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18 Hoping beyond what he could expect, he believed that he would become the 
father of many nations, just as he was told: “This is how many your descendants 
will be.” 19 He did not weaken in faith, even though he considered his own body 
as good as dead (because he was about one hundred years old), and even 
though he considered Sarah’s womb to be dead. 20 He did not waver in unbelief 
with respect to God’s promise, but he grew strong in faith, giving glory to God 
21 and being fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. 
22 This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.” 
23 Now the statement “it was credited to him” was not written for him alone, 
24 but also for us to whom it would be credited, namely, to us who believe in the 
one who raised our Lord Jesus from the dead. 25 He was handed over to death 
because of our trespasses and was raised to life because of our justification. 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed in Christ, 

He was used to people looking down on him, and he’d brought it on himself by his 
choice of career.  The man was a tax collector, and the system was set up in such 
a way that he was allowed to draw bonuses to his salary from whatever he 
collected above and beyond the taxes the authorities demanded.  How many 
times had he succumbed to the temptation to enrich himself?  When Jesus called 
Matthew to follow, many of the religious leaders of the day were skeptical – why 
would Jesus choose Matthew as his follower?  Didn’t he want to surround himself 
with the good people, the righteous people, the ones who did the right 
things?  Was Matthew really what righteousness looked like?  
Moving ahead about 20 years and a couple hundred miles to the west – to the 
ancient city of Rome where a small group of Christians had started to gather 
regularly.  Likely they had heard about Jesus from some of their friends of Jewish 
background who had traveled to Jerusalem to celebrate the annual festival of 
Pentecost, and they found the city in an uproar over a man named Jesus who had 
come to pay for sin – to make people righteous before God and acceptable in his 
sight.  But, the debate continued: what did that look like?  Many of those of 
Jewish background still pointed to Abraham as a model because of his obedience 
to the laws.  Paul and other apostles taught otherwise, but they had experienced 
fierce resistance from the Jewish leaders, and so the Roman Christians wondered 
too: What does Righteousness look like?     



Jump forward about 1500 years and over to Europe, and you find the same 
question being asked.  On June 25th, in 1525, a document called the Augsburg 
Confession was presented, outlining the beliefs of the fledgling Lutheran 
church.  The emperor tried to keep the public from hearing the public reading of 
the Augsburg Confession by scheduling the hearing for a small chapel, but people 
gathered around the building, pressed against the walls, listening for the words 
being read though the open windows.  

Why were they so eager to hear what Dr. Luther and his co-workers 
believed?  The German people had been taught for years that righteousness 
before God was found in actions, in penance, in confession, by purchase of 
indulgences.  But Luther claimed that the bible taught something else entirely 
about finding righteousness before God.  And so, on their minds too was a form of 
that age-old question:  What does righteousness look like? 
So what does righteousness look like?  Different people and different religious 
ideas offer various opinions.  Some say it has to do with effort – as long as you’re 
trying hard, as long as you’re improving yourself, as long as you’re putting forth 
your best effort, you’re going to be all right.  Others look at it as a balancing act – 
a careful tally of doing enough good to weigh out the evil, much like a diet plan 
that allows for a few cheat days once in a while but generally works as long as you 
do it right most of the time. Or perhaps most appealing to us – righteousness is 
found in how you compare to other people.  As long as I’m not involved in the 
kinds of sin that end up on the news, as long as I’m not hurting anyone else – 
things must be OK.  
But are any of those really righteousness?  Or might they better be called self-
righteousness – an excuse to give ourselves a pat on the back and pretend our 
struggle with sin isn’t that big of a deal?  You can see the fallout from self-
righteousness in the attitude shown by the Pharisees in today’s gospel, and I’d ask 
you this: might a similar attitude of self-righteousness be at least partly 
responsible for the caricature of Christianity that is so widespread in American 
culture today? 
If one word could be used to summarize Paul’s letter to the Romans, it might be 
this: “righteousness.”  Perfect righteousness is what we need to stand before 
God.  Unfortunately, whether you’re talking first century Rome, 16th century 



Germany, or 21st century America obedience to laws, putting in good solid effort, 
doing better than everyone else – that’s still not good enough to count as 
righteousness.  

As you heard in our sermon last weekend, in the first three chapters of Romans, 
Paul goes about proving how every person of every nation and every race has 
fallen short.  There is no one who is righteous – not even one.  Any attempt to 
delude ourselves into thinking that something else is true leads only to our 
eternal destruction.  And so God inspired his apostle Paul to set the record 
straight about righteousness and write the letter to the Romans in preparation for 
his visit to Rome and his plans to request that Rome be a base for mission work to 
the west – in Spain and beyond.  Today, in our second lesson, Paul clears up the 
doubt and reminds us  

WHAT RIGHTEOUSNESS LOOKS LIKE  

– and it all has to do with  

1. trust in God’s promises, that comes from  
2. trust in the promiser.  

If there was any example from bible history of a person whom God asked to trust 
his promises – it’s Abraham.  God asked him to uproot his family and move from 
his home to a new land called Canaan, and God asked him to settle there and 
raise a family.  Problem was, Abraham didn’t have any children yet, and worse, 
every piece of physical evidence that could be considered seemed to indicate that 
his family situation wasn’t going to change!  And yet, impossible as it seemed, 
God asked Abraham to trust his ability to keep that promise. 
In his letter to the Romans, Paul points back to Abraham and his trust as a model 
of what righteousness looks like because of that trust: 18 Hoping beyond what he 
could expect, he believed that he would become the father of many nations, 
just as he was told: “This is how many your descendants will be.” 19 He did not 
weaken in faith, even though he considered his own body as good as dead 
(because he was about one hundred years old), and even though he considered 
Sarah’s womb to be dead. The visible evidence Abraham had to look at was not 
promising at all, and it’s not surprising to remember that Abraham’s handling of 
this situation was not always perfect – he certainly had his moments of 



weakness.  Many of you probably remember how on one occasion Abraham and 
his wife Sarah had tried to “force” God’s promise to come true when Abraham 
had a child with Hagar, Sarah’s servant.  Other examples can be found 
too.  Clearly Abraham didn’t have any right to be considered any more righteous 
than anyone else on the basis of what he did, and yet Paul holds Abraham up as 
an example of what righteousness looks like. Why?  
Even though many of the Jews held up Abraham as an example of a person who 
obeyed God’s Old Testament law before it even had been given, Abraham was 
righteous because he trusted God’s promises.  This promise wasn’t just about 
Abraham having a child – it was far bigger than that.  The child Abraham would 
have would come into the world with another promise attached to him: the 
promise that he would be the ancestor of the long-promised Messiah who would 
make payment for sin.  While Abraham might have doubted how God would keep 
his promise in the face of the overwhelming evidence he faced, he never doubted 
that God would do as he promised.  Paul describes it like this: 20 He did not waver 
in unbelief with respect to God’s promise, but he grew strong in faith, giving 
glory to God 21 and being fully convinced that God was able to do what he had 
promised. 22 This is why “it was credited to him as righteousness.”  This trust in 
the coming Savior is the very same trust you and I have in the Savior who has 
already come – the Savior who would provide the perfect righteousness that we 
lack, the Savior who would make payment for sin.  The only difference between 
us and Abraham is where on the timeline we live.  What does righteousness looks 
like?  Righteousness looks like trust in God’s promises, and that’s still true today – 
even on days when there seems to be a lot of reason to doubt. 
There were times when Abraham struggled with doubt.  There were likely days 
when Matthew had his share of doubts over the way the spiritual leaders of the 
day reacted to Jesus.  The Roman Christians may have had their doubts about 
Paul’s teaching when they heard about his reception in other cities.  The 
reformers who signed the Augsburg Confession probably faced some doubt when 
they saw the political forces aligned against them, and you and I easily experience 
the same thing when we look at God’s promises.  

Think about it: when sickness and disease crop up, when natural disasters strike, 
when car accidents happen, when there’s an unexpected and untimely death, 



when your plans for your life don’t come to pass, when struggles and hardships 
persist – God promises that he is working for our good and he asks us to trust 
him, but it’s easy to doubt.  When guilt wells up and you are awake at night and 
filled with regret, wishing you could go back and change things – God promises 
that no matter what your conscience says those sins have been paid for, but it’s 
easy to doubt.  Can it really be that simple?  Even though no one can see what 
happens after death, God promises that for those who believe in Jesus, an 
eternity in paradise awaits.  But it’s easy to doubt.  After all, no one has come 
back to tell us about their observations after this life.  So where did Abraham turn 
when he struggled with doubt?  Where does Paul ask the Roman Christians to 
turn?  To the one who makes the promises.  
Trust, faith, is only as good as the thing you are putting your trust in.  A drowning 
person can put his trust in a brick, and he can believe with all his heart that the 
brick will save him, but his trust is misplaced.  That same trust, placed in a 
lifejacket, would turn out entirely differently.  When we think about trusting God, 
it’s important to remember who he is.  This is the God who, when he saw that we 
were incapable of obtaining righteousness for ourselves, sent his son Jesus to live 
in our place and die on the cross – exactly the Savior we need.  
Paul continued: 23 Now the statement “it was credited to him” was not written 
for him alone, 24 but also for us to whom it would be credited, namely, to us 
who believe in the one who raised our Lord Jesus from the dead. 25 He was 
handed over to death because of our trespasses and was raised to life because 
of our justification.  
Jesus’ rising from the dead was the public declaration that God’s promise is true – 
we are righteous before God.  That’s a promise that we can trust, and that’s what 
righteousness looks like.  Not our words or actions, but trust in God’s words and 
actions.  
Matthew followed Jesus, trusting that the forgiveness Jesus promised was exactly 
what he needed.  The Christians in Rome welcomed Paul and supported his 
mission work, even if it meant conflict with the local government and sacrifice on 
their part, because they trusted that the message that was being shared was the 
message of Righteousness promised by God.  



The men who signed the Augsburg Confession trusted that even though it defied 
the powers of their day and had the potential to put them in physical danger, it 
was a stand worth taking because it brought them back to the bible’s teaching of 
righteousness promised by God.  
You and I can turn to our God too, and there we find righteousness.  Not because 
we have done anything, but because of what God promises to give.  What does 
righteousness looks like? It’s not our own obedience.  It’s not our own effort, and 
it doesn’t come from comparing ourselves to others.  Righteousness comes from 
trust in God’s promises, and we have that trust because we trust in the 
Promiser.  Amen.  

 
 

 
 

 
 


