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Justification: 
Why Must it Be by Faith? 

Romans 4:13-16 
 
LTS:  Genesis 17:1-8 
 
To seek the righteousness of God by law is to cancel the saving promise of God. 
 
I want to invite you to take your bible and turn with me to Roman 4 and we will be reading for 
13-16. 
Read Rom. 4:13-16 
 

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,  

 

He who has ears, let him hear: 
 
     Every year Jews in America celebrate Rosh Hashana – the Jewish new year. It is a high 
tradition and celebration of Jewish people around the world. And every year Christian groups 
like the Southern Baptist Convention publish an open letter calling all Christians to pray 
throughout this holiday that Jewish people would hear the gospel, repent of their sin, believe in 
Jesus and be saved.  
      This never goes over well in the Jewish community. In response to the Christian call to 
prayer, Jewish leaders tend to respond by publicly declaring that calls for Jewish conversion is 
the height of arrogance. And they often quote Abraham Heschel, one of the leading Jewish-
American theologians, who has declared that Christians should abandon the idea that Jews must 
be converted.1    

                                                 
1 John Piper, audio sermon on Rom. 4:13-15. Available on the Desiring God website. 



     But this kind of response is nothing new. The apostle Paul, who was himself a converted Jew, 
faced this kind of opposition nearly every time he preached.  
      The Jewish skeptics in Paul’s day found it impossible to believe that God would declare a 
person righteous in His sight apart from anything other than obedience to God’s law. So, when 
Paul came to town preaching Justification by Faith, it sounded to them like arrogance and 
heresy! It struck them as something new. But the doctrine of justification by faith alone wasn’t 
new.  
     The gospel of salvation by grace alone through faith alone was NO innovation. In fact, this 
gospel is older than the law itself. Four Hundred and thirty years older, to be exact.2 And 
everywhere Paul traveled he preached it and had the privilege of seeing it transform the hearts of 
many thousands of people – Jews and Gentiles alike.  
      
     The gospel of Jesus Christ announces to sinners that ungodly men and women are declared 
righteous (i.e. Justified) not by virtue of their Jewishness; not by tradition; not by religious 
ceremony, not by good works, not by circumcision, and not even by keeping the law. Rather, 
justification is something that God freely bestows as a gift of grace that can be received only by 
the empty hand of faith. “For [Paul says 3:28] we maintain that one is justified by faith apart 
from the works of the law.”  
      This morning we take our fourth step into chapter 4 of Paul’s letter to the mostly Jewish 
believers in the church in Rome.  
      To prove to his readers that the gospel is not new, he points them (and us) to Moses’s record 
of the testimony of Abraham in Gen 15:6 where we learn that “Abraham (a former idolater and, 
dare I say it, a wife-abuser) believed God and it was counted to him as righteousness.  
     Also, Paul points to King David (4:6), who was famous NOT only as a man after God’s own 
heart, but as a man who had sinned egregiously NOT only against Bathsheba but against her 
husband whom David had killed to cover up his crime. But it was this same David who, in Psalm 
32, rejoices in God who did not count his sins against him but rather forgave, counting him 
righteous by faith.  
    Then, beginning with verse 9, Paul reveals that Since Abraham was a Gentile when God 
declared him righteous, he is rightly called the “Father” of all Gentiles who believe.  
      Also, because it was from this one man, Abraham, that God’s chosen people, would come 
into the world, He became the “Father” of all Jews who believe as well. So, whether you are a 
believing Jew or a believing Gentile, Abraham is your father by faith. This is where we ended 
last week. 
      Picking up Paul’s train of thought now in verse 13 we read,  
 

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.  
 

                                                 
2 Galatians 3:17. 



     Now, what does Paul mean when he calls Abraham heir of the world? Well, to answer that 
question we need to focus on the word “Promise.”  
Turn with me to Genesis 15 . This is where Moses famously says, 
“And Abraham believed God and it was counted to him as righteousness.”  
 
     The question we should ask is, what exactly did Abraham believe? Answer: He believed 
God’s promise. What was His promise? Well, actually it was a promise that contained a small 
constellation of promises.  
 

1. First: God promised Abraham a son in his old age.  
Read Gen, 15:1-4 
After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: “Fear not, 
Abram, I am your shield; your very great reward.” 2 But Abram said, “O Lord 
GOD, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is 
Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 And Abram said, “Behold, you have given me no 
offspring, and a member of my household will be my heir.” 4 And behold, the 
word of the LORD came to him: “This man shall not be your heir; your very own 
son shall be your heir.”  

  So God promised Abraham a son. 
 

2. Second: God promised a Multitude 
• Read 15:5-6 

And [God] brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven, and number the 
stars, if you are able to number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your 
offspring be.” 6 And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as 
righteousness.  
 
In other words, God promised to do for Abraham something that could not 
possibly be done, and Abraham believed the promise. So, his faith was counted as 
righteousness. This is the historic and theological ground of… 

         
  v. 6 Justification by faith 

 
Immediately after the first two promises… 
 

3. Third: God Promised a Land. 
• Read 15:7 

 And Yahweh said to him, “I am the LORD who brought you out from Ur 
of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess.”  
 
But there was a 4th promise: 
 

4. God Promised a multitude of nations 
 

Read 17:4,   “Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of 
nations.  



 
17:5-6  No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have 
made you the father of a multitude of nations. 6 I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will 
make you into nations, and kings shall come from you.  

 
     What did Abraham believe when God counted him righteous. Well, he believed God would 
give him a son and that his son would become as numerous as the stars in the sky. That from him 
there would come a multitude of nations, and they will possess a specific land. 
 
     Humanly speaking there was no chance that Abraham and Sarah would ever have a son, let 
alone produce multitudes or people. Nevertheless, Abraham didn’t respond in unbelief.  He 
believed God’s promise. 
    He must have already known something about God. He must have known that if God is God 
he must be… 
 
     …. Omniscient (Knows all things) 
     ….. Omnipotent. (can do all things) 
     .… Sovereign (rules over all  things) 
     …Trust worthy (He keeps His promises). 
 
     Let there be no mistake. Abraham was a sinner. He was “ungodly” in the sense that all people 
are ungodly at heart. But when God revealed his sovereign plan, Abraham believed and God 
counted it as righteousness.  
 
     And sure enough, God made good on his promises.  
 

1. Abraham had his very own son when he was 100 years old, and his name was Isaac 
(“laughter).  

2. From Abraham came a multitude of physical descendants.  
a. The Jews were descendants of Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, whose name God 

change to Israel.  
b. The fulfillment of this promise is evident in the book of Exodus.  In the very first 

paragraph of that book we read, “But [in Egypt] the people of Israel were fruitful 
and increased greatly; they multiplied and became exceedingly strong.  
 

3. Abraham’s descendants were also given the land God promised. 
a. We see the fulfillment of this promise in the book of Joshua. With God’s help 

they concurred the land of Canaan.  
 

4. Also, Abraham had another son, Ishmael who became the father of all the Arab nations.  
 

5. Not only that, but Abraham also had spiritual descendants. As we learned from Paul last 



week, these descendants include all Jewish men and women who are justified by the 
same kind of faith as Abraham AND all Gentiles who are justified by the same kind of 
faith as Abraham. 
 

6. Not only that, but God also promised (Gen. 12:3) that through Abraham, all the families 
of the earth will be blessed.  
 

7. Now, we don’t have time to go deep into this teaching, but we can’t touch on this verse 
without fast-forwarding to Gal. 3:16 where, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Paul 
explains  
(Gal 3:16) that…  
 
“The promises were made to Abraham and to his seed (offspring).” And then Paul 
clarifies, saying, “It does not say ‘and to his seeds’ referring to many, but referring to 
One. ‘And to your seed, who is Christ. 
 

8. We should note here that, that this verse is one of the reasons we say we believe in the 
Verbal Plenary Inspiration of Scripture. That is, we not only believe that the words were 
inspired, but that even the Tense, Voice, and Mood are inspired.  
 
   In this verse, Paul’s argument hinges on whether or not an “s” is at the end of the word 
making it singular or plural. Paul is arguing that it wasn’t Abraham’s “seeds” 
(descendants) but a “Seed” singular to whom the promise was made namely– Christ.  
 

9. If we had time, we would go all the way back to the beginning of Genesis where, after 
Adam and Eve sinned, God promised a seed (a future son of Eve) who would crush the 
serpent’s head and be man’s savior. This is that same seed God promised Abraham, and 
the same Seed mentioned by Paul in Gal. 3, – namely; Jesus Christ, the author of our 
salvation.    For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son, that whoever 
believes in Him will not perish but have everlasting life.” 
 

10. You see, it is through Jesus Christ, Son of Eve; son of Abraham; Son of Mary; son of 
God that all the world would be blessed.   And Paul adds in Gal. 3:39,  
 

11. “And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to promise.   
10, You see, at the beginning of his story, Abraham was concerned that he would have no 
heir. But in the end, he became heir of a whole world of people from every nation, kindred, 
tribe and tongue, through faith in Jesus. 

 
11, Paul’s concern in this passage, however, is that   
 
No One gets to be this kind of heir of Abraham by law.  
 
Again, let’s read v. Rom. 4:13. 



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. 
  

12, From there, Paul explains why justification cannot come by law. Why could  God’s 
promises NOT be realized by law-keeping but only by faith. 

 
13.  I see six reasons in this text. Three are negative and three are positive.  So, let’s look at 
each in order starting with the negatives: 
 

14. Why must justification be by faith rather than law? 
   

I. Because Law Nullifies faith: 
Read (v. 14) 

For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null….  
1. Now when Paul speaks of the adherents of the law, he’s talking about people who think 

they can be justified in God’s sight by law-keeping. That is, by keeping the 10 
commandments, the manifold commandments in the Tora, and even the two-fold 
commandments; namely, to love the Lord your God with all your heart and your neighbor 
as yourself. 
  

2. Paul is saying that if you hope that you will be able to obey your way into heaven, faith is 
nullified. Think of it this way. Law and faith are opposites. You can’t have it both ways. 
You will either approach (your salvation, your justification in God’s sight) as something 
that you earn by your effort, OR you will receive it by faith. There is no middle ground. 
The one will always cancel out the other. 
 

3. Law and faith cannot coexist. It’s like attempting to light a match under water. No matter 
how vigorously you strike the match, the water will always smother the spark.    

4. Another way to say it is that you will either trust in yourself to obtain what God requires 
for salvation or you will trust in God to provide what you need freely by his grace.  

5.  
6. But if you choose the option of going it alone and attempting to earn justification by 

sheer determination, self-discipline, and self-righteousness, you nullify the faith that 
alone can justify. 
 

II. Law Voids God’s Promise 
 

1. Look at v. 14 again:    
14 For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void.  
 



2. Galatians 3:18 reads,  
For if the inheritance comes by the law, it no longer comes by promise; but God gave it 
to Abraham by a promise.  
 

3. Once again, you can’t have it both ways. Law-keeping is always an attempt to earn God’s 
favor – His acquittal – His declaration of being right with God. But that is the very opposite of 
receiving it as a promise. But God gave the inheritance to Abraham by means of a promise.  
4. You see, beloved, if God’s promise of justification is only available to those who keep the law 
perfectly,  NO One will get it. Why? Because, as James says,  

James. 2:10  “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become guilty 
of all of it.”  

 
7. Illustration: If your car had recently died and I happened to have a brand new car, and I 

came to you and say, Friend, I promise to give you this beautiful, brand new car (with a 
10 year bumper to bumper warrantee intact).  The only thing you have to do is swim to 
the bottom of my pool and hold your breath for 20 minutes.  Listen,  that kind of promise 
is worthless, because no one could do it. No one could meet the condition.  
 

6. When it comes to justification, there is nothing you can do to earn it. So, law-keeping cannot 
be part of the equation.  
7. The third reason Justification Cannot be by law… 
 

III. The Law brings wrath: 
1.  Look at verse 15. The first words are, “For the law brings wrath.” 
2. The irony of this point is that while it seems like human beings are hard-wired to think they 
must earn God’s acceptance by keeping the law, the bible teaches that the law was never 
designed to justify anyone. To the contrary, the Law of God condemns. It brings wrath.  
 
3. Galatians 3:10  “For all who rely on works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, 
“Cursed is everyone who does not abide by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do 
them.” 
4. Someone will say, “Well then, if the law of God is not the moral standard for attaining 
justification, what’s it for?   Well, it’s actually there are two purposes. Frist, it was designed to 
reveal or expose sin.  

A.  Rom. 7:7 …if it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin. 
B. Rom. 3:20 “For by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since 

through the law comes knowledge of sin. 
C. 1 Tim. 1:9 (this is important) 

“Understanding this, that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and 



disobedient, for the ungodly and sinners, for the unholy and profane…”  
D. You see, the Law cannot not justify sinners. It can only tell you that you are a sinner and 

guilty in the eyes of God. 
   

E. Clearly, the Law is used of the Lord to show a sinner why they need a Savior, but it has 
no power to save. 

F. Notice (15) Paul says, “The law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no 
transgression.  

a. Transgression3 refers to overstepping a boundary, and thus for breaking a clearly 
defined commandment. If there is no transgression, there is no need of salvation. 
Law shows us where we stand, but it does not save us.3 

G. And this was the personal experience of the Apostle Paul. Paul tried very hard to be 
saved by the law but he failed miserably. Having been snatched by Christ as a brand from 
the fire, he now understood that the law produces wrath. It condemns the Sinner, and 
pronounces a curse on all those who do not comply perfectly with its demands.4 

H. But this is where we get to hear the good news. You see, while the Law was designed to 
expose our sin, increase our guilt and condemns us to the wrath we have earned, Gal. 
3:13 tells us,   

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for 
it is written, “Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.  

 
5. My friends, this is the Gospel. Namely, that the wrath you deserve for sins you have 

committed are laid upon Jesus in your place. His substitutionary sacrifice is for you if you 
will humble yourself, confess that you need it, and receive it by faith. 
 

6. Well, theses are the three negative reasons why we cannot be justified in the eyes of God by 
keeping the law.   

 
• Law Nullifies Grace 
• Law voids Promise 
• Law Brings Wrath 

 
But Paul also offers some positive reasons for why justification must be by faith.  
 

 
Positive Reasons Why Justification must be by Faith Alone: 
 

                                                 
 
3 Leon Morris, The Epistle to the Romans, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, 
England: W.B. Eerdmans; Inter-Varsity Press, 1988), 207. 
4 William Hendriksen, Exposition of Paul’s epistle to the Romans, New Testament Commentary, Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, Baker Book House, 1980), 155  

https://ref.ly/logosres/pntcrom?ref=Bible.Ro4.15&off=649&ctx=d+quite+compelling.+%7ETransgression%EF%BB%BF63%EF%BB%BF+is


I. So it will be by grace: 
1. Look at verse 16. Paul writes, 

“That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace…”  
 

2. Romans 11:6 tells us “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works; otherwise 
grace would no longer be grace.  

A. Do you understand what he is saying? Paul is stating the obvious here. He’s saying, 
its either grace or its works. So don’t point to the religious works you do to earn favor 
with God and call it grace. That’s Not Grace! 
 

B. Grace is when you get something you don’t deserve. It is when you are blessed with 
something good even when you deserve something bad. Grace is often referred to as 
unmerited favor. But if it is unmerited, it cannot be earned. 

  
C. As we saw earlier, faith and works exist in opposition to one another. The one will 

cancel out the other. On the other hand, Faith meshes perfectly with Grace. In fact, 
God requires faith because he desires to bless you with grace. And the only way to 
receive his grace is with the empty hand of Faith.  

 
D. So, Justification is by faith so that it will be by grace. Second… 

 
3. Justification must be by Faith 
 
 

II. So It Can Be Guaranteed.  
 
1. Again (16) “So that it may rest on grace and be guaranteed…” 

A. Now clearly if our justification is available to sinners by virtue of our law-keeping 
and self effort, then there is nothing sure and stable about it.  
 

B. When was the last time you had a truly righteous thought or did something that you 
thought was really righteous. How long did it take before you fell into 
unrighteousness again. Not very long! 
 

C. You see, if your justification depends on you, there are no guarantees… except that 
you will break the law again and remain unjustified in God’s sight. 

 
D. However, if justification is rooted in the gracious heart and work of God who never 

changes, who chose us from before the foundation of the world, then we know that 
our justification is guaranteed.  

 
E. AS Paul says in Ephesians 2, “For by grace you have been saved, through faith, and 

that Not of yourselves, it is the gift of God lest anyone boast. 
  
F. You see, because our justification comes to us by God’s sovereign grace, our 

justification is guaranteed. And that status before Him can never change.  



G. Finally, the third positive reason why our justification must be by faith is.. 
 

III. So it can be for everyone.  
 
1. Look with me at v. 16 once again. The second half of the verse read, “Rom. 4:16  
 
…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.” 

A. In other words, all those who are Jewish and have believed in Jesus as their Messiah, and 
all the Gentiles who also believe in the Messiah. These are the sons of Abraham by faith, 
and heirs by faith. 
 

B. Abraham is the spiritual Father of all who believe. And none of those who have been 
justified – Jew or Gentile – are justified by adhering to the law. And frankly, the 
Gentiles never had the law.  But that’s O.K. because, when Abraham was counted 
righteous by God, he too was a Gentile. As we learned last week, he was justified by 
faith at least 14 years before God told him to be circumcised. And because of that, He 
stands as the Spiritual Father of all who believe in Jesus, having been justified by grace 
alone, through faith alone, by the grace of God alone.  

 
 
To seek the righteousness of God by law is to cancel the saving promise of God. 

 
 
 


