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Hero of the Faith
Romans 4:1–8, 13–17

1 What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the
flesh? 2 For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but
not before God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it
was counted to him as righteousness.” 4 Now to the one who works, his wages are
not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And to the one who does not work but believes
in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness, 6 just as David
also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from
works: 7 “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are
covered; 8 blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin.”

13 For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the
world did not come through the law but through the righteousness of faith. 14 For if
it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is
void. 15 For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression.
16 That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and
be guaranteed to all his offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the
one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the father of us all, 17 as it is written, “I
have made you the father of many nations”—in the presence of the God in whom he
believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not
exist.

You all know about Abraham.  He was the father of many nations.  God told him he
would be.  And he believed it.  I suppose it would make sense.  If you were a young adult
and someone told you that you would have a lot of descendants, you could probably
believe that.  But you know what the problem was, right?  Abraham was not a young man. 
When God first promised to give him a son, he was 75 years old.  His wife was 65.  This
was when God called him to depart from the city of Haran and go to the land of Canaan. 
And it seems that whole “have a son” thing was not necessarily out of the question for
them, because there’s no mention that Abraham had any concerns about the promise
being fulfilled.  So, it’s easy to conclude on these grounds that Abraham certainly had faith
in the promises of God.
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And, eventually, God’s promises held true and Abraham and Sarah were given the
gift of a son.  But it was hardly a straight line from God’s first promise to the fulfillment.  And
we see from the record that Abraham’s faith was not always something to be proud of.

When Abraham and Sarah traveled through Egypt, he was afraid that the Egyptians
would kill him on account of her beauty.  So, already he was doubting that God would fulfill
the promise.  I mean, it’s kind of hard to sire a child when you’re dead.

And when God repeats the promise in Genesis 15, Abraham complains that his only
heir at the time was a servant by the name of Eliezer of Damascus.  Complaining at God
is not a great sign of faith.  Just saying.

In the next chapter Sarah gets frustrated that God hasn’t fulfilled His promise and
decides to take matters into her own hands – or, rather, into her servant’s hands – and
figures that if Abraham has a child by Hagar, that would get them their son and they could
– I don’t know – let God off the hook?  Adultery isn’t a great sign of faith, either, by the way.

Later, when God repeated the promise again, Abraham laughed and fell on his face,
incredulous that anyone would suggest that he – at a hundred years old – and his wife –
who was 90 – would have a son.  Need I say that scoffing at God isn’t a sign of great faith? 
After this God visited him and reiterated the promise, this time saying that within a year the
promise would be fulfilled.  And it was.

Well, in the midst of all of that, there’s the simple verse that Paul quotes in today’s
Epistle.  After Abraham complains that his only heir is his servant, God takes him outside
and shows him the wonder of the heavens, challenging him to number the stars.  “That’s
how many offspring you’re going to have,” God told him.  And Abraham believed the LORD,
and it was counted to him as righteousness (Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:3b).

Now, Paul uses this verse to make a very important point: A gift is a gift, which
means it comes free of charge without having to be earned.   Wages are not a gift; they’re
earned.  You work hard for your wages, presumably.  If your boss wants to give you a gift
for Christmas, it should be something above and beyond your regular pay.  If it isn’t, it’s not
a gift.

The same is true for righteousness.  Righteousness is a gift from God to you.  It
comes through faith by which the righteousness earned by Christ in His suffering and death
is imputed to you.  If our righteousness came by way of the Law – by our keeping of the
Law of God – then it would be something we earned and not a gift.  But righteousness is
not earned by us, nor could it be.  Apart from Christ – who had the benefit of also being
God – no human being is capable of the perfection required to receive righteousness by

way of the Law.  The righteousness of God is created in us ex nihilo – out of nothing – just
as God created the heavens and the earth, simply by the word of His mouth, as the one
“who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist” (v. 17b).
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And, of course, you would expect Him to do this for a hero of the Faith like Abraham. 
He did it for others, as well.  Hebrews 11 echoes the words of Paul in Romans 4, saying,
“By faith we understand that the universe was created by the word of God, so that what is
seen was not made out of things that are visible” (Heb. 11:3).  And in that context it then
lists some of the great heroes of the Faith, who believed in the miraculous creative power
of God.  There was Abel, who offered to God a more acceptable sacrifice than his brother
Cain; Enoch, who was taken directly to heaven so that he might not see death; Noah, who
built the ark for the saving of his household and all the animals of the earth; also mentioned
are Sarah, Jacob, Joseph, and Moses, as well Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David,
and Samuel.  Now, I think you’ll agree with me that that’s quite a list.

But, did you notice something about the people on that list?  Every one of them was
a sinful human being.  We already pointed this out concerning Abraham and Sarah.  But
think about this: Noah got drunk; Jacob – whose name means “supplanter” – was a
cheater and deceiver; Moses committed murder; Gideon doubted God; and Samson and
David couldn’t keep their hands off the ladies.  And, even though we don’t know the exact
histories of the others mentioned, we know from our own life experience that they, too,
being sinful human beings just like us, struggled with their sin.  The disciples in Jesus’ day
had issues, too.  In Matthew 17(:17) Jesus calls them faithless and twisted and asks the
rhetorical question: “How much longer am I going to have to put up with you?”

Think about it: Peter denied Him; they all abandoned Him (except John); Paul
started out as Saul, a murderer and persecutor of Christians; and later, as Paul, he had to
confront both Peter and James, who were saying that the Gentiles needed to adhere to the
Jewish Ceremonial law in order to become Christians (Gal. 2:11-14).  And, of course, you’ll
remember the time that Jesus looked right at Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan!”
(Matt. 16:23).  So, all of these at one time or another had a crisis of faith.  They were not
the paragons that we sometimes consider them to have been.  Yet God used them in
mighty ways to accomplish His work.

Now, what does this say about you?  Can you be a sinful human being and yet be

used by God as a hero of the Faith?  How can it be otherwise?  So often we set these
heroes on a pedestal, supposing that they had some kind spiritual super powers.  The
reality is that they were just people like you and me, with the same kind of spiritual
challenges.

So don’t think of yourself as a second class Christian.  Abraham was no more saved
by a super faith than you or I.  We tend to get a kind of spiritual inferiority complex when
we read about the remarkable things God has done and is doing through others, and we
don’t see the remarkable things He may be doing in and through us.  We tend to focus
more on our spiritual weaknesses than we do our strengths.  I’m no exception.  There are
days when, if you asked me when my last crisis of faith was, I’d have to check my watch. 
That’s part of being human; our faith is fickle and is in constant need of strengthening and
correcting.  Thankfully, God has provided a way for this to happen.
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When Abraham went off the rails, God stepped in to get him back on track.  When
he complained that his only heir was Eliezer, his servant, “the word of the LORD came to
him” to correct him (Gen. 15:4a).  And, as further proof of His faithfulness and to bolster
Abraham’s faith, God made a sacrifice and covenant with Abraham, promising to give his
descendants peace and a home [Gen. 15:7-21].

Do we have any such things from God to correct and strengthen our faith?  We do,
indeed.  They’re called the Means of Grace.  On the one hand, the Word of the Lord comes
to us in the sacred scriptures, reminding us of God’s precious promises of life and
salvation.  On the other hand, we have the sacrifice and covenant that He has made with
us, sending His own Son to be the atoning Sacrifice for our sins, giving us in the Holy
Sacrament the very body and blood sacrificed for us, and promising everlasting peace and
the homeland of heaven to all who believe.

So, be encouraged, dear Christian.  God didn’t stop working in you when He called
you to faith.  He is continuing to grow and strengthen your faith through the Means given
for that purpose – His blessed Word and Sacraments.  Avail yourselves of them, beloved,
for through them He gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not
exist [v. 17b], even your faith.  In the name of the Father and of the T Son and of the Holy
Spirit.  Amen
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