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Romans 4:13-25 Answers 
Father Abraham Had Many Sons 

 
Introduction: Years ago I volunteered during Wednesday night church to work with two year 

old  kids in a ministry called “Mission Friends”. One of the songs we taught them went 
like this, “Father Abraham had many sons, many sons had Father Abraham.  I am one 
of them, and so are you, so let’s just praise the Lord”. Today will examine scripturally 
how and why it is that Father Abraham has many sons. Hint: You don’t have to be 
Jewish to be a son of Abraham! 

 
Overview: Romans has 16 chapters and 5 sections: Sin, Salvation, Sanctification, Sovereignty 

and Service. Today we are in second section: Salvation. 
 

Review:  
Based on 1:16, how can a person get God’s power for salvation? (Ask everyone to 

read aloud together). Righteousness is for everyone who believes (Jew or Greek). It 
comes by faith. The Reformers called this sola fide. The truth of salvation by faith is 
consistent with the teaching of the Hebrew Scriptures, as evidenced in Paul’s quotation 
in Romans 1:17 of Habakkuk 2:4. 
 

The Law: Why did God give the Law of Moses to the Jews (3:19-21)? (Read). The 
purpose of the law was not so that people could be justified before God by keeping it. 
The purpose of the law is to bring about knowledge of sin (3:20). The law showed the 
Jews right from wrong; it helped them understand God’s righteousness. But it could not 
make a person righteous. Its purpose was to show them their sinfulness. It showed the 
Jews basic right from wrong. The righteousness of God has been made known apart 
from the law. A system of apartheid exists between righteousness from God and the 
law. The two are in different apartments. They are apart from each other.  

 
The fact that the Law attests to the gospel is a very important element of Paul’s argument 

(Cranfield, p. 203). It is not as though God’s plan failed. The law pointed to God’s 
righteousness, but it was never God’s plan for them to earn righteousness by keeping 
the law. 
 

Answer the question in 4:1. What did Abraham gain and how did he gain it? Read 
4:1-3. Abraham gained righteousness and he gained it by believing God (by faith, 4:3b). 
Genesis, the very first book of the Old Testament, states that Abraham was declared 
righteous due to his faith (not his works, 15:6). Abraham was the uber-Jew, father of the 
Hebrew race.  His example shows that justification by faith is nothing new; it goes all the 
way back to Genesis and Abraham. 

 
Circumcision was the sign of God’s covenant with Abraham.  What had God 

promised him in that covenant? God promised Abraham land (Canaan), seed 
(descendants) and a blessing (to all the families of the earth through him). 
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Why did God not require circumcision until after Abraham was already justified by 
faith (4:9-12)? It was to make Abraham the spiritual father of all those who believe, 
both uncircumcised and circumcised, 4:11b-12. 
 

Abraham’s Four Seeds: The book of Genesis records that God promised Abraham many 
descendants (“seed”). In Abraham’s Four Seeds, John Reisinger (pronounced Re-
Singer) pointed out that Abraham’s seed (descendants) fall into four categories: 
1. Natural Seed ~ All physical descendants of Abraham, from both Isaac and Ishmael 

(Jews & Arabs). 
2. Special Natural Seed ~ Those descendants of Abraham through Jacob and his 

twelve sons who made up the nation of Israel.  This excludes the Arabs. 
3. Spiritual Seed ~ This refers to Abraham’s spiritual descendants, those people (Jew, 

Arab or Gentile) who have the faith of Abraham. This is what Paul is dealing with in 
Romans 4. 

4. Unique Seed ~ Abraham’s ultimate descendant is Jesus the Messiah. Jesus is 
Abraham’s Seed with a capital S. 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
****In 4:13-15, why did God’s promise to Abraham not come through the law? The law 

brings wrath, not blessing. If obtaining the promise were dependent on obedience to the law, 
the promise would essentially be void.  

 
Opposites: On one side there is promise, faith and grace. On the other there is law, 

transgression and wrath (Barclay, p. 66-67). 
 
Based on the wording of 4:13, what had God promised Abraham? See Genesis 12:1-9, 

15:18.  According to 4:13, God promised that Abraham would inherit the world (!). The 
problem is this exact wording is not found anywhere in Genesis.  The literal “Promised Land” 
of Genesis was simply Canaan (Palestine, Israel).  “World” (4:13) is from kosmos, which has 
many meanings including literally the whole earth or the inhabitants of the earth (as in, God 
so loved the world). By way of contrast, the Greek word for land (as in Promised Land) is gé 
(as in geography), a subset of world. There evidently is more to the Genesis text than meets 
the eye!  There is a deeper metaphysical reality. 

 
No Shock: Since Paul did not explain further the promise to inherit the world (rather than just 

the land) suggests this was nothing new to his readers. By Paul’s time Judaism had come to 
interpret the promise to Abraham as a much more comprehensive promise (Cranfield, p. 
239). However, as is evident from the rest of the passage, this is not at all what Paul had in 
mind.  

 
A. Based on Paul’s further explanation, Abraham’s inheritance of the “world” may refer to the 

fact that he one day would have believing offspring in every nation around the world. 
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Martin Luther: “This the Jews understand in a carnal sense . . . as though the descendants of 
Abraham would take possession of the whole world as their forefathers captured Canaan.  
But here the Apostle speaks of the spiritual inheritance which is received by faith. He means 
to say that the whole  world (not merely Jews but also Gentiles) will follow Abraham’s faith, 
confess him as their spiritual father and receive his Seed (Christ) as their Lord” (Luther, p. 
86). 

 
B. Deeper Reality: Perhaps the Promised Land in Genesis (Canaan) was also representative 

of a deeper reality. That deeper reality is that Abraham and his offspring would one day in 
some sense inherit the entire world. 

 
ESV Matthew 5:5 "Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 
 
Perhaps the best way to understand “world” is: 
 
ESV 1 Corinthians 3:21-23 . . . all things are yours, whether . . . 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. 
 

C. ESV Hebrews 11:8-16 By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place 
that he was to receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he was going. 
By faith he went to live in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents with Isaac 
and Jacob, heirs with him of the same promise. For he was looking forward to the city that 
has foundations, whose designer and builder is God . . . For people who speak thus make it 
clear that they are seeking a homeland. If they had been thinking of that land from which they 
had gone out, they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better 
country, that is, a heavenly one. 

 
1. Based the context, who are Abrahams’ offspring (4:13)? See 4:11b-12. A major point of 

Romans 4 is that Abraham is the father of anyone who has the faith that Abraham had (both 
Jew and Gentile).  Abraham’s spiritual offspring are included in the promise and are co-heirs 
with Abraham of the world.  As Jesus said: 

 
ESV Matthew 5:5 Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 
 
Insight: God promised Abraham land (Palestine), seed (the Jews) and a blessing (initially 

physical prosperity). Here in Romans 4 the seed promised is interpreted to be anyone who 
has the faith of Abraham (no matter if Jew or Gentile). The things of the Old Testament are 
just deposits or tokens of the ultimate realities that come with Jesus in the New Testament. 

 
2. Why did Paul write that the promise was through the “righteousness of faith” instead 

of simply “by faith” (4:13)? See 4:9b. This is a restatement of the fact that righteousness 
comes by faith, leaving no room for wrath.  

 
According to 4:14, what scenario would make the promise void? The promise would be 

void if the adherents of the law are to be the heirs.  
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Who are the adherents of the law (4:14)? This is a reference to those Jews who trusted in 
the law to earn righteousness. 

 
3. Why would the promise be void if the adherents of the law are heirs (4:14-15)? See 

3:20. The law does not bring fulfillment of the promise. Instead, the law brings God’s wrath 
because no one can keep the law. 

 
ESV Romans 3:20 . . . by works of the law no human being will be justified in his sight, since 

through the law comes knowledge of sin. 
 

According to 4:15, what is true when there is no law? When there is no law there is no 
transgression. Example: If there is no law against wearing a hat, you can’t possibly break a 
law by wearing a hat. 

 
4. With respect to what is there no law to transgress (4:15)? There is no law to transgress 

with respect to the promise of God, which comes through the righteousness of faith. 
 
------------------------------------------------------ 
 
****Why did God record in Genesis that righteousness was counted to Abraham 

because of his faith (4:16-25)? These words were recorded in Genesis for our benefit, so 
that we also will believe and be declared righteousness, 4:23-25.  This is the inspired 
application of this passage of Scripture! 

 
5. According to 4:16-17, why is the promise designed to depend on faith? It is so that the 

promise may 1) be in accordance with grace and 2) be guaranteed to all the descendants. 
 
 What is grace (4:16)? Grace is from charis and means undeserved favor or kindness. Basing 

God’s promise on grace guarantees its fulfillment.  This is the opposite of a promise based 
on law (performance). 

 
6. Who is included in “all” of 4:11 and 4:12? Who are Abraham’s offspring? In this 

context, “all” (4:16 & 4:17) refers to those believers who are of the Law (Jews) and those 
who are merely of the faith of Abraham but who were never associated with law (Gentiles).  

 
Teacher’s Note:  Paul stated in 4:14 that the adherents of the law are not heirs, but then in 

4:16 stated that the promise is guaranteed to those who are adherents the law. In 4:14 it 
refers specifically to unbelieving Jews.  However, the description “adherents of the law” in 
4:16 is merely another way of referring to Jews (as opposed to Gentiles).  The point of 4:16 
is that the promise is equally guaranteed to those adherents of the law who have faith (i.e. 
believing Jews, 4:12) as well as to those who have faith but who never had the law (i.e. 
Gentiles). 
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7. In what sense is Abraham “a father of many nations” (4:17)? See Genesis 17:5, 
Revelation 5:9-10. The quote is from Genesis 17:5. It is a fact that many physical nations did 
develop from out of Abraham’s descendants, such as the Arab nations, the Hebrews (Israel 
and Judah) and the Edomites. However, in this context it refers primarily to metaphysical 
(spiritual) fatherhood.  People from nations all over the world who believe in Jesus are sons 
of Abraham: 

 
ESV Revelation 5:9-10 . . . by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and 

language and people and nation, and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our 
God, and they shall reign on the earth. 

 
Teacher’s Note: This may be what meant when he made reference to Abraham and his 

offspring being heirs of the world (i.e. his spiritual offspring would be found all over the 
world). 

 
What unique abilities of God did Paul point out in 4:17b? God can give life to the dead and 

call into existence things that do not exist.   
 
8. Related to Abraham, what was dead that God gave life to and what did not exist that 

God caused to exist (4:17)? See 4:18-19. God gave life to both Abraham and Sarah’s 
dead reproductive abilities and called into existence not only a son (Isaac) but entire nations 
of people through that son (Israel and Judah). 

 
Based on 4:18, what did God promise that Abraham believed? Abraham believed that he 

would have many descendants. 
 
Back in Genesis 15 when God promised “so shall your offspring be” (4:18) to what was 

he comparing the number of Abraham’s offspring? See Genesis 15:5. God was 
comparing the number of Abraham’s future offspring to the number of stars in the sky. 

 
ESV Genesis 15:5 . . . he brought him outside and said, "Look toward heaven, and number 

the stars, if you are able to number them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 
 

9. How is the Greek concept of hope (4:18) different from our English usage of the 
word? We might say, “I hope it rains tomorrow” (expressing a wish or desire). The Greek 
usage would be, “I hope the sun comes up tomorrow” (there is no wishful thinking, no doubt; 
the event simply has not happened yet). Hope is from elpis (1680). The root elpo means “to 
anticipate”; elpis means “confident expectation” (Thayer).  Biblical hope is inseparable from 
faith in God; it does not depend on temperament or prevailing circumstances (NBD, p. 489). 
A synonym here may be “confident expectation”. 

 
10. What did mean for Abraham to believe in hope against hope (4:18)? It means he had 

divine hope in a humanly hopeless situation.  It was against all odds.  One version reads, 
“when it all seemed hopeless.”  The natural “hope” (confident expectation) was that he 
would never have a son. The supernatural “hope” (based on God’s promise) was that he 
would have a son. It was a supernatural hope against all natural hope. 
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12. What information recorded in 4:19 makes Abraham’s faith so remarkable? Abraham 
believed God’s promise of a son despite fully facing the fact that his 100 year old body was 
a good as dead and that Sarah (his wife) had been barren all her life, even before 
menopause set in.  Thus he had supernatural hope against natural hope (hope against 
hope). 

 
13. How does 4:20-21 illustrate the strength of Abraham’s faith? See Genesis 12, 15, 16. 

He never wavered in his faith but instead grew stronger in it as he gave glory to God. He 
was fully convinced that God was able to do what He had promised to do. 

 
Perspective:  

1. Abraham and Sarah were childless. God promised Abraham a son back in Genesis 
12:1-4 when he was about 75 years old. 

2. Years later he still had no son, so Abraham concluded that God meant for him to adopt 
a son (his servant Eliezer). However in Genesis 15 God clarified that he promised son 
would come from his own body.  

3. More time when by and Abraham was 86 years old and still no son, so Abraham 
concluded that God wanting him to take another woman and have a son through her, so 
he had a son (Ishmael) with Hagar (Genesis 16).   

4. Still more years went by. When Abraham was 99 years old, God revealed to him that 
the promised son would come via Sarah (Genesis 17).  At news of this Abraham 
laughed with delight and God told him to name the promised son Isaac, which means 
“he laughs”.  

The point is that Abraham never wavered in his faith.  At first he did not have the full 
picture of what God promised and so drew some false conclusions, but it was never out 
of lack of faith. In fact his faith grew stronger. 

 
John Calvin: “Let us also remember that we are all in the same condition as Abraham. Our 

circumstances are all in opposition to the promise of God. He promises us immortality; yet 
we are surrounded by mortality and corruption. He declares that he accounts us just: yet we 
are covered with sins. He testifies that he is propitious (merciful) and benevolent towards us: 
yet outward signs threaten his wrath. What, then, are we to do? We must close our eyes, 
disregard ourselves and all things connected with us, so that nothing may hinder or prevent 
us from believing that God is true” (Cranfield, p. 249). 

 
ESV Hebrews 11:1 . . . faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not 

seen. 
 
14. According to 4:22, what did Abraham's faith result in? Abraham’s faith was counted to 

him as righteousness (a quotation from Genesis 15:6). 
 
Easy Believism:  Abraham’s faith was quite remarkable. As can be seen from Abraham’s 

example, there really is no such thing as an easy believism that will save a person. In order 
to have righteousness credited to your account, you have to have the same quality of faith 
that Abraham had.  
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15. According to 4:23-24, why did God preserve a record of what happened with 
Abraham (Genesis 15)? God recorded Abraham’s example for our sake so that we will also 
believe and obtain righteousness from God. 

 
16. In order for Abraham to receive righteousness he had to believe God's promise to 

give him descendants. According to 4:24-25, what must we believe in order to receive 
righteousness? In order for us to receive righteousness we have to believe that Jesus died 
on the cross as a propitiation for our sins and that God raised Jesus from the dead. 

 
Parallel: Abraham believed God could give life to His and Sarah’s nearly dead bodies, 

enabling them to have children, and we must believe that God raised Jesus’ dead body from 
the tomb after He died for our sins. 

 
Teacher’s Note: “Delivered up” is from paradidomi (3860); “to give over, to give into the 

hands of another, to give over into one's power or use; to deliver one up to be judged, 
condemned, punished, scourged, tormented, put to death; to be put to death” (Thayer).  A 
suggested synonym might be “led away to execution.”  See 3:25. 

 
Why was Jesus delivered up (4:25)? He was delivered up for our trespasses so that we 

could be justified. 
 
ESV Romans 3:24-26 [we] are justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in 

Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as a propitiation by his blood, to be received by faith. 
 

So What? 
 

17. What applications for your life can you see in Romans 4:13-25? 
1. If I have the faith of Abraham am a child of Abraham and part of the fulfillment of God’s 

promise made 4,000 years ago. 
2. My faith in Jesus’ resurrection must be just as strong (certain) as Abraham’s faith that 

he would have children (faith in the impossible). 
3. Righteousness comes by truly believing that Jesus was delivered up for my 

transgressions and raised Jesus from the dead for my justification. 
 

**** = ask this question before reading the text aloud. Doing so will cause focus. 
 
• These lessons are designed for a 45 minute session and are based on the text of the ESV.  
 
• You can hear this lesson being taught awww.SermonAudio.Com/NTRF.  
 
Stephen E. Atkerson  
www.NTRF.org 
06/22/14 


