
 

“Not by Works, But by Faith” 
(Romans 4:4-5) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Having looked at the fact of Luther’s struggle this morning, I thought it would be 
good for us to look at the reason of his struggle.  Why was it that Luther could not find the rest 
of soul that he longed for in the teachings of the church of that day?  What was it exactly that 
had been hidden, when I said that the Gospel had been covered over by a man-made religion?  It 
can all be boiled down to the doctrine of justification.   
 Justification is the crux of the Gospel.  The most important question which can ever be 
asked is, How can a man be just before God?  In order to understand this, we must first of all 
ask the question, What is justification?  To be justified basically means to be just in the sight of 
God.  It means to stand before His court of Law, to be tried, and to come forth as not guilty.  It 
means not only to be found not guilty of any crime, but it also means to have done everything 
right.  It means to be perfect.  It means that we have met the requirements which He has 
established for a man to enter into His eternal kingdom.  Justification is salvation.  If you are 
justified you are saved.  And if you are saved you are justified.   
 The church of Luther’s day -- and the Roman church of today, since theoretically the 
doctrine of the Roman church is never supposed to change, because each Pope speaking from the 
chair of Peter, as well as church councils, were considered infallible -- it believed and taught that 
a man was justified in the following way.  Grace must come first; a man must receive the grace 
of God before he can do anything.  The way this grace came to him was through the sacrament 
of baptism.  After he was baptized, he was sure of eventually reaching heaven, unless he 
committed a mortal sin which would destroy the grace of God in his soul.  But he was not to 
stop there.  He was to continue to gather more grace through the use of the sacraments of the 
Lord’s Supper, confirmation, ordination, penance, marriage, and extreme unction.  Ordination 
was only for the priests and bishops.  Marriage was only for those who were blessed with a 
wife.  Confirmation was an anointing with oil which conferred an increase of grace by the Spirit 
of God.  Extreme unction was a last shot of grace before a person departed from this life.  The 
Lord’s Supper and penance were those sacraments which were used on a regular basis for an 
increase in grace.  The idea was, and is, that by using the means of grace and cooperating with 
the grace of God which you received, you were to merit an increase in grace, until you actually 
became perfect, or at least arrived at the level at which you would be accepted by God.  When 
you reached that level, you were then declared to be just by God, because you were in fact just.  
In other words, God simply declared you to be what you already were.  They would say that 
there teaching is according to the Scriptural doctrine that salvation is by grace alone.   
 They also believed in forgiveness of sins.  A man confessed his sins, who was truly 
sorrow for having committed them, and he received absolution by his priest.  He had to do 
penance, which was part of the satisfaction for his sins which were not covered by Christ.  And 
if he did not fully satisfy for them in this life, which by far the majority of them did not do, then 
he would have to spend a great deal of time in purgatory.  After he had made full satisfaction 
there, then he could enter paradise.  And, as you know, there was also the indulgence, which 
could be purchased on a sliding scale, depending on how much money you possessed, which 
could take care of some of that satisfaction.  Hence, the sale of indulgences by Tetzel, the 
buying of masses for the dead, the burning of incense and candles to the saints, the veneration of 
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relics and the remains of the saints, seeking to build up your store of satisfaction, by use of the 
excess merits of the saints and of Christ, so that you would decrease your time, or the time of a 
loved one in purgatory.   
 Now it doesn’t take much thinking to see where Luther’s problem arose.  He entered the 
church to find rest for his soul.  He wanted the peace of knowing that his soul was safe with 
Christ.  But these methods of obtaining the grace of God interjected an element which destroyed 
their validity.  That was the element of works.  A man received grace by working for it, a 
principle which is contrary to Scripture.  And no matter how well meaning an individual may be 
when he seeks to please and honor God, if he doesn’t do it in the way of God’s appointing, it will 
not be acceptable to Him.  And this is why Luther could find no rest.  Everywhere he looked, 
he saw God as condemning him, because he simply could not live up to God’s righteous 
standard, no matter how much time he spent at Mass or in the confessional with his priest.  It did 
not give him peace.   
 But that is exactly what we would expect that a man would experience if he sought to 
come to God through a system of works.  That is what our passage this evening plainly points 
out.  It teaches us that,  
 
 Salvation comes to the one who does not work, but believes on the One who justifies 
the ungodly.   
 
I.  First, Paul Tells Us that Grace and Works Are Mutually Exclusive.  “Now to the one 

who works, his wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as what is due.”   
A.  If Something Is Earned Through Work, It Is Simply Getting What You Have Earned, 

Something You Deserve.   
1.  This is the principle of strict justice.  What is called “quid for quo”, “this for that.”  

You do this, you get that.   
2.  In the garden, Adam was under a covenant of works.   

a.  God said you do this, you get that; you don’t eat of the tree, you don’t die; you eat 
of the tree, you die.   

b.  Grace was not really in the picture.  Justice was.   
c.  Although at another level, the goodness of God was certainly there, for the promised 

reward for obedience was far more than the work deserved in payment.  It was, after 
all, eternal life.  That was what the tree of life in the garden represented.   

 
3.  When someone hires you to do work for him, and you agree to work for him for a 

certain amount of money, when you receive the wage, you don’t thank the man for 
giving you what he owes you, although in this day and age you might very well thank 
him for being honest.  You don’t thank him because you earned it.  He didn’t do you a 
favor, he only met what was his obligation.   

 
B.  But Grace, on the other hand, Is by Definition Not Earned; It Is Given Freely.   

1.  I have used these simple definitions before, which have been helpful to me, and I trust 
will to you as well.   

2.  Justice is getting what you deserve, what you have earned.  You work for this, you get 
that.   

3.  Mercy is not getting what you deserve.  You have committed this crime for which you 
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ought to get that punishment.  But the judge mercifully mitigates your punishment.   
4.  Injustice is getting what you don’t deserve in a negative sense.  You didn’t do this 

crime, but you get that punishment anyway.   
5.  Grace is getting what you don’t deserve in a positive sense.  You didn’t earn this, but 

you get the reward anyway as a favor, as a free gift.   
6.  You can see that works and grace are mutually exclusive.  One is earned, the other 

totally is not.  Paul writes, “But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the basis of works, 
otherwise grace is no longer grace” (Rom. 11:6).   
 

II.  The Point Is that Salvation Is All of Grace and Has Nothing to Do with Works.  He 
Says, “But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, 
his faith is reckoned as righteousness.”   
A.  Notice, Paul Says that to the One Who Does Not Work, But Believes, His Faith Is 

Reckoned as Righteousness.   
1.  What does the Bible say that our works would earn after all?   

a.  Isaiah writes, “But we are all as an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are as 
filthy rags; and we all do fade as a leaf; and our iniquities, like the wind, have taken 
us away” (Isa. 64:6).   

b.  Paul writes, “There is none who does good, there is not even one” (Rom. 3:12).   
c.  And even when we have the grace of God in our hearts, our works still fail to meet 

His righteous standards.  The psalmist plead with God, “And do not enter into 
judgment with Thy servant, for in Thy sight no man living is righteous” (Psalm 
143:2).   

d.  And even if we could do everything perfectly, we could still not merit everlasting 
life, for if we were to do all that was required of us, we would only have done our 
duty, for perfection is required of us by virtue of our being the servants of God.  
Jesus said, “So likewise you, when you shall have done all those things which are 
commanded you, say, ‘We are unprofitable servants: we have done that which was 
our duty to do’” (Luke 17:10).   

e.  Our works are not perfect.  Each of them is flawed with sin.  All of them are as 
filthy rags to the Lord.   

 
2.  But again, the good news is to the one who does not work, but believes, his faith is 

accounted to him as righteousness.   
a.  Notice, to the one who does not work.  Salvation is not a matter of human works.  

It cannot be earned.   
b. But to the one who believes, his faith is reckoned as righteousness.   
c.  It is not that the faith itself is reckoned as righteousness.  Faith is nothing else than 

the reception of Christ and all of His benefits.  Faith is that which accomplished our 
union with Him.  It joins us to Him, as a wife is joined to her husband, so that 
legally all that belongs to Him becomes ours.  We receive His perfect righteousness, 
and He takes away our guilt, making us blameless and above reproach.   

d.  The Jews were some of the most zealous and scrupulous people that ever lived.   
And yet they did not attain salvation.   

e.  Paul writes, “What shall we say then?  That Gentiles, who did not pursue 
righteousness, attained righteousness, even the righteousness which is by faith; but 
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Israel, pursuing a law of righteousness, did not arrive at that law. Why?  Because 
they did not pursue it by faith, but as though it were by works.  They stumbled over 
the stumbling stone, just as it is written, ‘BEHOLD, I LAY IN ZION A STONE OF 
STUMBLING AND A ROCK OF OFFENSE, AND HE WHO BELIEVES IN HIM 
WILL NOT BE DISAPPOINTED’” (Rom. 9:30-33).   

f.  If you seek after the justification of God by works as the Jews did, you also will 
never arrive.   

g.  Paul, as a Pharisee, worked.  He worked hard to obtain that life which Israel was 
seeking after.  But he, as the rest of the Jews, pursued it through works.  He tells us 
in his personal testimony in Philippians 3:4-9, “If anyone else has a mind to put 
confidence in the flesh, I far more:  circumcised the eighth day, of the nation of 
Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the Law, a Pharisee; as 
to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to the righteousness which is in the Law, found 
blameless.  But whatever things were gain to me, those things I have counted as loss 
for the sake of Christ.  More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the 
surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss 
of all things, and count them but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ,  and may 
be found in Him, not having a righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but 
that which is through faith in Christ, the righteousness which comes from God on the 
basis of faith.”   

h.  Salvation is not through human works.  It is through receiving the grace of God in 
Christ.  What could possibly hope to gain by adding to the already perfect work of 
Christ?  Anything that you might add will only dilute with sin that which is already 
flawless.  If you try to do so, you will fall from grace.  You will not be accepted by 
God.   

i.  But the rebuttal of the church was that James specifically says that works are 
necessary to be justified.  Pointing to Abraham and to Rahab, James says, “You see 
that a man is justified by works, and not by faith alone” (James 2:24).  What could 
be clearer than that?   

j.  But what they overlook is that the word justification in the context is not referring to 
that justification at the tribunal of God, but the justification of Abraham’s faith as 
being a real, living and vibrant faith.  It was a living faith and not a dead faith, and it 
was shown to be so through the works he did, “for just as the body without the spirit 
is dead, so also faith without works is dead” (v. 26).   

k.  They took a passage that had to do with sanctification and added it to justification.  
It is true that works are absolutely necessary in order to be saved.  If there are no 
works, there is no sanctification.  And if there is no sanctification, there is no 
justification.  Works are absolutely necessary as evidence that you have been born 
again.   

l.  But they in no way earn salvation.  To add works to salvation at all is to destroy 
grace.  Paul writes to the Galatians, “You have been severed from Christ, you who 
are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.  For we through the 
Spirit, by faith, are waiting for the hope of righteousness” (5:4-5).   

m.  There is a lot of wisdom in the quote on the back of your bulletin by Thomas 
Adams, “Out of the point of justification, works cannot be sufficiently commended; 
into the cause of justification, they must not be admitted.”   
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n.  “But to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, 
his faith is reckoned as righteousness.”  But if it is by grace, it is no longer on the 
basis of works, otherwise grace is no longer grace” (Rom. 11:6). 

 
B.  And that Brings Us to the Last Point Which Paul Mentions, Which Is Even More at the 

Crux of the Whole Debate, that It Is Not the Godly, but the Ungodly, Whom God Justifies 
by Faith.   
1.  Remember what the church of Luther’s day believed.  God declares to be just those 

who are in fact just.   
2.  But here, Paul tells us that God declares to be just those who in fact are not just, but 

ungodly.   
a.  If God justified those who were just, where would the grace be?  Surely the church 

believed that the grace of God was necessary for a man to obtain salvation, but was it 
purely of grace?  Can there be a mixture of both grace and works and it still be 
grace?  No, works destroy the principle of grace.   

b.  The church of Luther’s day called what Luther believed, a legal fiction.  How can 
God justify the ungodly?  That would be unjust of God.   

c.  But Luther’s reply was that it was not unjust, for there was a real righteousness 
which was the believer’s, even the righteousness which comes from God on the basis 
of faith:  Christ’s righteousness.   

d.  So although the person may be personally unjust and unrighteous, yet by the 
reckoning to his account the righteousness of Christ, he was in fact just, and 
therefore declared to be so by God.   

e.  This righteousness we have already seen to come through faith, and through faith 
alone.  It is through believing on Christ that one appropriates His righteousness.  So 
the Reformers added to the statement that a man is saved by grace alone, that he is 
saved by grace alone through faith alone, for if it is at all by works, then grace is no 
longer grace.   

f.  And this is what separates those who are redeemed by the blood of Christ from those 
who are not.  If you are trusting in Christ and in His righteousness alone by faith for 
your justification before God, you are saved.  But if you are trusting in your works, 
or your works plus Christ, you have fallen from grace.   

g.  And this is true irrespective of the church you are in.  You can be in a church that 
teaches salvation by cooperating with God’s grace, and yet still trust in Christ alone 
in spite of that church.  You can also be in a church which teaches salvation by 
grace through faith alone, and still be trusting in your works in some measure, in 
spite of the church.   

h.  But if you find that you are in any measure relying on your works to save you, turn 
from them all to Christ.  Rest in His perfect righteousness alone.  Do not allow any 
of your own merit and desert to enter.  All you can merit is demerit.  Even if you 
could live perfectly, it would still not be enough, nor could it ever satisfy for even 
the least demerit that you have committed.   

i.  You must rest your all on Christ.  That is what Luther learned.  It was the truth that 
set his heart and mind free into the wonderful peace of God.  It will set you free as 
well, if you trust your all to Christ.  Believe on Him then, believe and trust in Him 
alone for His righteousness, and you shall be saved.  Amen.   


