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I. Abraham 

God told Abraham to move from Haran to Canaan. It doesn’t sound like much to say. But 

it was easily a route of 1500+ miles without the detours, and Southwest had no direct flights. It 
meant packing up everything. It meant saying goodbye to family and friends and all they’d ever 

known. It meant a long, slow trip in a primitive, brutal world. But God said to do it, and Abraham 
obeyed. 

 

Abraham brought his nephew Lot along. When they arrived in the Promised Land, he let 
Lot have first dibs on living space. Lot chose the nice fertile Jordan valley, while Abraham was 

left with Canaan. Lot eventually moved into the city of Sodom, which was promptly conquered by 
a rival king. Abraham rescued him.  

 

Lot returned to Sodom, which the Lord intended to destroy for its wickedness. It was 
Abraham who interceded, and Lot was rescued. 

 
God gave Abraham and Sarah a son, Isaac—then commanded Abraham to take his only 

son and sacrifice him. Until the Lord interceded and spared Isaac, Abraham willingly obeyed the 
command to do otherwise. 

 

Those are the highlights of that man of God, a man of consequence. He went where God 
told him to go. He did what the Lord told him to do. He remained humble and a servant to 

others, even risking his life for them.  
 

For all these things, Abraham is remembered in Hebrews 11 as an example of faith. 

 
And none of these works helped Abraham get to heaven at all. His acts of service, 

obedience and courage did nothing to make up for his sins and missteps along the way. None of 
it helped him one little bit. 

 

This is very good news. It’s the good news that St. Paul declares in our epistle today. 
Let’s say that Abraham was to be saved by works—by doing what he was supposed to do and 

obeying God’s commandments. In that case, he would be saved by the Law, but Paul highlights 
two things about the Law in our text. First off, “Now to the one who works, his wages are not 

counted as a gift but as his due.” In other words, the Law pays out what you’re due. Sure, 
Abraham did the great things we mentioned above. In Egypt, he also told Pharaoh that Sarah 

was his sister and the king could have her. He did the same thing later. There’s the whole Hagar-

Ishmael thing. If it were up to human beings, we’d have to balance the good and the bad. Do 
Abraham’s years of devotion for Sarah make up for his willingness to give her to others? Does his 

willingness to sacrifice Isaac balance with his treatment of Ishmael? A committee would have to 
make the decision, and Abraham would get different scores by different cultures at different 

times. But it’s not up to humans. It’s up to God and His Law. His Law declares that it’s not about 

weighing the good versus the bad. His Law declares that we’re sinful from the get-go, that apart 
from Him there is no good or righteousness in us. Therefore, if Abraham’s righteousness is to be 

measured by the Law, he’s going to get paid off with eternal condemnation. This brings us to the 
second point about the Law in our text today: the Law brings wrath. It pays out wages according 

to works, and the wages of sin is death. 
 



So is Abraham condemned, despite those acts of obedience and valor? No. He’s 

righteous—just not by works. Instead, he’s righteous for this reason: “Abraham believed.” He 
was righteous because God gave him faith. He promised Abraham that he would be the father of 

offspring as numerous as the stars. This promise wasn’t fulfilled in the nation of Israel. It is 
fulfilled in you. The promise was fulfilled because among Abraham’s descendants, Jesus was 

born—and all who have faith in Jesus are saved. When Abraham heard the promise of Jesus-to-

come, he heard the promised Gospel. Hearing the Gospel, he believed. He was saved by faith, 
the faith that God gave him in the Gospel. Hearing the Gospel, you believe in Jesus, the 

descendant of Abraham. You’re saved by the faith God gives you, just like Abraham was saved 
by the faith God gave him. That’s why Abraham is called the “father of us all.” We’re in the same 

family because we’re saved by the same faith, same Savior. It’s not a matter of doing enough 
good works and earning what’s due. It’s a matter of being forgiven by Christ, who has won your 

salvation. 

 
St. Paul recounts all of this for a reason. He’s not just filling space between chapters 3 

and 5. It was a common belief among his fellow Jews that Abraham was saved by his works, and 
thus they were to be saved by their works. Thus, they saw no need for Jesus. For an example, 

look no farther than our Gospel lesson, as Nicodemus speaks with Jesus. Nicodemus is a 

Pharisee, and the Pharisees are all about saving yourself by good works—follow the Law close 
enough, they say, and heaven is yours. So when he speaks to Jesus about salvation, Jesus 

responds, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of 
God.” Nicodemus is stunned: “How can a man be born when he is old?” The logistics mystify him, 

but it’s more than that to a Pharisee. The idea of being saved by being born is mystifying to him. 
As we noted last week, babies don’t work to be born: they’re not born by their efforts. Being 

born is something done to you. If you’re saved by being born again, it means you’re not saved by 

your works, but because salvation is done to you, for you. It’s not your works. It’s a gift of God. 
And it’s a gift of God because “God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever 

believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” That’s completely alien to a Pharisee. It’s 
completely alien to sinful man. It’s nonsense. It’s scandalous.  

 

It’s the Gospel. 
 

II. Set Free from Sin for Life 

Lent is a penitential season—a season of penitence, of repentance. The tone is somber 

and solemn as we confess our sin, original and actual. Believing the Scriptures more than our 

protesting minds, we admit the truth that we sin in thought, word and deed. But there’s more to 
it than that. Those are actual sins, and they are only symptoms of the greater problem of original 

sin. It is not just that we do sinful things: the big problem is that we are sinful by nature. This is 
so very important: in order to be pleasing to God, it is not just a matter of fixing up our thoughts, 

words and deeds. It’s not just thinking better thoughts, speaking better words and doing nicer 
things. In order to be pleasing to God, we need to be recreated: our old Adam, our old sinful 

nature, has to be killed, and a new creation raised up in Christ. 

 
This is not a truth that comes easy to sinners. See, pride is a sin that dwells within us all. 

We constantly are tempted to a higher opinion of ourselves than we deserve. We don’t measure 
our goodness against God’s Law, but against other sinners. Sure, you get angry now and then, 

but not as angry as other people. Sure, you could give more to church and charity, but you give 

more than others. Sure, you’ve made a couple mistakes in the past, but you’re not in jail. As long 
as Old Adam dwells within, you and I will always measure ourselves against those we consider 

more miserable. We will not naturally measure ourselves against God’s perfect Law. Therefore, 
our measurement is fatally flawed from the start. Not only is it wrong, but it’s amusingly pathetic. 

As an example, surveys indicate that 75% of all drivers in America consider themselves above 
average behind the wheel: the vast majority of drivers say, “I’m better than the vast majority of 



drivers.” If that is how we inflate ourselves in our opinion of our driving, how will pride work in us 

when it comes to our opinion of our selves? It’s no wonder that many find it distasteful to 
confess, “I, a poor miserable sinner, confess to you all my sins and iniquities with which I have 

ever offended Thee, and justly deserve Thy temporal and eternal punishment.” It’s not just that 
it’s hard to ‘fess up, but that they don’t believe it to be true. 

 

You’ll daily be tempted, then, to use the wrong measurements and believe that you’re 
good by what you do, or at least better than you actually are. The primary target of the 

temptation is, of course, eternal salvation. As long as you trust partially in your own goodness, it 
means that you don’t trust fully in Christ. If you trust in your own works, then you’re trying to be 

saved by the Law, not by the grace Jesus has won. You’re trying to be saved by the Law that 
brings wrath, that pays out the wages of sin—death. 

 

That’s why you repent of your sin and sinfulness, sins known and unknown, your natural 
trust in your own works and supposed goodness. That’s why you rejoice to hear the Gospel: your 

salvation has nothing to do with your works, good or bad, greatest triumph or worst 
transgression. Your salvation fully depends on Jesus—Jesus, who has borne your sins to the 

cross and died in your place. Jesus, who forgives your sins. Jesus, who gives you the gift of faith 

so that you might believe in Him.  
 

For Jesus’ sake, God gives you faith. And having given you faith, He says, “I delight that 
you believe that Jesus is your Savior. And for His sake, I count your faith as righteousness. I no 

longer see your sins, because I put them on My Son and vanquished them at the cross. Because 
you have the grace and faith I’ve given you, I count you as righteous.”  

 

For Jesus’ sake, then, God counts your faith—His work!—as righteousness. That’s why 
your salvation is sure. But this isn’t just about salvation—this ripples through your entire life. It 

sets you free. It liberates you in so many ways. Here is what I mean. 
 

I think that each of us grows up with high hopes for our lives. As kids, we want to be 

heroes, even superheroes. We hope to change the world. Along the way, you find out that you’re 
not going to change the world. By mid-life, you probably discover that you’re not even going to 

get as far as you’d practically hoped; in later years, your thoughts may include regret at the 
many things you did not accomplish. Your life may have been quite above average in many ways, 

but regretted because it’s measured by what you failed to do. But you are a child of God: for 

Jesus’ sake, God counts you as righteous. He declares, “My plans for you are different than what 
you envisioned, but My plans for you have a hope and a future that are good. While you have 

not reached your dreams, I have also spared you from the temptations and pains that come with 
them. In the tapestry of history that I weave as your Creator, you are not a forgotten thread; I 

have woven you exactly where I wanted you to be. Do not let what you haven’t accomplished 
tempt you from the faith, for you have this Word: “You are blessed far more than heroes, 

because I cover your sins and forgive your deeds. You are blessed with far more than worldly 

success, because I do not count your sins against you. In a dying world, everyone eventually 
fails. But for Jesus’ sake, the kingdom of heaven is yours forever.” That is your comfort, your 

freedom, when you are denied your dreams for this world. 
 

Likewise, you are set free to serve wherever God has placed you. If you are saved by 

your works, then you must ask, “Is my work, my calling, godly enough? My full-time job seems 
so ordinary and detached from spiritual things.” Taken to the extreme, it was this notion that had 

men leaving families and farms behind in order to be monks in the Middle Ages, since monastic 
life was supposedly more God-pleasing. But that is not how you have to live your life. You’re set 

free. God says, “Blessed are you! For Jesus’ sake, I count you righteous. I cover your sins and do 
not hold them against you. If you find other employment by My provision, you’re free to go. But 



even now, your work is pleasing to Me because you’re My child.” You may have a low opinion of 

your calling, and thus feel inadequate and unwanted yourself; but for Jesus’ sake, the Lord does 
not have a low opinion of you. 

 
Haunting you with guilt, Old Adam would have you say, “Can I ever do enough to 

overcome my past? I have so many regrets—can I ever do enough to make them right?” Your 

sinful flesh would have you mired in believing that you must make up the difference before God 
will love you. But the Lord declares, “Blessed are you! My Son has borne your sin and guilt to the 

cross. You remember your past sins—I do not anymore. I’ve covered them. I don’t count them 
against you. You are free to live as one who is guiltless in My sight—not by your work, but by the 

work of My Son.” 
 

Trapped in chronic illness or extended hospitalization, you’ll have a lot of time to think—

and your thoughts will be embedded in the afflictions that you suffer. Old Adam will tempt you to 
dwell upon your sufferings as proof that God is paying you back for past wrongs, that He has no 

use or love for you. You will be tempted to despair that your works have not been enough to 
keep God’s favor. But you are not forsaken. The Lord declares, “You will suffer afflictions in this 

life, but I count you righteous for Jesus’ sake. You do not suffer because of your sin, because I 

do not count it against you. I have forgiven you. Your sins are covered by the blood of My Son. 
You are free from sin; and because you are free from sin, I will—in My time—set you free from 

your suffering. You have My promise—blessed are you.” 
 

This is the Good News of salvation in Christ alone. It takes away your sin. It gives you 
eternal life. It sets you free to live, knowing you have God’s favor, not wondering whether your 

life is good enough to get His approval. You already have it. God Himself says, “Blessed are you,” 

because you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.  
 

Amen 

 


