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Pastor Tim Pauls 
“Counted Faith” 

 

The Word of the Lord from Romans 4: “But the words ‘it was counted to him’ were not 
written for his sake alone, but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who 

raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our 
justification.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
I. Abraham 

Most achievements in this life come by works, not faith. If you have a final in Math 

Analysis, you prepare for it by studying math, not by trusting that a mystical understanding of 
the subject will just come to you as soon as you start to take the test. You can believe that the 

lawn is mowed all you want; but unless you go outside with trimmer and mower, you can bet 
that the tall grass will still be waiting for you. If you need to clean your room, you can hope that 

the laundry fairies come out and put your clothes in the hamper; but quite likely you’re going to 

have to do it yourself. That’s how life works. Just about everything depends on work.  
 

But we’re careful to make the distinction when it comes to salvation: we’re saved solely 
by grace through faith. We’re saved solely by what Jesus has done for us, not by anything we do 

for Him or for ourselves. Sometimes, though, it can be easy to get confused about how free this 
salvation is. For this, our epistle helps us out an awful lot as St. Paul recalls the story of 

Abraham. 

 
If you remember the story, Abraham was a hundred years old and his wife Sarah was 99. 

Sarah was also barren, never been able to have children. But to the century-old childless 
Abraham, the Lord promised, “I have made you the father of many nations.” The promise was 
made: it was a done deal. Abraham believed the promise. He believed in what he did not see. 

What’s more, he believed in spite of what he did see: he and Sarah, after all, were no spring 
chickens. But he believed the promise and Isaac was born—a miracle baby. Isaac became the 

father of Jacob. Jacob fathered many sons, the start of the nation of Israel. Through that line 
generations later, another miracle baby was born—conceived by the Holy Ghost and born of the 

Virgin Mary. The Son of God became flesh to be the Savior—not just of the people of Israel, but 

of all nations. Thus Abraham became the father of many nations. 
 

Abraham didn’t work for this. He didn’t earn it by his labors. The Lord didn’t say, 
“Abraham, I’ve got a challenge for you. As long as you and Sarah can figure out a way to have a 

kid, I’ll reward you by making you the father of many nations and eventually sending the Savior.” 
He simply promised them a son, and He kept His promise. He used Abraham and Sarah as His 

instruments to get the job done, sure; Isaac was conceived in the usual way. But the Lord did so 

by His work and mercy, not by their earning His favor.  
 

Now, some might say that Abraham did do something: he believed. That’s doing 
something, isn’t it? Actually, no. Faith is a gift of God, not man’s works. When the Lord promised 

Abraham a son, He also gave Abraham the faith to believe the promise. The faith was God’s 

working, not Abraham’s. 
 

No doubt, Abraham was tempted to doubt the promise for the reasons given above—God 
was promising a child to an old barren couple. And if the promise depended on the work of 

Abraham and Sarah, it would be doubtful. It would be uncertain at best, since it depended upon 
the labors of a weakening couple living under the wrath of the Law. But the promise depended 



on the Lord, and the Lord can do anything He wants. Thus the promise was sure, because the 

Lord always keeps His promises. 
 

It gets even better than the gift of Isaac. When God made this promise, He was 
announcing His design to bring the Savior into the world. When Abraham believed the promise, 

he believed in the promised Savior who would redeem him from sin. Because He believed in 

Jesus who would come, his faith was counted to him as righteousness. It wouldn’t be good at all 
if Abraham gained the whole world and lost his soul. But God said, “Because you believe in Jesus 

who will come and die for your sins, I declare you righteous. I forgive you your sins. You’re not 
just the father of many nations; you’re also My beloved son.” 

 
All this was God’s doing. God gave the promise. God gave the faith to believe in the 

promise. God gave the Savior and the righteousness. So Abraham was saved by faith, not by 

works. God counted his faith to him as righteousness. 
 

II. Children of Abraham 

St. Paul doesn’t just recount this story so that we can be happy for Abraham. He 

recounts the story because the same is true for you, too: “But the words ‘it was counted to him’ 

were not written for his sake alone, but for ours also.” 
 

God has made the same promise to you: the promise of the Savior. To Abraham, God 
promised the Savior who was coming; to you, the Savior who has come. To both, God declares 

Jesus Christ, “who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification.” God 
promises that your sins are forgiven for Jesus sake. It’s not your works done under the Law, 

because then your hope would be doubtful at best. You’re saved solely by Jesus’ death and 

resurrection for you.  
 

There’s more: as God declares that promise to you, He also gives you the faith to believe 
it. “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift 

of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:8-9). Faith is God’s work, 

just like grace. And now that God has promised you grace and given you faith to believe the 
promise, He says, “You believe in My Son, who died for you! Therefore, I count your faith as 

righteousness. You are My beloved child.” 
 

You’re just like Abraham. God promised you salvation. God gave you faith to believe the 

promise. Because you believe in the promise, God declares you are righteous for the sake of 
Jesus. 

 
That’s why, by the way, Jesus rebukes the Pharisees in the Gospel lesson for the day. He 

is there to promise salvation and give faith to believe the promise. The Pharisees are so full of 
their own good works that they say, “We have no need or room for forgiveness or faith because 

we’re so good.” The tax collectors and sinners, however, say, “We’re beggars with empty sacks. 

We’ve no good works to impress God, so we’ll be happy to keep the forgiveness and faith that 
Jesus has given us today.”  

 
Forgiveness and faith are gifts of God. God gives them to you; and because He gives 

them to you, He counts you as righteous. 

 
Having made that wonderful declaration, we can clarify a few points that often lead 

Christians astray today. 
 

First off, please note that Abraham is called the “father of us all.” You and I are children 
of Abraham. This is not a matter of ethnic background, of being Jew instead of Gentile. You and 



Abraham are family by grace, not by law. In other words, you and Abraham are family because 

God promised the same salvation to both of you. By His grace, both of you believe in Jesus. You 
and he have the same Savior—Jesus. Faith: that’s what makes you and Abraham kin. I say this 

because there are many Christians who miss this, and it skews their theology. For instance, when 
they read of Israel in the book of Revelation, they believe it to mean the nation of Israel that you 

can find on a map of the Middle East. This results in some strange but widespread teachings, 

such as the idea that we must rebuild the temple in Jerusalem before Jesus has permission to 
return; or that we will see specifically 144,000 Jews converted just before the end of the world; 

or that Gentiles are saved by Jesus, but Jews by a different covenant. But New Testament Israel 
does not refer to the nation you find on a map. That Israel is the family of Abraham—those who, 

like Abraham, are saved by believing in Jesus. The Israel of the New Testament is the Christian 
Church. It’s you and me. If you get this wrong, you’ll be distracted looking for signs that aren’t 

coming, rather than rejoicing that you are prepared should the Lord return today. Indeed, the 

Lord might return today, but you are prepared: by the faith given by God, you believe in Jesus 
Christ, delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification. 

 
A second important teaching is always to remember that faith is a gift of God, not your 

work. Again, this is misunderstood by many of our brothers and sisters in Christ, and this robs 

them of comfort. You might sometimes hear a Christian say that you must “accept Jesus as your 
Savior and Lord,” or “commit yourself to Jesus” or something similar. This is a statement that 

faith is something you do: as long as you choose to believe in Jesus, then you will be saved. In 
my high school years, I dabbled in this; and from conversations with others here, I am not alone. 

It sounds like a little thing, but it is not: if faith is your work, you can never be certain that your 
faith is good enough—because as our text says, your work is under the Law and the Law brings 

wrath. In other words, if you believe it’s up to you to commit yourself to Jesus, how can you ever 

be sure that you’ve committed yourself to Him enough? When is your work of accepting Him 
sufficient for you to be sure? You cannot be. You can either simply decide that you’re committed 

enough by your own measure, or you can be haunted by the fear that you don’t believe hard 
enough. Neither one is good, and neither was intended by God for you. Rather, He is the one 

who gives faith to you along with the promise of forgiveness in the Gospel: and if faith is God’s 

work, then you can be sure that your faith is sufficient for salvation. That’s why we rejoice to 
hear the Lord say to a tiny infant, “I baptize you;” not, “I’ll baptize you if you choose to believe in 

me by your own power and strength later on.” That’s why we rejoice to hear Him declare, “I 
forgive you all of your sins;” not, “I forgive you as long as you’ve believed enough to make up for 

your iniquities.” That’s why we rejoice to hear the Lord say, “This is My body…this is My 

blood…for the forgiveness of sins;” not, “This Supper is a way for you to re-affirm your 
commitment to Me.” 

 
Faith is a gift God gives. Does that mean that everyone who hears the Gospel will be 

saved? No. Faith is a gift; and, by definition, gifts can be thrown away. All who hear the Gospel 
receive forgiveness and faith, but many who hear reject it—they throw the gift away. It is not 

that God did not faithfully give; rather, His faithful gifts were rejected. This is not God’s fault, but 

the fault of the one who does not believe. 
 

This leads us to a third point. Since God gives and strengthens your faith every time you 
hear the Gospel, you can be sure that the devil will tempt you to doubt the promise, to throw 

away the faith.  

 
Remember: faith is trusting in what you do not see, often in spite of what you do see. 

For Abraham, it was the temptation to doubt because of their ages and because they’d never had 
children before. For you, it may be the temptation to doubt because the promises of salvation 

seem too miraculous, and you’ve never been raised from the dead before. You may be tempted 
to doubt because the worries or sicknesses of this life make eternal life hard to believe. You may 



be tempted because science, God’s great gift for understanding this world, only addresses what 

you can see and measure; and since science can’t confirm God’s favor in Christ, you’re tempted 
to believe it’s just a fairy tale. Prosperity and temporary pleasure will tempt you from heavenly 

treasure to come; poverty and pain may tempt you to doubt God’s presence or love.  
 

Many will measure God’s faithfulness based on what they see. Many will decide to believe 

in Him because of what they experience in life. But you don’t know what life will bring tomorrow; 
and in many situations, you can have no idea what the Lord is actually working behind the 

scenes. You can guess at what the Lord is up to and pin your own interpretation on events, but 
you can’t be sure. You can’t be certain. You’ll always have room for doubt.  

 
But there is no doubt about the cross. There is no doubt that Christ was delivered up for 

your sins and raised for your justification. Whatever you see in life, His death and resurrection for 

you remain unchanged. That’s why you continue to hear God’s Word. That’s why you make your 
way to His Supper. It’s in His means of grace that He gives forgiveness, life and salvation to you. 

It’s in His means of grace that He gives you faith. 
 

We add one more point that has to do with evangelism. Only the Gospel gives 

forgiveness and faith. It is important to care for the physical and emotional needs of people—
food, a listening ear and the like; but if we don’t tell them that Christ has died for them, it’s not 

evangelism. This is also important when it comes to apologetics—to defending the faith. This is 
necessary to disprove false doctrines and ideas—but showing error is not the same as speaking 

the Gospel. What I mean is this: you can, for instance, give a ton of arguments to show that the 
theory of evolution is terribly flawed; but unless you also speak the Gospel, nothing you’ve said 

will give forgiveness and faith. 

 
God gave Abraham faith, and counted it as righteousness. It’s hard to believe in Jesus. 

In fact, it’s impossible to believe in Him by your own reason or strength. But the Lord continues 
to give you faith as He forgives your sins. Jesus declares, “I was delivered up for your 

trespasses—I was condemned in your place so that you might live. I was raised up for your 

justification—the innocent do not die but live; and as I live, you will live also—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 

 


