Rev. David Strain The Book of Deliverance #11:
The Mechanics of Justification Part |
January 31, 2010 Romans 4:1-8

Please keep your Bibles open at Romans, chapferddwe are turning our
attention this morning to the words of verses 1-B&ture a laboratory for a
minute. You are a chemist preparing a vital drigg thill save lives. This drug has
several components that need to be mixed in tlinit @ighounts under the correct
conditions using correct techniques. Now supposewere to leave out some
ingredients or add others, suppose you were teathja techniques used or
change the process altogether. What would be thdt?eln all likelihood the drug
would not produce the desired effects. It wouldsate the lives for which it was
intended. It would be ineffectual. In fact, it mayen be damaging and dangerous,
perhaps even fatal.

Now if such care is needed in the preparation edlicines that can save
bodies, ought we not to take equal care in the cmitipn and formulation of truth
intended to save souls? The Christian gospel tfigegion by grace alone through
faith alone in the merits and blood of Jesus Clatiste requires careful and
precise articulation. If we leave out important gaments or add components to it,
we stand in danger of reducing the gospel to affeickeial placebo that may cheer
and comfort someone but can never save them. tnifacay do terrible damage.

It may deceive them into thinking themselves saf# @ternally secure. They have
believed your defective gospel. But all the whdenfident in the treatment you
have provided, they have believadie and their sin continues to fester unchecked
and their destiny is all the bleaker on accourtheir error. It is a matter of highest
importance that we do not subtract from the gogbwt is essential to it or add to
the gospel what does not belong in it. And that isrge part of the message of
Romans 4:1-13. In verses 1-8 Paul unpacks forreg ttrucial components that
must be there in the biblical gospel. We cannatlgdéave these oudf our

thinking without great harm. And in verses 9-13n@ns us abowtddingto the
gospel what has no business being there.

Now this morning | want to invite you to think witne about verses 1-8,
and then next time we’ll come back to wrestle wiginises 9-13. (Romans 4:1-8)
Here are three crucial gospel components. We nsigite them as three principles.
The first isthe faith principle. The second ithe graceprinciple. And the third is



the imputationprinciple. Faith, grace, and imputation. The gospel ispadk.
Take one leg away and the whole thing falls.

First of all,the faith principle This is a principle that should require little
proof in light of all we’ve been seeing in Pauligament so far, but let me quickly
point out a few of the ways Paul asserts this grlac In 3:22 Paul said that the
righteousness of God is received throtagth in Jesus Christ to all on all who
believe In 3:25 he has said that the justification, redgon, propitiation that
Christ accomplished is appropriated, “throdgith.” In 3:26, God demonstrates
in the cross of Christ how he may be both “just Hredjustifier of the one who has
faith in Jesus.”

Verse 3:27 explains that boasting in our righhdtag with God is excluded
on the basis of the law or principlefafth, not works. Verse 30 says that God
justifies “the circumcised bfaith and the uncircumcised througdith.”

You get the point? Faith is the alone instrumanustification. Faith alone
obtains for us the declaration ‘justified,” “riglotes” in the sight of God. And here
in chapter 4 Paul is backing that point up withgaral proof. He points
supremely to the example of Abraham. Verse 1 &%Kbkat then shall we say that
Abraham our father has found according to the f#&s$tow was it with Abraham?
Was Abraham a “faith alone” man?

Verses 2-5 show that he was. “For if Abraham wasfijed by works, he
hassomethingo boast about, but not before God. For what deestripture say?
"AbrahambelievedGod, and it was accounted to him for righteoushiéésw to
him who works, the wages are not counted as graicasddebt. But to him who
does not work bubelieveson Him who justifies the ungodly, hiaith is accounted
for righteousness.

Was Abraham a “faith alone mardw was Abraham justified? Verse 3,
guoting Genesis15:6, “AbrahadpelievedGod and it was accounted to him for
righteousness.” And verse 5 draws out the lessoad: “To him who does not
work butbelieveson Him who justifies the ungodly, hiaith is accounted for
righteousness.”

Faithalonein Jesus Chrisdloneis thesolemechanism by which
justification, right standing before God, can berfd. This is the great reformation
doctrine of sola fide.



And complementing this first principle, the saldef principle, is the second
crucial component of the biblical gosp#le grace principle You cannot
understand the meaning and implications offéiié principle without this
additional truth. It is nasimply sola fide, busola gratig gracealone, that
describes authentic Christianity.

And here again verses 1-5 are crucial. Look antivith me , please. Paul
Is still anxious, just as he was at the end of tdra), to destroy all place for
human boasting, and so here he shows éwem father Abrahamhad nothing to
boast of before GodEven hewas not justified by works. It wdaith that found
acceptance with God for him. And verses 4-5 raaflgack the implications of
that: “to him whoworks, thewagesare not counted agacebut asdebt But to
him who doesiot work butbelieveson Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is
accounted for righteousness.”

If Abraham was justified, declared righteous ind@Gasight, on account of
his works then God'’s declaration would be a maifevages You work hard day
after day. You are diligent. The work is backbreaakibut you don’t shirk your
responsibilities. You give yourself to the taskdaihd and complete them
satisfactorily. At the end of the month you go tmiyemployer and you hold out
your hand and as a matter of simple justice he paysvhat you have earned. It's
wages He is not giving you gift, he’s not being gracious to you, he is giving you
yourright. You go out and buy a fancy car and new clothéls your wages. And
everyone asks you how you managed to afford smehtfiings and you can say
without blushing. kearnedthem. You can, legitimately, take the credit. They
yours. You worked hard for them. You deserve them.

But that is not how it was with Abraham, nor ighi¢ way between us and
God. Indeed itannotbe. Earning God’s favor as a matter of wagemgpsi not a
route open to us. Since the landslide called Addaifsnto sin, human beings
have not been capable of climbing the high moustafrzod’s moral law. All the
mountain passes in that lofty range are blockeH thie rubble and debris of our
rebellion. There is no way through.

No, Abraham does not earn God’s favor. He iscapiableof working for
such wages. God, Paul says, in a text worthy of onation by everyone who
loves the gospel, God “justifies thagodly”. Isn’t that a striking phrase? He
justifies theungodly.



Justificationdeclaresus righteous even though we anmeners Martin
Luther said we arsimul iustus et paccaterwe are at one and the same instant
both righteousand sinners. We are righteous at the bar of heavesslyce, through
faith in Christ alone, but we remain sinners inbbheken depravity of our own
fallen natures.

And that is theylory of justification by grace alone through faith adoiYou
must not think to bgoodbefore you can get right with God. You do needto
depart from sinn_order to come to Jesus. Yaannotdepart from sin before you
come to Jesus. You must come to Jesua sinner You cannot come any other
way. Some of you feel yourselves to be sinners,kymw you need saving, but
you think you must in some way “fix your sin proimebefore you can believe
that Christ will accept you or be gracious to y&(ou think you need to get your
own house in order before you can possibly be &@dm. It's not true. God
justifies the ungodly.

And Christians need to be reminded of this gnedhtas much as any. |
heard a story this week of a pastor who knelt &y @fter a long day of church
business and busyness, but not expressly spiléhak, not prayer or biblical
study or evangelism or discipleship, and feelingaased, he prayed, “Lord, |
know | am not worthy to come before you today,” a@rdt him, almost as though
he were hearing an audible voice, “And you thinkati have led twenty people to
faith in Christ and spent ten hours in prayer, Watld be worthy to come to Me?”
“Well, yes, if I'm honest, | guess | would,” he tegal. “If you had spentwenty
hours on your knees in prayer and ¢eet hundredsouls to faith in me ,still
would not be worthy.”

All the worthiness you need, dear sinner, allwlethiness you need to
come to God, dear believeis found in Jesus Christ alondt is theungodlythat
are justified. It is not the healthy who need atdobut the sick. Jesus came not to
call the righteous but sinners to repentance. Jobkgpot's hymn says it
wonderfully,

“Come ye weary heavy laden, bruised and brokethéyall; If you tarry
till you're better, you will never come at all; Nitite righteous, not the righteous,
sinners Jesus came to call. Let not conscience g@kénger, nor of fitness
fondly dream; All the fitness he requires is tol fggur need of Him; This He gives
you, this He gives you, ‘Tis the Spirit’s risingdma.”



Then there’s the third principle. Sola fide, fieatione, and sola gratia, grace
alone, both lead to and depend on and necessmatieed principle. It is the
principle of imputation Here is the third leg of the gospel tripod. lessential and
necessary. How is it that grace through faith olstéhe verdict “righteous” in the
sight of God for me, when | remain a sinner in nifyselow can it be that | am, as
Luther put it,simul iustus et peccatoat oncerighteousand a sinner? How does
that work? Here is where the great principle ofutagion is so vital.

First of all, we need to deal with the languag&ailoes the word
“impute” or “imputation” mean? Like many of thehes we are called upon to
wrestle with in Romans, imputation does not appeaamnmonly, in everyday
usage. We've heard talk abqustification andpropitiation, and now we are
thinking imputation. Now, indulge me in an aside here for a momenerdis a
school of thought that says we should not use lagglike this in the church;
language that is no longer everyday and commonptabe ordinary man,
especially the ordinamyon-Christian man, will not understand us,” they will say.
Well, there are far worse things than a non-Chriati's not understanding the
truth! Like losing the truth altogether, for one, odumbing-down central
convictions for the comfort and ease of those whHeady deny them for
another!

In her insightful bookTalking the WalkMarva Dawn has this to say about
the loss of a distinctively biblical vocabularytire church: “I am solemnly
concerned about the corruption of words in the @mpiorary Christian faith.
When we speak bad theology, we live badly theolficWhen our theologians
and pastors and communities reject or abuse signifiwords in the heritage of
faith, our Christianity is reduced or decimatedarva Dawn Talking the
Walk12)

We need to understand that the church has itslawguage. That language
has a unique and God ordained power. It must nadteSome of it will be
obscure or opaque to those who are outside. Buisthiae way it isneantto be.
Becoming a Christian is, in a real sense, a progkelesmarning a new language
because we have become citizens of a new countrinenunder the Lordship of
a new king. Christian disciples use the words Gagldiven to us. Let’'s explain
them by all means. (That is in many ways my task hepreaching, for example. |



am called to teach the language of the Promised tathose who have come to
join us on our pilgrimage there.) But let's makeeswe use them. We are speaking
Zion’s language. It marks us out as citizens oftlagorealm.

| am persuaded that we makgraveerror when we too lightly allow the
rich peculiarities of a biblically shaped Christigppeak to be overwhelmed and
silenced by the beige banalities and slovenly murgblof pop-culture. Let's
recover‘justification” and “propitiation” and “imputatiori Let's not shrug and
say “l don’t know what that means.” If you werenkting for diamonds, you would
not discard the jewel because it's encrusted ik eodd buy a piece of cut glass
instead. You’d work hard to cut through to the ppas gem inside. That's how we
need to approach such words. Wjeatels of truthare hidden in this rich term?
Whatgloriesare hidden in it for the good of my soul? Thatluutg be our
guestion now as we ask whatputation means.

Well, Paul uses the Greek word for “imputatiorilanber of times in this
passage. We meet it in verse 3, “Abraham beli€éed and it wasccountedto
him for righteousness.”Accounted”there is the word sometimes translated,
“imputed” The same goes for verse 5, “to him who doesvark but believes on
Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith @a&&counted—there’s our word again—
accounted or imputed—for righteousness.” It's ¢hagain in verse 6, where Paul
appeals to David to reinforce his argument fromakiam: “David describes the
blessedness of the man to whom Gugutes—there it is—God imputes
righteousness apart from works.”

Imputation in verse 3 means that GamtountedAbraham as righteous,
though he wasot righteous. He was a sinner, yet he waglgevingsinner. And
because he believed, it was accounted or reckoneohsidered as though
Abraham was righteous, which is also the pointeybe 5. God justifies the
ungodly. The ungodly man ideclared righteousHe isnot godlyyet he is
accountedrighteous. Righteousnessnsputedto him. You see what imputation
means? It means accounting someone or reckoningaaeto have or be
something.

Now, in verses 6-8 Paul teaches us an importatit &bout this imputation
principle. It is that imputation has a double megror a double reference. Look at
the passage, verses 6-8. After working with Abrakatory, Paul now turns to
David to provide further support for his argumdddyvid spoke, we are told, about



the blessedness of the man to whom God imputetengbness apart from works.
And then he quotes from Psalm 32, “Blessed arectivdse lawless deeds are
forgiven and whose sins are covered, blessed isiéimeto whom the Lord shall
not impute sin.”

Now notice carefully here the double sense of itafion. On the one hand,
in verse 6, Gotmputesrighteousnesso us apart from works. That is a positive
action. We are counted to be what we are not—ralgeén God'’s sight. Then on
the other hand, Gadlbesnot impute oursinsto us. Our sins are forgiven. We are
not reckoned as guilty. There is the negative din@nsiVe are not counted
sinners.

And both aspects are crucial. God does not merely requncg guilty
verdict, you see. He must do more than not imputesms to our account. To be
justified means to be declared positively righteimudis sight. God requires the
perfect obedience and performance of all the condmahhis law. He demands
righteousnessAnd so He counts usoth not guilty,and He counts us righteous in
His sight.

Now if that is true, the question we need to askow?” How is it
possible? Upomwhat basisdoes God count us, not just forgiven, bghteousin
His sight?

Verse 7 provides a beautiful picture of the answéhat question. David
says that not only are our lawless deeds forgiverobr sins areovered The
word “covered” is used only here in the New Testaimk seems to have the sense
of laying a sheet or a cloak over something to tiflem view. Why are our sins
not reckoned against us? Why are we reckoned tmbtous instead?

We are counted righteous becaasmvering hides all our sinsThey are
hidden beneath the beautiful cloak of Christ’s mseaind blood.

Prodigal sons and daughters are counted righiaddis sight because, the
Father, seeing his prodigal afar off, ran to himd @ambraced him, and kissed him,
andtook off his own robe and placed it upon him, coveg his filthy rages.

Dear believing frienddiereis theheart of the gospel. Here is the third leg
of the gospel tripod. We are counted righteioudesus Christ We are hidden
beneath the cloak d¢fis perfections The filthy rags of our sin can no longer be




seen. God freely and graciously imputes to everyame believes on the Lord
Jesus Chrighe righteousness of His Son that we may be justifin His sight.

So first, there’s the faith principle. That is lzag-aithalonejustifies. Then
there’s the grace principle. We are justifiedgogice alonethrough faith alone—
it's not a matter ofvages but sheer gift that leads to our salvation. Ameht
finally there is themputation principle. We are justified by grace alone through
faith alonein the imputation of the righteousness of Christ tmr accountalone
It is only on account of the covering of the obedr and blood of Christ that | am
considered righteous when sin still inhabits myrhea

Dear friends, do you have all the components @hiblical gospel in place
in your thinking? And even more importantly, do yowwtheir reality for
yourself Faith alone, simple and unadorned, leaving ngthon us to boast in;
Grace alone—the sheer gift of God to win us angbkeein His love;
Imputation—the spreading of the cloak of Chrisigghteousness over us to cover
our filthy rags?

Do not trust in yourself. If it's wages you loadrf the only wages you will
get are the wages of sin. There is no hope that @ast yourself on the
sufficiency of Christ. His righteousness will do f@u what you cannot do for
yourself. Trust Him alone and rest upon His gr&xaly here is there hope and
certainty of redemption.

That's the gospel tripod. Grace alone througtnfaibne in Christ alone.
Take one leg away and Christianity itself will fadut hold all three truths together
and it brings the fullness of salvation to all wgmto Jesus Christ.

Therefore, praise God for the gospel!

Amen.



