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4 What then are we to say was gained by Abraham, our ancestor 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 reckoned to him as righteousness.” 4 Now to one who works, wages are not reckoned as a gift but as something 

due. 5 But to one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as righteousness. 

13 For the promise that he would inherit the world did not come to Abraham or to his descendants 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, neither is there transgression. 

16 For this reason the promise depends on faith, in order that it may rest on grace, so that it may be guaranteed to all his 

descendants, not only to the adherents of the law but also to those who share the faith of Abraham (who is the father of 

all of us, 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. 

‘But to one who trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as righteousness.’ 

 First of all if you are sitting here because you expected to hear from Beverly Gaventa our Lupberger speaker and 

preacher, I apologize. We tried to get that word out that she had to postpone her visit due to some health issues with her 

spouse, that we hope will be treated this week and on the mend soon. And we hope to host Beverly at a future time when 

we will be able to learn from her. She has forgotten more about the apostle Paul and Romans than I will never know, but I 

am glad to try and pick up the baton today with Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter four. Incidentally, if you are 

interested in diving deeper into this particular book of Paul’s writings, you are welcome to join our weekly bible study 

that meets in the library at 5:15 every Wednesday, before Wednesday Night Out. Paul’s letter to the Romans is to a 

congregation of people that he did not know (for the most part) first hand, but that was made up of Jewish Christians 

and Gentile Christians, trying to build a new community beyond their cultural, ethnic, tribal, and assumed religious 

beliefs. And so Paul presents them with a figure that they would all be familiar with, Abraham. Episcopal priest and 

preacher Fleming Rutledge reminds us that in the Jewish tradition, ‘patriarch Abraham was considered to be the model of 

a man who was close to God. He was the archetypal righteous man. He was the example of the religious life lived at its 

best,’ and to be considered children of Abraham was to be most faithful, righteous, and godly. And so one of the inevitable 



 

 

questions was what to do with ungodly, unclean, hedonistic Gentiles, and their foreign beliefs and baggage practices that 

they were dragging into the Christian community. Should they be required to adopt the customs and rituals and Torah 

keeping of those who came out of the Jewish tradition? Otherwise, what chance would they ever have to become 

righteous, to be made right with God, to become godly?  

 In a way, these early chapters in Romans are Paul’s answer to that question, a question that was also asked of 

Jesus. What do we need to do to be made right with God? What do we need to do to become righteous? How do we need 

to do to become godly? And honestly, I think the Romans, I think Christians throughout history, and I think if we are 

honest, all of us, struggle to accept the answer that Paul offers to these questions. First, he reminds us that all of us fall 

short, and none of us, however morally upright or outwardly righteous or full of love for everybody, known of us can earn 

our way into righteousness, into godliness, and into becoming children of Abraham. In fact, Paul reminds the Romans, it 

wasn’t Abraham’s inner righteousness or his special merits or the right DNA that earned him a special place in the faith 

tradition, but rather his trust in God’s promises, his trust that God loves taking what for all intents and purposes is 

ungodly and making it godly, out of God’s own redemptive purposes through Jesus Christ. In the next chapter of 

Romans, chapter 5, in a verse I would be happy to say summarizes all of scripture, Paul tells us that ‘Jesus Christ died for 

the ungodly’ (Romans 5:6) Honestly, I would be fine if that was our affirmation of faith each week. I believe….Jesus Christ 

died for the ungodly.’ Abraham is Abraham, Paul tells us, not because of his purity or godly behavior or moral uprightness 

or justice any other ways we often measure goodness, Abraham is Abraham because he trusts that God can make right 

what is not right, God can see what is ungodly and see it to become godly, God justifies the ungodly. Children of 

Abraham, therefore, are not the few and proud who achieve some level of morality, but those who trust in the promises of 

God come hell or high water. It is that trust, that fidelity in the goodness of God, that reckons the ungodly as something 

more than the sum of all their parts of impurity, immorality, and ungodliness.  

 Don’t you wish Christ had just died for the good people, for the godly people, for the non-racist people, that for 

the do-gooders, the people who are really deft at presenting themselves without flaw or blemish. I mean what is the point 

of giving a rip or trying to be better or do better or to work for a world that more closely resembles Christ’s kingdom if 

Christ doesn’t do his part and his only willing to save the people who get it right, the people who are always right, the 

people on the right side of history, and those who are the true believers? What is the point of working for justice and 

equality and better opportunity for black lives, brown lives, poor lives, and for many lives beyond just our lives, if Christ 



 

 

is willing to also die for the hypocrites, the self-righteous Pharisees, for the ungodly, people that strike as as unrepentant 

and immoral, and for people who have never quite gotten it all together?  

 Abraham’s stand out moral uprightness or inner light is not what sets him apart and enables him to be made right 

with God, rather, according to Paul, ‘Abraham trusts God’s promises, and that is reckoned to him as righteousness.’ 

Fleming Rutledge reminds us about that curious word in this passage…a word perhaps that defines our whole passage. 

‘We Southerners tend to say ‘reckon’ more than other English-Speaking peoples, but Paul doesn’t use it in the way 

Southerners use it. He uses it the way an accountant would use it if he were going to ‘reckon’ up a column of figures or he 

were going to do a ‘reckoning,’ or if he were going to ‘reckon’ a sum to someone’s credit.’ She points out the jarring nature 

of this word and Paul’s use of it here. ‘It is really another way of saying that Abraham was not righteous, was not godly, 

indeed that he was one of the ungodly (just like all the rest of us) until God reckoned him righteous.’ She concludes, ‘it is 

all very startling.’ It is all grace.1 

In other words, there are no special cases, no exceptional pupils, no super-disciples who achieve righteousness 

apart from the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. All of us need Christ’s justification. All of us need our humanity restored. 

All of us need our lives transformed. All of us are part of the ungodly for whom Christ died, and all of us have been given 

the gift to become children of Abraham. All of us have been reckoned righteous by God in Jesus Christ, not as something 

that we earn or achieve or that we can good our way into, but it comes as a gift that often comes in spite of ourselves and 

transforms weak, sinful, helpless, frail, fragile people into a people who miraculously reflect the behavior, will, and 

stubborn faithfulness of the God who lives and dies for the ungodly.  

 In a world that often defines our humanity by if we can do enough, be enough, acquire enough, achieve enough, 

look pretty enough, feel like we are enough, Paul tells us that in Christ not only are we already enough, but in Christ’s 

humanity all that divides us has been reconciled to God. All tribes, all tongues, all nations, all races, all colors, have been 

mended, restored, reconciled, made whole, and brought together in the life of Jesus Christ, and therefore that is already 

reality in our day and in our time even when the demonic tries to tears us apart and conditions us to live in a more brutal 

and fragmented world where we are all pitted against each other in a pattern that thrives on divide and conquer. Will 

Willimon describes it this way: ‘people in power divide and conquer, turn one oppressed group against another. Racism 

 
1 Fleming Rutledge, Not Ashamed of the Gospel: Sermons From Paul’s Letter to the Romans, 121. 



 

 

warps everyone, creates distortions, and renders society into a Hobbesean ‘war of all against all.’ Everyone against 

everyone. Every person for him or herself. 

 To be reckoned righteous by the God who lives and dies for the ungodly, though, is to be given a different 

identity that is not bestowed upon us by our nation, our culture, our family, our skin color, but through the grace of our 

Lord Jesus Christ. In him, we are all children of Abraham. Again Willimon reminds us that the first question we ask of 

parents and of those preparing for the sacrament of baptism is this one: ‘trusting in the gracious mercy of God, do you 

turn from the ways of sin and renounce evil and its power in the world?’  

 Christ does not die only for the righteous, the just, the healthy, the sinless, but Paul tells us that Christ died for 

the ungodly. Christ died for all the wrong people, and not only that, but reckoned them righteous. Christ died for all that 

is wrong and ungodly in us, including our own inability or our own unwillingness to see the world through the eyes of 

those who are other, those who are lowly, those who are outside our bubbles and polarized camps. Karl Barth reminds us 

that because of God’s commitment to all humanity and God’s willingness to die for the ungodly, ‘we have to think of 

every human being, even the oddest, most villainous or miserable, as one to whom Jesus Christ is Brother and God is 

Father…on the basis of [who God become for us in Jesus Christ], no other attitude to any kind of fellow human being is 

possible. It is identical with the practical acknowledgment of his human rights and his human dignity. To deny it to him 

would be for us to renounce having Jesus Christ as Brother and God as Father.’2 To do otherwise, is to seek our 

justification by our own pursuits rather than to trust in God’s promises. In the kingdom of God there are no second class 

citizens, there are no social constructs that reward some based on baked-in preferences and punishes others. In the 

kingdom of God, there are no outsiders. The radicality of the grace Paul declares his jarring, it is startling, it has cosmic 

repercussions. It includes not only the difficult people we would just prefer go away, but it includes Iranians and 

immigrants of all statuses, it includes Russians and Venezuelans and Cubans and Ukrainians. It includes a world chock 

full of ungodly people Jesus Christ has reckoned righteous and Paul has called children of Abraham and that we are called 

not to dehumanize.  

  ‘God justifies the ungodly. Jesus Christ lives and dies for the ungodly.’ God proves his loves for us that while we 

were still sinners, Christ died for us. Or to quote the medieval scholar Duns Scotus, ‘even if we would never have sinned, 

God would still come for us. It is in God’s nature to come for us.’ Not while we were well or when we finally got it all 

 
2 Karl Barth, The Humanity of God, p.53. 



 

 

together. But while we are still sick and broken and a long way from righteousness and justice, Christ dies for us. God 

reckons us as righteous.  

 We will still be sinners, we won’t be pure, we won’t have all our problems solved, we won’t have all our stuff 

together, we will still be flawed human beings trying to create in ourselves and in our world a community that more 

closely resembles the beloved community of Jesus Christ. That may all be true. But even so, Paul tells us that Jesus Christ 

has already died for the ungodly. God has already reckoned us righteous. And we are already children of Abraham. That is 

who we are destined to be; that is who Christ has made us to be. Our main task in this moment and in every moment, is 

to live like it. 

  
  
 


