ABRAHAM FAITH OR WORKS
What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter? 2 If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God.3 What does Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”
4 Now to the one who works, wages are not credited as a gift but as an obligation. 5 However, to the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies the ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness.6 David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the one to whom God credits righteousness apart from works:
7 “Blessed are those
    whose transgressions are forgiven,
    whose sins are covered.
8 Blessed is the one
    whose sin the Lord will never count against them.”
                                                                                                                                 Romans 4:1-8
Paul has both expounded the gospel of God’s righteousness, the gospel of justification by faith (3:21-26) and defended it against its critics (3:27-31). Now in chapter 4 he wants Jewish Christians to understand that this gospel is not something new, because it was clearly proclaimed beforehand in the Old Testament, and he wants Gentile Christians to appreciate the rich spiritual heritage they have entered by faith in Jesus, in continuity with the Old Testament people of God. Abraham and David will show that justification by faith is God’s one and only plan for salvation, first in the Old Testament as well as in the New, for Jews as well as for Gentiles. It is a mistake to think either, that in the Old Testament people were saved by works and in the New Testament by faith, or that today Jews should not be evangelised because they have their own distinctive way of salvation.
In 3:27-31 Paul briefly mentioned two implications of the truth that we are justified by faith and not by ‘observing the law’ (3:28): we cannot boast in our own religious accomplishments (3:27) and Jews and Gentiles have equal access to justification (3:29,30). He will now develop these points using Abraham as his reference point. In 4:1-8 Paul will show that Abraham himself had nothing to boast about before God because he also was justified by faith. Then in 4:9-17 he will argue that Paul’s justification means that he is qualified to be the spiritual father of both believing Jews and believing Gentiles. 4:18-22 expands on the nature of Abraham’s faith before a final application to Christians in 4:23-25.
Throughout chapter 4 Paul grounds his exposition on Genesis 15:6 ‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness’ (Genesis 15:6 and quoted in 4:3).The focus of chapter 4 is especially on the nature of Abraham’s believing. Another way of looking at the chapter then is in terms of the significance of Abraham’s faith
1. Faith is something completely different from ‘works’ (vs.3-8)

2. Faith does not depend on religious ceremony (here circumcision in vs.9-12)

3. Faith is not related to the law (vs.13-17)

4. Faith often rests in a promise that contradicts what is expected in the natural (vs.18-22) 

Why does Paul take Abraham as his example? There are at least four reasons
1. Abraham was revered as the founding father of Israel
2. Abraham was revered as the epitome of righteousness (Jewish rabbis in Paul’s day taught Abraham’s was justified by works of righteousness) 
3. Abraham is a key figure in God’s plan of salvation as revealed in the Old Testament

4. Abraham was the beginning of God’s covenant family, the family to which all ‘believers’ now belong. Justification is God’s declaration that one has been adopted into this family

‘What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter?’ (4:1). Paul brings up the ‘wrong’ answer, that he was ‘justified by works,’ (4:2) and then the right one, that he ‘believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness’ (4:3). The first reason Paul fiercely repudiates justification by works is that this would have given him ‘something to boast about’ (before other people) ‘but not before God’ (4:2). Paul rejects any possibility of human beings boasting before God, either creatures before their Creator or sinners before their Saviour. Boasting of national privilege or personal holiness is self righteousness. The unrighteous can never establish their own righteousness before God.
‘What does Scripture say?’ (4:3). Paul’s second reason for repudiating Abraham being justified by works is that it contradicts the text of Scripture. The singular form, ‘Scripture’ indicates Paul is thinking of the entire Old Testament as a unified body of inspired writings. He then quotes Genesis 15:6 ‘Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness’ (4:3) and proceeds in the following verses to draw out the meaning of the word ‘credited.’ In a financial or commercial context the term meant to put something to someone’s account. But there are two ways money can be credited to our account. It can be as wages (which are earnt) or as a gift (which is free and unearnt). ‘Now to the one who works, wages are not credited as a gift but as an obligation’ (4:4: literally: not according to grace but according to debt). But this isn’t true with our justification. Instead, ‘to the one who does not work but trusts God who justifies the ungodly, their faith is credited as righteousness’ (4:5). 
In business those who work have their wages credited to them as a right because they’ve earnt them. But in justification, those who don’t work and so have no right to payment, but who put their trust in God who justifies the ungodly, ‘their faith is credited as righteousness’ (4:5). They are given righteousness as a free and unearnt gift by God’s grace through their faith. Faith is not an alternative to righteousness (“You have faith but I have righteousness”) but is the one and only means by which God can and will declare anyone righteous.
Paul now moves from Abraham to David, from Genesis 15:6 to Psalm 32:1,2. ‘David says the same thing when he speaks of the blessedness of the one to whom God credits righteousness apart from works’ (4:6). God is still the person who in grace does the crediting and what He puts into our account is ‘righteousness’. 

“Blessed are those
  whose transgressions are forgiven

  whose sins are covered.
Blessed is the one
  whose sin the Lord will never count against them” (4:7,8)
Three times in Hebrew parallelism David refers to evil deeds, once as ‘transgressions’ (lawlessness) and twice as ‘sins’ (failures). Sin is both stepping over a known boundary (transgression) and falling short of God’s standard (sin). And three times he tells us what God has done with them. Our transgressions ‘are forgiven,’ our sins ‘are covered’ and our sin ‘the Lord will never count against’ us. Instead of putting our sins to account against us, God pardons and covers them.

Bringing this together, Paul dismisses out of hand the possibility that Abraham could have been ‘justified by works’ (4:2). But when he affirms how God ‘justifies the wicked’ (4:5), he uses three terms. First God credits to us faith as righteousness (4:3,5,9,22f). Secondly He credits to us righteousness apart from works (4:6,11,13,24). And thirdly He refuses to credit our sins against us, but pardons and covers them instead (4:7,8). 

Justification involves a double counting, crediting or reckoning. Negatively, God will never count our sins against us. Positively, God credits our account with righteousness as a free gift, by faith, and altogether apart from works
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