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Trusting God’s Promises: Romans 4:13-16 

Ben Reaoch, Three Rivers Grace Church 

Sunday, November 11th, 2012 

 The title of the sermon this morning is “Trusting God’s 
Promises.”  That’s what this passage is about, and that’s what I 
hope we will all be inspired to do, as Abraham did—trust God’s 
promises.  We’ll first look at this astonishing promise in verse 13 
that Abraham and his offspring are heirs of the world (and that 
includes us; it includes all believers).  Then we’ll look at the 
contrast between faith and law, and why the promise did not come 
through law.  Thirdly, we’ll consider the foundational connection 
between faith and grace—why the promise came through the 
righteousness of faith.   

Heirs of the World – v. 13  

 A central theme of these verses is the promise of God.  
Verse 13 begins with this—“the promise to Abraham.”  Again in 
verse 14, “if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, 
faith is null and the promise is void.”  And again in verse 16, “in 
order that the promise may rest on grace.”  The theme continues 
later in the chapter as well, in verses 20-21, “No distrust made him 
waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his 
faith as he gave glory to God, fully convinced that God was able to 
do what he had promised.” 

 Verse 13 mentions a promise that should absolutely take 
our breath away.  It’s something we can’t even get our minds 
around, but it should change our outlook on everything.  The 
promise is that Abraham and his offspring are to inherit the world.  
We are to be heirs of the world.  What does that even mean? 

 Well, first we have to clarify who this promise is for.  
Galatians 3:29 says, “if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s 
offspring, heirs according to promise.”  This means that if you are 
in Christ, if you are repenting of sin and trusting in Jesus to forgive 
your sin, if you are clinging to Jesus Christ as your only hope of 
eternal life, then you are united to Christ by faith.  And what this 
verse in Galatians is saying is that all those who are united to 
Christ are Abraham’s offspring, and therefore heirs of the same 
things promised to Abraham.   

 What Paul is saying in our passage in Romans 4:13 is that 
Abraham was promised the world.  Now, where does Paul get that?  
There’s no verse in the Old Testament that says exactly that.  But 
the promises made to Abraham do point to this.  God promised 
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Abraham that he would become many nations, and that he would 
possess the land, and that through Abraham God would bless all 
the families of the earth.  Those are huge promises, and they are 
even bigger than Abraham could have imagined.  They are bigger 
than we can imagine.   

 One day, after Christ returns and there is a new heaven and 
new earth (as Revelation 21 tells us about), we will reign with 
Christ over the earth.  Heaven will not be a purely spiritual 
existence; we will have resurrection bodies and live in a physical 
world, although the world will be totally remade.  That will be part 
of our inheritance.  We will inherit it together.  And we will inherit 
it forever.  And this may sound so strange to us right now.  But it’s 
a promise God has given to His people, and it’s a promise we need 
to take hold of.  It’s a promise we need to believe.  It’s a promise 
that should give us great hope throughout our life in this world.  
When we’re tempted by the fleeting pleasures of this world, or 
when we’re discouraged by the difficulties and trials of this world, 
we need to look to our eternal inheritance with Christ, which will 
include having the world as our possession. 

 Jesus said in the Beatitudes, “Blessed are the meek, for they 
shall inherit the earth” (Matthew 5:5).  And Paul wrote in 1 
Corinthians 3:22, “For all things are yours, whether Paul or 
Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the 
future—all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.”  
These are statements that blow our minds.  They are so utterly 
incomprehensible that it should make us all the more eager to 
experience the fulfillment of these promises.   

 I’m going to inherit the world!  You are going to inherit the 
world, if you are in Christ!  We are going to reign with Christ 
forever.  And if you go out of here today still wondering what 
that’s going to be like, and if this afternoon you’re thinking, “What 
was Pastor Ben talking about—‘heir of the world’?”, well then join 
the club.  I can’t explain it to you, because I don’t know what all 
that’s going to entail.  But I do know this—it’s a promise of God, 
and God always keeps His promises.  And if we believe His 
promises our lives will be radically different than those who don’t 
believe His promises.            

I was thinking about this on Wednesday in light of the 
election.  Tuesday night Stacy and I sat and watched the news for a 
while as the blue states and red states were gradually filled in.  But 
we didn’t stay up late enough to see the outcome.  I remember 
back in 2000 staying up until 2 or 3 in the morning wanting to see 
if Bush or Gore was going to win.  But this time we just went to 
bed.  But then I woke up about 2:30am, and I went down and 
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turned the TV on to see what had happened.  And, of course, they 
showed some clips from Obama’s acceptance speech, and then 
they mentioned the states that had legalized gay marriage and the 
states that had legalized marijuana.  I only watched for about 5 
minutes, and I went back to bed feeling discouraged.   

A few weeks ago when I was going for a run, and I 
overheard just little piece of a conversation between 2 older 
gentlemen.  I heard the one guy say, “Our country is going to hell 
in a hand basket.”  That’s kind of how I felt on Wednesday—
discouraged and disturbed by the things going on in our culture 
and in our country.  Abortion is legal.  Gay marriage is being 
legalized in some places.  And I was just kind of ticked off by the 
whole thing, not necessarily in a righteous way.  It just put me in a 
bad mood.  Stacy could see it.  I wasn’t being very nice 
Wednesday evening. 

And then as I was driving to church that night to visit 
Steve’s Bible study, I was thinking about why I felt the way I did.  
And I started thinking about this passage, and this promise that we 
will inherit the world.  And it changed my outlook.   

Yeah, there are things to be concerned about in our society, 
and there are things we should be active in trying to change.  But 
we must not put our hope in political candidates or in the laws of 
the land.  We should put our hope in God, who promises to give us 
the world!  Whatever happens to us in this life, whatever happens 
to our country (even if it does go to hell in a hand basket), we have 
a great and eternal inheritance to look forward to.  Looking 
forward to that inheritance should keep us from discouragement, 
and it should also free us to do risky things, radical things, for the 
cause of Christ. 

William Carey is known as the father of the modern 
missionary movement, and the motto of his life was, “Expect great 
things from God.  Attempt great things for God.”   In 1792 Carey 
preached at a gathering of ministers, and it was in that sermon that 
he made those two famous points: “Expect great things from God.  
Attempt great things for God.”  At the end of the sermon he went 
to his friend Andrew Fuller, grabbed him by the arm and said, 
“And are you, after all, going again to do nothing?”  So they 
passed a resolution that at the next meeting they would form a 
“Baptist Society for propagating the Gospel among the heathen.”  
And they did just that.  Andrew Fuller was appointed as the 
secretary, and William Carey offered himself to be the first 
missionary of the society.  He went to India, where he spent 41 
years translating the Bible into 40 different languages and 
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dialects—simply amazing, especially in light of the many trials he 
faced.   

The motto of his life is a great application of the point 
we’re looking at here in Romans 4.  Do you trust God’s promises?  
Are you expecting great things from God?  If so, then you should 
feel the freedom to attempt great things for God.  These promises 
should give us the boldness to share the Gospel with others.  Who 
cares if someone scoffs at me, who cares if someone thinks I’m a 
freak.  I’m going to inherit the world!   

Or maybe this would free you to let go of that grudge 
you’ve been holding on to, or the bitterness that has been 
consuming you.  Yes, people have sinned against you, and it hurt.  
But that is not going to diminish your inheritance in the least.  God 
has promised you something that you do not deserve, and so you 
can turn and do likewise.  You can forgive.   

I hope this week you will mediate on the promises of God.  
I hope you will trust these great promises.  And I hope you will 
consider how trusting these promises ought to affect your everyday 
life—the way you interact with those around you, the way you 
think about the future, the way you think about the past, the way 
you deal with temptation, the way you deal with discouragement.  
Let us be a people who are profoundly shaped by our hope in 
God’s promises.          

Faith vs. Law – vv. 14-15 

 Verse 13 contrasted two things.  It spoke of this promise, 
and it said negatively that the promise did not come through the 
law.  And then it said positively that the promise instead came 
through the righteousness of faith.  Verses 14-15 expound the 
negative statement in verse 13, and then verses 16 and following 
expound the positive statement in verse 13. 

Let’s look at why the promise could not come through law.  
Verse 14 says, “For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be 
the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void.”  If the promise of 
this inheritance comes through law instead of the righteousness of 
faith, that would undermine the very nature of faith, and it would 
eliminate everything that’s amazing about the promise.   

Consider the difference between these two statements.  
Statement #1: God says, “I’m going to give you this eternal 
inheritance as a free gift, even though you deserve the opposite.”  
Statement #2: If God were to say, “I will give you this eternal 
inheritance if you can earn it by keeping My law.”  The effect of 
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those two statements is drastically different.  The first gives hope.  
The second brings despair.  If the promise depends on my 
performance, then the promise is void.  It’s worth nothing to me.  
There’s nothing good in it for me. 

In fact, it’s nothing but bad news for me.  This is what 
verse 15 goes on to say.  “For the law brings wrath, but where 
there is no law there is no transgression.”  Now, his point is not 
that where there is no law there is no sin.  He’s not saying that.  
But he’s saying that the law adds to our guilt because we clearly 
transgress God’s revealed commands.  This is why we can never 
put our hope in law-keeping as a way to get right with God.  We 
have no way of achieving that through the law.  On the contrary, 
what the law does for us is show us our sin, and condemn us for 
our sin, and make it clear that we deserve God’s wrath for our sin.  
This makes a point similar to 3:20, where Paul wrote, “For by 
works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, 
since through the law comes knowledge of sin.”           

If the promise came through the law, all we would have to 
look forward to is God’s wrath.  Rather than a promise, it would be 
a threat.  We would face God’s wrath, because we cannot keep His 
law. 

Faith and Grace – verse 16 

 And this is why it’s such good news that the promise does 
not depend on our law-keeping.  It does not depend on our 
religious performance.  It does not depend on our good deeds.  
Rather, it is a gift that we receive by faith.  And this is the tight 
connection that verse 16 makes between faith and grace.  In the 
Greek the first part of verse 16 has fewer words than the English 
translation requires.  It simply says, “Because of this from faith in 
order that according to grace.”  Paul simply wants to show very 
clearly that faith accords with grace.   

 Kids, maybe some of you have already been thinking about 
what you want for Christmas.  Maybe this illustration will help you 
understand the point of these verses.  Imagine if your brother or 
sister gives you a gift for Christmas, and it’s the thing that you 
wanted most.  Maybe it’s a new book or a new game or a new 
shirt.  And you open it up, and you’re really excited.  But then, 
once you’ve got all the wrapping paper off it, you see that the price 
tag is still on the back of it, and your brother or sister says, “I’m 
going to need you to pay me back for that.”  At that moment, how 
does your attitude change concerning the so-called present?  Well, 
then it’s not a present any more, is it!  And like my kids said when 
I shared this illustration with them the other night, they said, “the 
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only good thing about that is you got free shipping.  But other than 
that, you might as well have bought it yourself.”  And that’s 
exactly right.  It’s no longer a gift, if it’s something you have to 
pay for. 

 Paul says it in a very straightforward way in Romans 11:6.  
He writes, “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of 
works; otherwise grace would no longer be grace.”  Grace and 
works don’t mix.  Just like a present and demanding payback don’t 
mix.  Grace, by its very nature, by definition, excludes works.   

 We saw this earlier in Romans 4 as well.  In verse 4, “Now 
to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his 
due.”  That’s the so-called present that you have to pay for.  It you 
have to pay for it, it’s not a gift.  If you have to work for it, then 
it’s not grace.  Then verse 5, “And to the one who does not work 
but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted 
as righteousness.”  That’s the gift.  That’s the Gospel.  And the 
huge point that Romans 4 is hammering home for us is that this 
gift comes by faith.  You receive it by faith.  You receive it, not 
with an attitude of “how am I going to pay this back.”  But you 
receive it simply with a heart brimming over with thanksgiving.   

 Before moving to Pittsburgh, Stacy and I were living in 
Kentucky where I was on staff at a church there.  And when we 
first came on staff at that church there weren’t many young people.  
It wasn’t like this church where new babies are being born all the 
time.  So the idea of taking some meals to a family after they’ve 
had a baby was kind of a new concept when Stacy initiated it.  
There was a young couple who had their first baby, and Stacy 
decided to take them a meal.  And I remember both of us going 
over to their house, hoping to encourage them and bless them with 
this meal.  But they weren’t very appreciative.  The husband, 
especially, told us that we didn’t need to do this.   And it wasn’t 
just a courteous, “Oh, you shouldn’t have.”  It was more like, “I 
really wish you hadn’t.”  He wanted us to know that they didn’t 
need that kind of help.  They were doing fine on their own.  And 
they didn’t want people in the church going out of their way to 
help them. 

 And I think that’s just a little picture that stuck in my mind 
which illustrates the prideful attitude which resists grace.  That’s 
the kind of attitude that rejects God’s free gift of salvation.  That’s 
different than the humility of faith which says, I know that I’m 
needy and I am grateful for God’s gift of salvation.  What might 
that pride look like in your life right now?  Are you resisting God’s 
grace?  Are you refusing to receive His gift of salvation, because 
you don’t want to admit that you need that much help?  Are you 
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insistent upon maintaining the illusion of self-sufficiency?  You 
have yourself convinced that you’re OK on your own.  You don’t 
need God’s help, or anyone else’s.   

Or maybe you would admit that you do need God’s help, 
but still you can make some contribution to your salvation.  You 
may come from a Catholic background, or any legalistic mindset, 
where you have assumed that your performance plays a role in 
whether God likes you or not, whether God will save you or not.   

In one sense, faith is the easiest thing in the world.  It’s 
simply casting yourself on Christ and accepting the gift of what He 
has done for you.  But in another sense, faith is very difficult.  
Indeed, it’s impossible apart from the grace of God.  Because you 
have to give up all these securities that you’ve been clinging to all 
your life.  You have to give up the idea that your baptism, or your 
church attendance, or going to confession, or taking meals to 
people, or serving in various ministries in the church, or saying 
your prayers or doing your Bible reading, is what’s going to get 
you into heaven.  You have to stop hoping in your performance, 
and hope only in the finished work of Jesus Christ. 

In closing, I want to mention just a few more promises 
from Scripture, and I want to exhort us today to believe these 
promises. 

If you are an unbeliever, I want to draw your attention to 
the promise of Romans 10:9, “if you confess with your mouth that 
Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from 
the dead, you will be saved.”  That’s good news.  For the person 
who is living an immoral lifestyle, notice that the message is not, 
“Clean up your life, and then come to God.”  The message is 
simply, “Trust in Jesus, and you’ll be saved.”  And for the person 
who is moral and trusting in your morality to save you, notice that 
the message of the Gospel is antithetical to that mindset.  Believe 
the promises of God.  Trust Him.  Let go of your works.  Stop 
looking at your performance.  And simply fall into the arms of 
Jesus. 

Another promise of God that is good for us to remind 
ourselves of, especially if you’re going through a trial of some 
kind, is Romans 8:28.  “And we know that for those who love God 
all things work together for good, for those who are called 
according to his purpose.”  If life is particularly hard for your right 
now, if someone has hurt you deeply, if difficulties abound, I plead 
with you to trust in this great promise of God.  If you are a 
believer, then this promise applies to you.  God has not left you.  
He is not against you.  He is actually doing good to you, even in 
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these painful things.  And one day we will be able to look back 
upon these things and see more clearly how God was working in 
them. 

And finally, in terms of our sanctification, we must believe 
the promise of Philippians 1:6 that “he who began a good work in 
you will bring it to completion at the day of Jesus Christ.”  God’s 
still working on us, and that should give us great hope.  He’s going 
to keep sanctifying us until we are fully sanctified on that day 
when Jesus Christ returns, at which time we will inherit the world. 

Brothers and sisters, mediate on the promises of God.  
Trust the promises of God.  And live your life in light of the 
wonderful things that are to come for those who belong to Jesus.   

 

 


