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Romans 4:5-8 

 

Exposition of Romans – Lesson 18 

 
Introduction: 
 
     The Apostle Paul in Romans 4:1-8 has used two Jewish figures that the Hebrew people 
look up to and hold in the greatest of respect. One lived prior to the Law and the second 
lived during the Law. First Paul uses the case of Abraham, as cited in verses one and two, as 
the illustration and proof through Old Testament Scripture that the gospel method of 
Justification is by faith alone, apart from works or the deeds of the Law.  

      “Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Jesus Christ, 
even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not 
by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified” (KJV - Galatians 
2:16). Verses one and two of Romans 4, Paul makes the profound statement clear in that it 
occurred prelaw. David Steele writes: “If Abraham, the father of the Jews according to the 
flesh, had been justified by works (personal righteousness) he would have had grounds for 
boasting. But Abraham had no such ground for boasting, for he, like all other men, was sinful 
and without personal righteousness” (Steele, Romans – An Interpretive Outline; 1963, Page 
28). 

     Let us read Romans 4:1-4 to lay the ground work for the Apostle Paul’s case here for the 
doctrine of imputation, justification by faith alone apart from works or deeds of the Law.  
 
 
Romans 4:1-4 

1 What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found? 

2 For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God. 

3 For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for 
righteousness. 

4 Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. 
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     How many times have you heard people say in your life “well, in my opinion” or how 
about this one “in my book”. The amazing thing about most people that use those terms is 
that they’ve actually never written a book, nor published an article on the matter. Their 
opinion is exactly that, an opinion. Paul doesn’t do that, but he does use his book in verse 
three to get the point across. As this should be every Christian’s book regardless of their 
opinions. “For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to 
him as righteousness.”” (ESV – Romans 4:3). That’s Paul book, the Old Testament Scriptures.  
 
     “Paul passes by all human opinion and goes straight to “the very words of God”” (Cottrell, 
Romans – The College Press NIV Commentary; 2005, Page 158). MacArthur states: “Paul 
uses the model of Abraham to prove justification by faith alone because the Jews held him up 
as the supreme example of a righteous man. The quotation of Genesis 15:6, is one of the 
clearest statements in all Scripture about justification. Abraham was a man of faith. Faith is 
not a meritorious work. Abraham did nothing to accumulate it; God simply credited it to him. 
God took His own righteousness and credited it to Abraham as if it were actually his. This God 
did because Abraham believed in Him” (MacArthur, The MacArthur Study Bible Notes; 2006, 
page 1666). 
 
     My friend let us not forget in our pride and own self-righteousness verse number four.  
“Now to him that worketh, the reward is not reckoned as of grace, but as of debt” (ASV – 
Romans 4:4). Dr. Leon Morris writes concerning verse four; “Paul proceeds to contrast the 
way of works with the way of grace. When anyone works, his wage is his as a right; it belongs 
to him. It is not reckoned as a gift” (Morris, The Epistle to the Romans – Commentary; 1988, 
Page 197). 
 
     If justification was by works, we would have boasting rights, and it would be out of debt 
because God would owe it to us because of what we did. Therefore the cross would have 
served absolutely no purpose whatsoever. You might think that is a pretty strong 
statement, well what did Paul say about that? “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no 
longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith 
in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me. 21 I do not set aside the grace of God; 
for if righteousness comes through the law, then Christ died in vain.” (NKJV – Galatians 2:20-
21). 
 
     Salvation, justification is counted, credited, reckoned or imputed by faith alone, apart 
from the Law. Just as Paul has shown us and just as the Old Testament teaches. All by His 
grace through faith in Him alone, apart from works or deeds of the Law as seen in the life of 
Abraham. Now let us read the complete text, and deal with all these verses together, to see 
what benefits this justification by faith brings with it. The rich full blessings of God, because 
Salvation is of the LORD, Amen!  
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Romans 4:1-8 

1 What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found? 

2 For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God. 

3 For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for 
righteousness. 

4 Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. 

     Now for our key lesson text, Romans 4:5-8. 

5 But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is 
counted for righteousness. 

6 Even as David also describeth the blessedness of the man, unto whom God imputeth 
righteousness without works, 

7 Saying, Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered. 

8 Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin. 

     Alva J. McClain writes concerning verse five. “Paul rules out all works. Righteousness is not 
“to him that worketh,” but it is “to him that worketh not.” He is the man whom God justifies, 
even though he is an ungodly man. That was a new thought to the Jews about their father 
Abraham” (McClain, Romans – The Gospel of God’s Grace; 1973, Page 114). This passage 
does not teach a license to sin, this text is only speaking of the practical doctrine of 
justification by faith alone. Works will always follow true justification by faith. But that 
person is not justified by those works, but by faith alone.  

     Paul begins with Abraham the father of the Jewish national family, then he moves to 
David, the father of the Jewish royal family. Abraham lived before the Law, David lived 
during the Law. “But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the 
ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness, 6 just as David also speaks of the blessing on the 
man to whom God credits righteousness apart from works:” (NASB – Romans 4:5-6). 

     Dr. John Philips brings out a very good point here concerning David. “The case of David is 
far different from that of Abraham. Here Paul quotes from Psalm 32, which was written by 
David after the public exposure of his secret sins (II Samuel 11-12). In connection with 
Bathsheba, David had coveted, committed adultery, and murdered, breaking three of the Ten 
Commandments. His seduction of Bathsheba and his camouflaged murder of Uriah exposed 
David to the death penalty on two counts, and according to the strict letter of the Mosaic law, 
there was no hope for him. The sacrificial system of the Old Testament made no provision for 
willful sin” (Phillips, Exploring Romans – An Expository Commentary; 2002, Page 78-79). 
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     What does Paul say of David? “So also David pronounces a blessing upon the man to whom 
God reckons righteousness apart from works:” (RSV – Romans 4:6). What is it that David is 
speaking of here? The imputation of righteousness and the non-imputation of sin.  

     “Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. 2 Blessed is the man 
unto whom the LORD imputeth not iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile. 3 When I kept 
silence, my bones waxed old through my roaring all the day long. 4 For day and night thy hand 
was heavy upon me: my moisture is turned into the drought of summer. Selah. 5 I acknowledge 
my sin unto thee, and mine iniquity have I not hid. I said, I will confess my transgressions unto 
the LORD; and thou forgavest the iniquity of my sin. Selah. 

      For this shall every one that is godly pray unto thee in a time when thou mayest be found: 
surely in the floods of great waters they shall not come nigh unto him. 7 Thou art my hiding 
place; thou shalt preserve me from trouble; thou shalt compass me about with songs of 
deliverance. Selah. 8 I will instruct thee and teach thee in the way which thou shalt go: I will 
guide thee with mine eye. 9 Be ye not as the horse, or as the mule, which have no 
understanding: whose mouth must be held in with bit and bridle, lest they come near unto 
thee. 

     Many sorrows shall be to the wicked: but he that trusteth in the LORD, mercy shall compass 
him about. 11 Be glad in the LORD, and rejoice, ye righteous: and shout for joy, all ye that are 
upright in heart” (KJV - Psalm 32:1-11). 

     Blessed is he whose transgression are forgiven, whose sin is covered. “David deliberately 
broke the law. He didn’t do it ignorantly. He knew what he did, and he was forgiven” (McGee, 
Thru the Bible Commentary Series, Volume 42; 1991, Page 81). 

     David, under the provisions made by the Law had no escape for his sin. There was no 
sacrifice available. Yet he acknowledged his sins before God with faith. David lived under 
the law and he had a better understanding of the doctrine of justification than most Baptist 
do today. He knew that justification was by faith alone.  

     Yet that fellowship had been broken, because David knew that against the LORD he had 
sinned. Romans 4:7 is a direct quote from Psalm 32. When David was brought to 
repentance and confessed his sin, the fellowship was restored. He did not lose his salvation, 
however, he had lost the joy and the fullness of salvation because of sin. “But if we walk in 
the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus 
Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin. 8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, 
and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, 
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we say that we have not sinned, we make him 
a liar, and his word is not in us” (KJV – I John 1:7-10). 
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     Here is David’s cry from Psalm 51: 

     “Have mercy upon me, O God, according to thy loving kindness: according unto the 
multitude of thy tender mercies blot out my transgressions” (KJV – Psalm 51:1). David cries 
out to God for mercy. According to His grace, not David’s works, or good deeds. Not even 
because of a sacrifice for his actions, because there was no acceptable sacrifice under the 
Law.  

     “Wash me throughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. 3 For I acknowledge 
my transgressions: and my sin is ever before me” (KJV – Psalm 51:2-3). David is giving his 
penitential prayer here, asking for the LORD to cleanse his sin. He confessed his sin, he 
didn’t sweep it under the rug and let it fester up to rob him of his joy. 

     “Against thee, thee only, have I sinned, and done this evil in thy sight: that thou mightest be 
justified when thou speakest, and be clear when thou judgest” (KJV – Psalm 51:4). David had 
wronged Uriah, yet his broken heart confessed that the sin was against the LORD - Against 
thee, thee only, have I sinned. 

     “Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me” (KJV – Psalm 51:5). 
It is here that David acknowledges his depravity. “David acknowledged that his sin was not 
God’s fault in any way. Rather the source of David’s sin was a fallen, sinful disposition, his 
since conception” (MacArthur, The MacArthur Study Bible Notes; 2006, page 776). 

     “ Behold, thou desirest truth in the inward parts: and in the hidden part thou shalt make me 
to know wisdom. 7 Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean: wash me, and I shall be whiter 
than snow” (KJV – Psalm 51:6-7). David has a desire to be purged, to be clean, to be pure. He 
realizes if the LORD does this he shall be whiter than snow. Notice David is not trusting in 
himself to clean this transgression up, but he is counting on the LORD by faith to perform 
this act.  

     “Make me to hear joy and gladness; that the bones which thou hast broken may rejoice. 
9 Hide thy face from my sins, and blot out all mine iniquities. 10 Create in me a clean heart, O 
God; and renew a right spirit within me. 11 Cast me not away from thy presence; and take not 
thy holy spirit from me. 12 Restore unto me the joy of thy salvation; and uphold me with thy 
free spirit” [KJV – Psalm 51:8-12). After at least 9 ½ months, David is brought to repentance 
and confesses his sin. David is not asking the LORD to restore unto him salvation, but the 
joy of thy salvation.  

     David is asking for a clean heart and a right spirit. He is pleading with the LORD not to let 
His Spirit depart him for good like it did king Saul. David vows then once this fellowship is 
restored; “Then will I teach transgressors thy ways; and sinners shall be converted unto thee” 
(KJV – Psalm 51:13).  
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      “Deliver me from blood guiltiness, O God, thou God of my salvation: and my tongue shall sing 
aloud of thy righteousness. 15 O Lord, open thou my lips; and my mouth shall shew forth thy 
praise” (KJV – Psalm 51:14-15). David is pleading to God here in this penitent prayer to be 
restored back to fellowship with the LORD. His prayer is that of sacrifice.  

     “For thou desirest not sacrifice; else would I give it: thou delightest not in burnt offering. 
17 The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit: a broken and a contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not 
despise” (KJV – Psalm 51:16-17). There was no sacrifice for David’s premeditated murder 
and planned adulterous act. Yet he did have a sacrifice. His sacrifice was that of a broken 
spirit and a contrite heart.  

    “Do good in thy good pleasure unto Zion: build thou the walls of Jerusalem. 19 Then shalt 
thou be pleased with the sacrifices of righteousness, with burnt offering and whole burnt 
offering: then shall they offer bullocks upon thine altar” (KJV – Psalm 51:18-19). It is not 
until true repentance in faith is exercised will God be pleased with any sacrifice, praise or 
worship. Once the servant is sanctified, then the praise and worship sacrifices will be 
accepted. Paul said in Romans three; Being justified freely by his grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus. Well my friend this is what real grace, real faith, real 
repentance will do.  

Romans 4:4 

4 Now to him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. 

     Paul was a very logical thinker. Dr. James Montgomery Boice notes: “when we come to 
chapter four of Romans we have two big problems - 1) We like the new better than the old; 2) 
We dislike rational proofs” (Boice, Romans Expositional Commentary Series, Volume 1; 
2006, Page 429).  

     Up to this point Paul draws upon two rational conclusions: 

1. If one is saved by works, he is not saved by grace. “Now to the one who works, his 
wage is not credited as a favor, but as what is due” (NASB – Romans 4:4). If one has to 
work for salvation, then salvation is nothing more than a wage or paycheck. If a 
person thinks his works save him, then one is in effect saying to God, you owe me 
salvation as a payment for my works. Salvation becomes the due wage for a works 
system. 

 
2. If one is saved by calculation, it cannot be by works. “And to one who does not work 

but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is reckoned as righteousness” (RSV – 
Romans 4:5). This verse became a favorite of Martin Luther and John Calvin and the 
Protestant Reformers as they fought against the Roman Catholic works system of 
being right with God. Paul is basically stating here:  If a person does not do any good 
religious works, but believes on Jesus Christ and believes that by faith in Him God  
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will declare him righteous, that faith is judicially calculated by God as being 
righteous. 

Again and again the Scripture teaches us that one justified will move toward godly 
behavior; however justification is not ever determined by good or bad works or by ungodly 
or godly behavior. We are made righteous in the sight of God by judicial calculation of God 
the moment one has faith in Jesus Christ. Our works have nothing to do with a judicial 
calculation of God.  

 

Romans 4:5-6 

5 But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is 
counted for righteousness. 

6 Even as David also describeth the blessedness of the man, unto whom God imputeth 
righteousness without works, 

     It is here that Paul cites David. David’s spirit and heart were broken over his sin in his 
great penitential psalm written after Nathan confronted him over his sin. “Paul here cites 
David in order to establish that the greatest king of Israel understood and taught that 
justification is by faith alone. The blessing David is speaking about is salvation, God’s supreme 
blessing offered to fallen mankind. The only ones who can receive it are those for whom God 
reckons righteousness apart from works” (MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament 
Commentary – Romans 1-8; 1991, Page 242). 

Romans 4:7-8 

7 Saying, Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered. 

8 Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin. 

     David proclaims here in verse seven - “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, 
and whose sins are covered” (ESV – Romans 4:7). One’s sins are covered and their iniquities 
are forgiven not because of their works. But because of faith in the finished work of the 
Lamb of God, the LORD Jesus Christ.  

     Faith in what Pastor? What brings a clear record declared by Almighty God? Faith in His 
Son, in Christ and Christ alone. “Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with 
him through the faith of the operation of God, who hath raised him from the dead. 13 And you, 
being dead in your sins and the uncircumcision of your flesh, hath he quickened together with 
him, having forgiven you all trespasses; 14 Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances that 
was against us, which was contrary to us, and took it out of the way, nailing it to his cross;  
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15 And having spoiled principalities and powers, he made a shew of them openly, triumphing 
over them in it. 16 Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink, or in respect of an 
holyday, or of the new moon, or of the sabbath days: 17 Which are a shadow of things to come; 
but the body is of Christ” (KJV – Colossians 2:12-17). 

     It is faith in Him and what He has accomplished that draws one to love Him all the more. 
Faith is that simple act of believing in what He accomplished and will keep. The works are 
the measure of that faith and love toward your New Master, Christ Jesus, and what He has 
done for you. The more you know, the more you believe. The more you believe the greater 
your love for Him. And praise be to God, we love Him because He first loved us.  

     “Sir James Barrie once told a story about Robert Louis Stevenson. ‘When Stevenson went to 
Samoa he built a small hut, and afterwards went into a large house. The first night he went 
into the large house he was feeling very tired and sorrowful that he had not had the 
forethought to ask his servant to bring him coffee and cigarettes. Just as he was thinking that, 
the door opened, and the native boy came in with a tray carrying cigarettes and coffee. And 
Mr. Stevenson said to him, in the native language, “Great is your forethought”, and the boy 
corrected him, and said, “No, great is the love.’”(Barclay, The Letter to the Romans; 1975, 
Page 64).  

     My friend, the works and the service are not rendered here because of the coercion of 
servitude, but in reality as a result of faith in knowing what the Master has done for you. It 
is a compulsion of love; that is real salvation. That is true justification knowing this - 
Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered.  

 

Romans 4:8 

8 Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin. 

     If the servant has been forgiven once, and imputed the righteousness of God, then he is 
blessed. But oh what joy, because truly he is doubly blessed. Because when the LORD 
reckons righteousness by faith, He will not count sin to that account.  That sinner by grace 
through faith has been reconciled. King David writes, oh what joy in knowing this, I’m 
redeemed.  

     In other words as Dr. J. Vernon McGee writes: “Joyful is the man whose sin the LORD will 
not put to his account. David was a great sinner. And God put away his sin, as Nathan 
informed him. Nathan said to David, “. . . .The LORD also hath put away thy sin; thou shalt not 
die” (2 Sam. 12:13). Nevertheless, David was chastened. David set his own penalty when he 
responded to Nathan’s account of the rich man who took the poor man’s awe lamb: “And he 
shall restore the lamb fourfold. . .” (2 Sam. 12:6)” (McGee, Thru the Bible Commentary 
Series, Volume 42; 1991, Page 81). 
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     David’s sin was put away, however, David reaped the harvest of his own sin. Four of 
David’s children were killed, the newborn to Bathsheba, Ammon his firstborn, Absalom, 
and Adonijah. David was indeed forgiven, yet the ripple effect of his sin followed him all the 
days of his life. His guilt was not charged to his account, but this did not avoid the 
chastening rod of the LORD against sin in the life of a believer.  

     David knew and understood – justification came by faith alone. Righteousness was 
imputed by faith and faith alone. When this is done, one’s sin has been put away by God to 
be remembered no more; separated as far as the east is from the west. One who has truly 
been made to know and understand this will be drawn to love and serve him all the more, 
just as David was.  

 

Psalm 103:11-18 

11 For as the heaven is high above the earth, so great is his mercy toward them that fear him. 

12 As far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our transgressions from us. 

13 Like as a father pitieth his children, so the LORD pitieth them that fear him. 

14 For he knoweth our frame; he remembereth that we are dust. 

15 As for man, his days are as grass: as a flower of the field, so he flourisheth. 

16 For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know it no more. 

17 But the mercy of the LORD is from everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear him, and 
his righteousness unto children's children; 

18 To such as keep his covenant, and to those that remember his commandments to do them. 
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