advocate.”  Do you know who my lawyer is?

Jesus Christ!!!

I no longer have to say anything.  Jesus steps forwards and says the following.  Yes your honor, (Father) it is true, Pastor Bob is indeed a sinner. 

However, Father, I died for him on the cross and rose from the dead. Pastor Bob has put his faith and trust in Me and all that I have done for him on the Cross. Pastor Bob is a believer. I died for him, and he has accepted Me as his substitute." 

      The Lord God turns to me and says, "Pastor Bob, is that true?" 

      I will respond to God with, "Yes your honor! That is the truth. I am claiming the shed blood of Jesus Christ to cleanse me of all my sins. I have put my faith in Jesus to save me for all eternity. This is what You have promised in Your Word. Jesus said, 'For God so loved the world (and this includes Pastor Bob), that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.'" 

      The Lord God responds: "Acquitted! By order of this court I demand that Pastor Bob be set free. The price has been paid by My Son, Jesus Christ."

      Furthermore, Pastor Bob gets to go home in heaven and live with the Judge!
In Conclusion:
When it comes to salvation, faith and works are mutually exclusive. 

If you want to attempt to be saved by works, then have at it. Go to Sunday School, get baptized, give your money, live by the Golden Rule, be a good citizen, give to the United Way, follow the Ten Commandments, do your best every single day. In the end, I believe you will be disappointed. If that’s your decision, then you have to live with the consequences.

But if you want to be saved by faith, then cling to Jesus Christ and to him alone.  When it comes to salvation, you can have faith … or you can have works, but you can’t have them both.  Faith Rules!!!
The Bible says that Abraham believed in God. Have you ever done that? Have you ever believed what God has said about his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ?

1. That Jesus is the only Savior of the world.
2. That Jesus came from heaven for you.
3. That Jesus died on the cross paying the price for your sins.
Let’s Pray, Lord, if there is one here who is relying on good works to find salvation, remind them salvation is free. John 3:16 “For God so loved the world that he gave His only begotten son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” Amen.

Words of Wisdom: GRACE = God's Riches At Christ's Expense.
Benediction:  May the strength of God direct us; May the wisdom of God instruct us, May the hand of God protect us, May the love of God bless us until we meet again. Amen.
 
