Abram, faith and being right with God
(Genesis 15:1-6; Romans 4:1-5, 18-25; 5/4/09)
Introduction

It’s great when you hear some good news. However, sometimes good news has to be explained. I want you to imagine that I take you to watch a game of cricket in England for the first time! You probably won’t know when to clap and when to groan. If the batsman hits the ball really hard and high, but a fielder catches the ball – it’s bad news for the batting team! The batsman is out! But if the batsman hits the ball and it flies over the boundary rope, it’s good news for the batsman. He’s just hit a 6! You would need me to explain what’s going on!
Christianity is good news, but it needs to be explained. I want to consider this statement in the life of Abram, where, after God makes him a staggering promise that his offspring will be as many as the stars, we read: Abram believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness (15:6). This is one of the most important verses in the whole bible. When Paul wants to explain the good news about Jesus Christ to the Romans, he goes back to this statement about Abram in Genesis 15.  

If you were at the cricket game with me and you really wanted to know about the game and understand it, you’d be asking me lots of questions: “Who’s in the middle? Why do they run? When can they run? Why is he out? Why are they clapping? Why are there two referees? Why do they throw the ball from different ends?” Through asking these questions you’d learn and come to appreciate the beautiful game of cricket! 
It’s the same with the beautiful good news of Jesus – though vastly more important! You can appreciate it only by asking questions. So let’s do that now as we look at Paul’s words in Romans 4. 
1) What is righteousness? (v3)
This important verse says that Abram was credited with righteousness. So what is it? The word can mean the justice of God against wickedness, or the action of God in salvation, but here it means a right standing before God or a right relationship with God. Righteousness means being right with God. Why is this important? 
Jesus told a parable about a wedding banquet to illustrate what the kingdom of God is like. A king held the banquet for his son. Many were invited but refused to come. Others were then invited. When the king came to meet the guests he saw a man without the proper wedding clothes. “How did you get in?” he asked. But the man was speechless. The King gave orders for the man to be thrown out into the darkness (Mt 22:13). Why was he excluded? He did not have the right clothes. He didn’t have righteousness - the right standing before the king.

In the same way, according to Jesus, you and I will stand before God’s judgement throne. Jesus spoke about this more than anyone else! He spoke about people going to one of two places: eternal life or eternal punishment (Mt 25:46). He did this not because he is cruel, but because he is loving. Paul does the same at the beginning of this letter: This [judgement] will take place on the day God will judge men’s secrets through Jesus Christ, as my gospel declares (2:16). Notice that the message of judgement is part of the gospel! If you believe this, then you will ask the vital question: How can I be safe from God’s judgement? The answer is that you need righteousness. That’s why it’s so important.
2) How can I get righteousness? (v4-5)
Look at the two men in these verses. One man works, the other man trusts. One man earns wages, the other receives a gift. Paul knows that so many people think they can earn righteousness by religious works – obedience to religious laws and ceremonies. But Paul has argued so far that this is impossible: There is no-one righteous, not even one (3:10); Therefore, no-one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law (3:20). No matter how religious you are, how many times you attend church, pray, fast, do confession, get baptised, tithe, you cannot earn your righteousness before God. This is shocking, but you cannot appreciate the good news of Jesus unless you understand this. 
Is there another way to get righteousness? Yes! There’s the man – like Abram – who receives righteousness as a gift (v5). Righteousness is credited to him freely. 

We know all about credit: “I couldn’t call you yesterday. I had no credit on my phone!” Normally you have to pay to put credit on your phone. But what if you wake up tomorrow knowing you’re out of credit, and you have no money to buy a phone card. You check your phone and realise, to your wonder, that someone else has put you in credit. Someone else has put something into your account! Wouldn’t you be surprised and grateful? Wouldn’t that be good news? 
The wonderful good news is that God is willing to credit you with righteousness freely! You don’t have to pay for it; you cannot earn it; you certainly don’t deserve it. He has done something to put you into a right relationship with him. The good news is all about a righteousness from God (3:21).
Now there’s a mistake people can make at just this point. (There’s a weakness to my illustration about credit!). You could think that this righteousness from God is credited to you automatically, that you’re not involved in any way. But that’s so wrong! What did Abram do? He believed God. What does the man in v5 do? He trusts God. If you want to be righteous before God, you need to understand the need for faith.

3) What is faith? (v18-21)
Abram helps us to see what true faith is all about. There are plenty of false ideas about faith. This is what some people say:
a) Faith is mental agreement. Many people say, “I believe in God!” and think that counts as faith. But it doesn’t say that Abram believed in God, but believed God. There’s a big difference! The demons believe in God’s existence, but that doesn’t save them! It’s not enough to say that you believe God exists. That’s not biblical faith!
b) Faith is feelings. Last week I really wanted my team, Wales, to beat Germany. I imagined what it would be like if that happened! I felt it would happen! People would say that I had faith! But they lost! 
But biblical faith is not feelings or wishful thinking. Look at Abram. He may have felt positive for many years about having a child. But look at what it says: Against all hope, Abraham in hope believed. He was nearly 100 years old and Sarah’s womb was dead (v19). He and Sarai would have given up hoping that she would conceive. Their positive feelings had evaporated years ago!
c) Faith is believing what you know isn’t true. Critics of Christianity often claim that Christian faith is irrational – that there’s no evidence for God but these Christians believe in him anyway! Of course, that is false. There is plenty of evidence for the existence of God – through creation God has made it plain (1:19-20). Abram wasn’t irrational. He faced facts – the fact that his body was as good as dead …and that Sarah’s womb was also dead (v19). He knew that was true. But he also held onto the other facts – the facts of the reality, power and promise of God. 
So what is faith? Abram shows us the kind of faith that God seeks. He was fully persuaded that God had the power to do what he had promised (v21). This is a brilliant definition of saving faith! True faith is a personal confidence and trust in the power and promises of God. God had promised that he and Sarai would have a child, and his offspring would be as many as the stars in the heavens. Abram believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness.

Does that describe you? Are you fully persuaded? Are you trusting completely in God’s promise? “But what has God promised me?” you ask. “I can see what God promised Abram, but what has he promised me?” That’s a great question, so let’s ask it:

4) What has God promised you? (v22-25)
Here we have the good news explained for us. God has promised that he will credit righteousness to those who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. God promises to put you into a right relationship with him on the grounds of what he has done through Jesus. It’s not on the grounds of what you do or feel, but on what he has done. What has God done for us through Jesus? 

Firstly, he delivered Jesus over to death for our sins. Jesus died as a substitute for sinners; he died to take the punishment for sin. God punished him instead of us. A few years ago I received a parking ticket. I was guilty of parking in the wrong place. I had no excuse. But wonderfully, somebody else paid the fine. Someone else absorbed the cost, so I had nothing to pay. They paid instead of me.

That is what God has done through Jesus on the cross! He has paid for your guilt. He has covered your sin! Someobody has to pay, to satisfy God’s justice, and God, out of his love and grace, has sent his Son to suffer and die. 

Secondly, he raised Jesus to life for our justification. Jesus’ resurrection is proof that God has accepted his sacrifice for sin. It’s like a receipt – the proof that a price has been paid. My son was accused of stealing from a shop a while ago. The shopkeeper followed him out of the shop and told him to open his coat. There were two items from the shop, but he was able to produce a receipt – proving that he had paid for them. Once that was shown, there was nothing more to say. The accusations were dropped! Lloyd was justified.

Jesus’ resurrection is for our justification. It is proof that the price for sin has been paid once for all at the cross. 
When Satan tempts me to despair and tells me of my guilt within

Upwards I look and see him there, who made an end of all my sin!
This is what God promises you through the gospel of Jesus Christ! He promises to credit you with righteousness – the righteousness of Christ - if you believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. That’s the good news of Jesus! That’s what God wants you to do! 

What difference does it make? If you were to die today and stand before God’s judgement seat, and God were to ask you, “Why should you have eternal life, not eternal punishment?” What would you say? Would you start trying to list the ‘good’ things you have done? If so, you haven’t understood the good news; you are lost. But if you’re able to say, “Christ was crucified for me. You promised that all who trust in him will not perish, but have eternal life. You promised that all who trust in him will be given righteousness from you!” 
John Piper writes: “Christ offers you this today as a gift. If you see him as true and precious…you will have peace with God that passes all understanding. You will be a secure person. You will not need the approval of others…You will be free. You will overflow with love…Look to Christ and trust him for your righteousness”. (Piper, Brothers, we are not professionals , p32).
