
For Example 

Romans 4:1-5, 13-17 

If you're going to study a subject or learn a profession, a good strategy is to investigate one of the earliest 

practitioners. If you study physics, you might start with Albert Einstein. There were others, but he's a good 

beginning. If you're interested in drama, you could turn to William Shakespeare. Other playwrights are around, 

but he'll give you a good start. If you're considering nursing, you could read up on Florence Nightingale. The 

work of other early nurses would benefit you, but she's a helpful start. 

If you want to be a medical missionary, David Livingstone is an excellent example in the nineteenth century. He 

shared some values of his day that seem strange to modern people, but you'll find that he was in many ways far 

advanced in his own time. He was instrumental in ending slavery in the world, which took our United States 

quite a while to get around to doing. In reading about David Livingstone, you'll discover a great deal about the 

Christian faith. You'll learn that Livingstone set out from Britain to Africa clutching only the promise that the 

risen Christ would never leave him or forsake him. He trusted the risen Jesus who promised that he was with his 

followers always, to the end of the world. Livingstone is an example of Christian faith.  

In our text, the apostle Paul instructs a congregation in Rome that he's never visited. He's explaining faith as the 

basis of our relationship with God. An example always helps; so, Paul turns to Abraham, father of the Jewish 

faith, who lived around 2000 BC. Paul clarifies for Christian converts that faith in Christ sets us right with God. 

He reaches way back to show that being set right with God by faith isn't something new. It's as ancient as father 

Abraham. 

Faith in the Bible isn't any old belief in trivial things. Faith is trusting that God cares about you, when at least 

some evidence indicates otherwise. Faith is clinging to God's personal pledge to be with you no matter what you 

experience as success or endure as failure. Abraham isn't a gambler; he throws his life into God's arms and 

trusts God will catch him. That's what God asks of us, for which Abraham is our example, the father of our 

faith. 

People view examples as differently as they view heroes. One person's hero is another's bum. A recitation by 

one of our last dozen US presidents and the yeas and boos elicited among us would make such differences 

obvious. People, likewise, interpret examples differently, especially in sermons. Truth is, people usually 

remember a sermon's examples and certainly the jokes and forget why they're told. So, people can disagree on 

the meaning of Abraham's example. 

The majority of Jews in Paul's time considered Abraham an example of obedience. Paul sweeps aside the rabbis' 

traditional understanding of the Old Testament and points to the Bible's record. Genesis chapter 15 states that 

Abraham was considered righteous for trusting God. Trusting God is central to our living with God. 

Faith is a right-now relationship with God. It's a lot like getting married. We promise one another to be faithful 

and then we trust one another. So, it was with Abraham and God. So, it is with all who trust that we're now set 

right with God through Jesus. We trust God's promise that Jesus is the way to forgiveness and to eternal life. 

People can try to divert or subvert that central understanding, but Paul for one will always bring us back to a 

relationship with Christ built on promise and trust. 

Paul writes, "the law brings wrath." You can't argue, scare, or threaten someone into a loving relationship. "The 

law brings wrath." If you want a relationship on a legal, you-obey-me basis, you won't have a marriage. "The 

law brings wrath." So also, with God; God wants us in a loving, trusting relationship. We might want some law 

to put us right with God, but Paul says that the awareness of law can tempt people to sin. A wise, old woman 

said, "You shouldn't harp too much on the Ten Commandments or pretty soon the children will start trying them 

out." 



Our relationship with God isn't settled based on wages or payment. We don't agree to a trade with God: our 

good works for God's blessings. Business transactions and laws are for less than intimate relationships. Who'd 

ever say, "I love you and want to marry you; let's decide on the terms"? 

At one time or the other we've all tried to bargain with God this way. "I'll pay you my good deeds and you 

reward me." Usually, we do that when we're younger, but in a crisis the urge to bargain with God pops up like 

mushrooms after a summer rain. It doesn't get us anywhere, except maybe our offering great terms to God earns 

God's pity. After all, how good do we think we are? We'd do best to drop our attempts to be right with God by 

good works and to accept God's terms of a loving, trusting relationship. You want terms? Those are good terms! 

If we're trying to get into God's good graces with our excellent deeds, it means we're in control. God, however, 

wants to be in control, and when you're God you get to be in control. God tells us that if we're trying to secure 

heaven's attention by keeping the rules, we failed. We tried playing the game by rules that guaranteed we'd lose. 

God, instead, says, "Forget trying to win the game." God sweeps all the pieces off the game board and says, 

"Faith is a different game with rules of promise and principles of love. Trust me on this." If you want a deal, 

this is such a deal! Paul calls this relationship "grace." It is the same way God treated Abraham. Abraham didn't 

earn it, he just trusted it. 

If you must use legal categories to conceive of your relationship with God, then God will just have to surprise 

you, take you to court, and, despite the stacks of evidence against you, acquit you. That's what Paul says in 

verse 5, "But to one who without works trusts him who justifies the ungodly, such faith is reckoned as 

righteousness." "To justify the ungodly" means to acquit the guilty. God chooses, because of our trusting the 

promise of forgiveness, to acquit us of our guilt and sin. It sounds unjust for a judge to acquit the guilty. But we 

are guilty and God's forgiving us is unjust. 

What an upside-down way to turn us, finally, right side up. Having been acquitted we're going to work for God, 

but now it's family work. Didn't you work for your family? Did you always get paid? You're not paid to be a 

husband or wife or child, but you work for one another. It's a relationship that has a different basis than, as Paul 

would call it, "law." You work for one another in trust, gratitude, and love. So, with God. You don't calculate 

how much excellent activity you must complete to buy a ticket into heaven. You trust that God loves you 

because of what God did for you in Jesus. And then you work, gladly. 

Lent isn't a time to work our way into God's good graces, but a time to concentrate on God's good grace 

working itself out through us. We have Paul's example of Abraham, as he trusted God's grace; or we could 

focus on the nearer past and remember David Livingstone. Livingstone trusted the promise-maker to be with 

him always. Then, he lived in such a way that God's grace passed through his life and work to others, thousands 

of others, by his immediate medical attention and Christian teaching, and millions of Africans who benefit 

today — without knowing him — because of the end of the slave trade. 

Livingstone's faith took him on a pilgrimage to portions of Africa least explored by Europeans, to people who 

most needed to experience the grace of our Lord Jesus through a Christian doctor with modern medicine. God's 

grace took Livingstone from the northern to the southern hemisphere and then helped him crisscross a giant 

continent. Livingstone discovered in his own life what Abraham had been promised four millennia before, that 

through him all the families of the world would be blessed. 

The goal of our life with God is others being blessed by our faith. That's Abraham's example in the Old 

Testament. David Livingstone demonstrated a faith that blessed others in his mission to Africa. It's the central 

message Paul writes as he instructs new Christians in Rome. Faith, character-transforming, life-centering, 

gratitude-producing faith is what scripture commends to us today. 

Let's give thanks to God for the grace of our Lord Jesus. Let's place our faith in God's promises. Let's now live 

as those bound to show our gratitude. Amen. 


