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Romans 4:17, Continued

Romans 4:17— as it is written, “I have made you the fa-
ther of many nations” — in the presence of the God in
whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls
into existence the things that do not exist.

Let’s look at another thing we can learn from Genesis 17, which Paul
quotes here in Romans 4:17. Is it only Romans 4 that tells us about the
spiritual descendants of Abraham? Or canwe also see those spiritual
descendants in Genesis 17? I think we can see them in both places.

Genesis 17:7-8 — And I will establish my covenant be-
tweenme andyou andyour offspring after you through-
out their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be
God to you and to your offspring after you. And I will
give to you and to your offspring after you the land of
your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlast-
ing possession, and I will be their God.”

We know there is a physical aspect to those promises. God called
Abraham out of Mesopotamia, and then God gave the promised land
to Abraham and his descendants through Isaac and Jacob. We read
about that physical aspect elsewhere.

Genesis 35:10-12—And God said to him, “Your name is
Jacob; no longer shall your name be called Jacob, but Is-
rael shall be your name.” So he called his name Israel.
And God said to him, “I am God Almighty: be fruitful
andmultiply. Anation and a company of nations shall
come from you, and kings shall come from your own
body. The land that I gave to Abraham and Isaac I will



www.StudyRomans.org

give to you, and I will give the land to your offspring
after you.”

But we also know that there was a spiritual aspect to those same
promises. Those promises were for the physical descendants of
Abraham in one sense, but we know those same promises were for
the spiritual descendants of Abraham in another sense. Paul tells us
that.

Galatians 3:16—Now the promises were made to Abra-
ham and to his offspring. It does not say, “And to off-
springs,” referring to many, but referring to one, “And
to your offspring,” who is Christ.

Galatians 3:29— And if you are Christ’s, then you are
Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.

Romans 9:8—This means that it is not the children of
the fleshwho are the children of God, but the children of
the promise are counted as offspring.

But can we also see that same thing in Genesis 17? I think we can, or
at least hints of it. For example, we don’t just see a covenant and a
possession in Genesis 17, but instead we see an everlasting covenant
and an everlasting possession. And we don’t just see the father of a
few nations, but instead we see the father of many nations.

There is ahint inGenesis 17 that thepromisewasmuchmore than just
apromise of physical descendants andaphysical land. And, of course,
we today know that is true becausewehave theNewTestament to tell
us that. Those promises to Abrahamwere not only physical promises.
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Hebrews 11:9-10—By faithhe [Abraham]went to live in
the land of promise, as in a foreign land, living in tents
with Isaac and Jacob, heirswithhimof the samepromise.
For he was looking forward to the city that has foun-
dations, whose designer and builder is God.

Romans 4 also confirms the spiritual aspect of Genesis 17. How? Be-
cause Romans 4 goes far beyond the physical descendants of Abra-
ham.

Yes, Abraham was physically the father of all of the Jews, but Abra-
ham was not physically the father of all the Gentiles. Other than the
Ishmaelites, the Edomites, the Midianites, and maybe a few others,
Abrahamwas not physically the father of the Gentiles.

But what about spiritually? Spiritually all of those physical distinc-
tions fall away. Spiritually Abraham is the father of all who are jus-
tified under the system of faith— Jew or Gentile. We just read that a
moment ago; let’s read it again:

Galatians 3:29— And if you are Christ’s, then you are
Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.

And is that spiritual aspect of the promise also something we see in
Genesis 17? We suggested it was just a moment ago, but now we can
say thatwith certainty. Why? BecausePaul says it righthere inverses
16-17.

Paul tells us that Abraham is the father of all who are justified under
the system of faith — both faithful Jews and faithful Gentiles. And
how does Paul prove that? He points to the phrase “many nations”
in Genesis 17:5.

3



www.StudyRomans.org

That use by Paul of the phrase “many nations” proves that it must
have had a spiritual dimension in Genesis 17. God must have been
describing the physical descendants of Abraham at one level along
with the spiritual descendants of Abrahamat another level. Paul’s ar-
gument confirms that for us because Paul uses the phrase “many na-
tions” to establish thatAbraham is spiritually the father of all faithful
Gentiles— even though Abrahamwas not physically the father of all
the Gentiles.

Before we move on to verse 18, let’s pause for a moment and look at
where we are in chapter 4.

As we have seen, Paul’s focus in Romans 4 has been to explain how
Abraham was justified. Paul quoted Genesis 15:6 in verse 3 to show
us that Abraham’s faith was counted as righteousness. But how did
that happen? So far in Romans 4, Paul has been dealingwith the vari-
ous answers to that question, most of which he has told us are wrong
answers.

How was Abraham credited with righteousness? Paul has looked at
several wrong answers to that question.

• Abraham was not credited with righteousness because Abra-
ham earned it by his works (verses 4-8).

• Abraham was not credited with righteousness because Abra-
hamwas circumcised (verses 9-12).

• Abraham was not credited with righteousness through law;
that is, through a system that demandsflawless conduct (verses
13-15).
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Those are all wrong answers. And the right answer? The right an-
swer is that Abrahamwas credited with righteousness through faith
(verses 16-17).

Sonow it is time for Paul to describeAbraham’s faith, and that iswhat
Paul does in verses 18-21, with verse 22 rounding off the discussion of
Genesis 15:6 that started all the way back in verse 3. And, finally, Paul
applies all of this to us in verses 23-25, the closing verses of Romans
4.

How did Abraham walk by faith? Paul answers that question in the
next four verses.

Romans 4:18-19

Romans 4:18-19 — In hope he believed against hope,
that he should become the father of many nations, as he
had been told, “So shall your offspring be.” 19 He did
not weaken in faith when he considered his own body,
which was as good as dead (since he was about a hun-
dred years old), or when he considered the barrenness
of Sarah’s womb.

We often say that our faith in God is because of the evidence rather
thandespite the evidence, and that is true if the evidence is true. Paul
has already told us in Romans 1:19-20 about the evidence that the en-
tire world has from God as to his power and his divinity.

And so, if the evidence is true, then it is always the case that our faith
in God will be supported by that evidence. But what if the evidence
is not true? What if the evidence is a lie?
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For most of us, the best evidence is what we see. Very often, our best
argument for why we believe something happened is that we saw it
with our own two eyes.

But we need to be careful. Why? Because sometimes our eyes can de-
ceive us. Sometimes what we think we see is not what is really hap-
pening or what is really there. Isn’t that what Peter told us?

2 Peter 3:4—Theywill say, “Where is the promise of his
coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things
are continuing as they were from the beginning of cre-
ation.”

Why did those people scoff? Why did they disbelieve what God had
told them? Because ofwhat they could see. When they looked around,
what they saw was “all things … continuing as they were from the
beginning of creation.”

And sometimes I might be tempted to think the same way. With my
own two eyes, I have seen the sun come up every day ofmy life— are
you really telling me that someday that won’t happen? That someday
timewill be nomore? That someday all thatwe can see arounduswill
be burned up?

When God says one thing, and my eyes tell me something else, what
should I do? What should I believe? Science tells us to always believe
our physical senses over everything else. But is that right?

No, it is not right. When I am tempted to believe my eyes over God,
I need to remember who made those eyes! I can be certain that if I
am seeing things clearly and correctly, then nothing I see will ever
contradict what God has told me. But what if I am not seeing things
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clearly or correctly? What then? What happens when my physical
senses fail me?

The answer is that I need to trust in God rather than inmyself. I need
to trust in the wisdom of God rather than in the wisdom of man. I
need to trust the word of God over the word of man. I need to rely on
my spiritual eyes rather than just on my physical eyes. And doesn’t
the Bible tell us that same thing?

1 Corinthians 3:18—Let no one deceive himself. If any-
one among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him
become a fool that he may become wise.

2 Corinthians 4:18— As we look not to the things that
are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things
that are seen are transient, but the things that are un-
seen are eternal.

We look, not towhat is seen, but towhat isunseen! And that isnot just
true of the followers of Christ — that was also true of Christ himself!
Even Jesus did not judge things merely with his physical eyes.

Isaiah 11:3—He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or
decide disputes by what his ears hear.

Yes, we often place our greatest trust on the things we see with our
physical eyes, but God wants our greatest trust to always be in him.

Yes, we can learn things about Godwith our physical eyes—Paul has
already told us that. But if we want to go from knowing about God
to actually knowing God, that knowledgewill come only through our
spiritual eyes.
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Thatwill happenonlywhenweare able to see things thewayGod sees
them. And to do that wemust view those things through the word of
God. Some of us have physical eyeglasses, but all of us have spiritual
eyeglasses. The Bible is our spiritual eyeglasses!

Now, with that background in mind, let’s start with this question
about verses 18-19.What did Abraham see with his physical eyes?

Physically, Abraham saw that he was as good as dead, and physically,
Abraham saw that his wife Sarah was barren. God had promised
Abraham that he would be the father of many nations. But Abraham
did not physically see many nations among his offspring. In fact,
Abraham did not physically see any offspring at all.

That is what Abraham saw with his physical eyes. And for most peo-
ple today, that would be the end of the story. But that is the point
where faith comes in.

2 Corinthians 5:7—For we walk by faith, not by sight.

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

Hebrews 11:3 — By faith we understand that the uni-
verse was created by the word of God, so that what is
seen was not made out of things that are visible.

Faith is how we can see that which is not visible to our physical
eyes. And faith is not speculation about the unseen. Instead, faith is
knowledge and understanding of what we cannot see. Faith is the
assurance and the conviction of that which we cannot see and that
for which we hope.
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Most of us would not physically walk around with our physical eyes
closed. The same is true of our walk of faith. We cannot spiritually
walk around with our spiritual eyes closed.

We have already looked at several verses that describe our spiritual
eyesight. TheHandout for Lesson 46 includesmany other verses that
youmay find helpful in your own studies.

Today, let’s consider an example of spiritual eyesight— the example
of Abraham. And let’s look at the specific descriptions of Abraham’s
faith that we find here in Romans 4.

Verse 18 tells us that “in hope he believed against hope.” What does
that mean?

One thing we know for sure about that verse is that it is describing
two different hopes. And how do we know that? We know that be-
causeoneof thosehopes is pittedagainst theotherhope. Abrahambe-
lieved in one hope against another hope. What are those two hopes?

Those two hopes are earthly hope and heavenly hope. Those two
hopes are the hope we have when our physical eyes are fixed on the
world and the hope we have when our spiritual eyes are fixed on
God. One of those hopes is grounded in the wisdom of man, while
the other hope is grounded in the wisdom of God.

Let’s start by asking the world a question—what hope did Abraham
have to ever become the father of many nations?

The world’s answer is slim to none — and almost certainly none.
Why? Because of what these verses tell us about Abraham’s age and
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physical condition, aswell as that of hiswife Sarah. No fertility clinic
on earth would give them any hope of having a child.

That is the world’s answer. That is the hope offered by the world. So
now let’s ask God the same question—what hope did Abraham have
to become the father of many nations?

And, no surprise — God’s answer is completely opposite to the
world’s answer. God’s answer is that it is so certain that Abraham
will be the father ofmany nations thatwe can talk about it in the past
tense. It is just as certain as if it had already happened! That is the
hope provided by God. Theworld says no, but God says yes.

2 Corinthians 1:20— For all the promises of God find
their Yes in him. That is why it is through him that we
utter our Amen to God for his glory.

TheworldversusGod—whichof the twodidAbrahambelieve? Verse
18 tells us: “In hope he believed against hope.” In the hope provided
by God, Abraham believed the promises of God, even though those
promises were totally against the hope provided by the world.

And that is our first lesson about faith from these verses, and it may
be the most important lesson about faith — a saving faith in God
believes God over anything or anyone else. Every person on earth
might tell us that our situation is hopeless, but if God tells us other-
wise, then we believe God.

Romans 3:4—Let God be true though every one were a
liar.

That is the difference between worldly hope and biblical hope. Paul
will return to this same topic later in this letter.
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Romans 8:24-25—For in this hope wewere saved. Now
hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he
sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for
it with patience.

And that hope forwhatwe donot see is not a hope based on optimism.
Instead, that hope is a hope based on the character of God. Our hope
is not confidence in our circumstances, but rather our hope is confi-
dence in God. Our circumstances might seem hopeless to the world,
but our hope remains. Why? Because our hope is in God, not in our-
selves or in our circumstances.

And there is a fine line here between saving faith and the hope that
comes froma saving faith. The saving faith gives us that hope, andwe
have that hope only because of that saving faith. That faith and that
hope are two sides of the same coin. Faith is the trust that God will
do what he has promised, and hope is the confidence we have in the
promises of God.

Verse 19 tells us that Abraham “did not weaken in faith when he con-
sidered” his own body or Sarah’s barrenness. And that description is
closely tied to the description we just considered.

If I believe in the promises of God because of the nature of God, and
if the nature of God is unchanging, then why would my faith ever
weaken? What could possibly cause my faith to weaken?

Yes, Abraham was changing — he was certainly not getting any
younger! But God was not changing. What God had promised Abra-
ham earlier was still just as certain now as it had been when the
promise was first made.
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If our faithweakens, that is becausewe have stopped listening to God
and have instead started listening to the world. If I start believing
the wisdom of the world, then, yes, my faith in the wisdom of God
will weaken. But that is where come back again to the first lesson we
learned about Abraham’s faith— a saving faith in God believes God
over anything or anyone else.

Godhas toldme that somethingwill happen, and so I know that itwill
happen. It might not look that way from a worldly perspective, but
the world is wrong. A faith like that will never weaken because it is
based, not on the changingwisdom of theworld, but on the unchang-
ing wisdom of God.

If my faith is based on my circumstances, then when my circum-
stances change, my faith will change. But if my faith is based on
the character of God, then my faith will not change with my circum-
stances, but instead my faith will grow and strengthen as I grow in
the knowledge of God.

Beforewe leave verse 19, we need to closely consider one of thewords
in that verse — the word “barrenness.” We are told that Abraham
“considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb.”

TheGreek language of theNewTestament had an ordinaryword that
was used to describe a woman’s barrenness (such as we see in Luke
1:7 and Galatians 4:27), but that is not the word that Paul uses here.
Instead, Paul uses the noun nekrosis (Strong’s # 3500), which means
“deadness.” And, in fact, that is the second use of theword in this one
verse — Paul earlier used the verb form of the same Greek word to
describe Abraham as being as good as dead (nekroo, Strong’s # 3499).
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Abrahamwas as good as dead, and Sarah’s wombwas dead. Why the
focus on death in verse 19? I thinkwe have already seen an important
clue in answering that question. If we look back to verse 17, we find
a third appearance of this same Greek word— not the noun, not the
verb, but the adjective nekros (Strong’s # 3498)—God gives life to the
dead.

And that is not the only clue. We will see another clue later in verse
24,where the same adjectivewill appear againwhenPaul tells us that
God “raised from the dead Jesus our Lord.”

And so what we see is that Paul is repeatedly using the Greek word
for death in these verses. Why?

Verses 17 and 24 answer that question, and that answer gives us an-
other foundational principle of a saving faith inGod— a saving faith
inGodtransformsdeath into life,which is somethingonlyGodcan
do.

Just as Abraham’s body (although as good as dead) was given life by
God, and Sarah’s womb (although dead) was given life by God, so God
will give us life— just as surely as God raised Christ from the dead.

That is the hope. That is the promise thatwe believe. That is the “hope
in the promise” as Paul describes it in Acts 26:6.

That iswhywe trust inGod and rely uponGod andupon the promises
of God and the word of God. Life from death. Only God can do that
for us (Romans 4:17), and it is only the gospel of Christ that provides
God the power to do that for us (Romans 1:16). Eternal life or eternal
death? Every person on earth is headed toward one or the other.
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Romans 4:20-21

Romans4:20-21—Nodistrustmadehimwaver concern-
ing the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith
as he gave glory to God, 21 fully convinced that God was
able to do what he had promised.

The first thing we find in verses 20-21 is a very big difficulty. And
what is that very big difficulty? It is the fact that verses 20-21 do not,
at least on first glance, seem tomatch up verywell withwhatwe read
in Genesis about these events in Abraham’s life.

What do I mean by that? Well, let’s start with what we read about
Abraham in Genesis.

• After he received the promises of God in Genesis 12 and before
he had any offspring, Abraham lied about Sarah being his sister
because he feared for his own life. But if Abrahamhad believed
the promises of God, shouldn’t he have known that God would
preserve his life until he had those offspring?

• In Genesis 15:3, and despite the promises of God in Genesis 12,
Abraham said to God, “Behold, you have givenme no offspring,
and a member of my household will be my heir.”

• In Genesis 16, despite the repeated promises of God that his off-
spring would come through Sarah, Abraham had a child with
Hagar.

• In Genesis 17:17, after hearing once again the promises of God,
Abraham fell on his face and laughed.
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That is what we read about Abraham’s faith in Genesis. But how does
Paul describe Abraham’s faith here in verses 20-21?

• “No distrust”madeAbraham “waver concerning the promise of
God.”

• Abrahamwas “fully convinced that God was able to do what he
had promised.”

No distrust made him waver? He was fully convinced? Is that what
we see inGenesis? As I said, at least on the surface, it seems like there
is a disconnect here. How can we explain it?

Most commentaries say that the best explanation is that verses 20-
21 are describing the settled direction of Abraham’s faith rather than
trying to record and comment about every moment of his life. Here
is how some of those commentaries describe that view:

(Moo) These verses are telling us “not that Abraham
never had momentary hesitations, but that he avoided
a deep-seated and permanent attitude of distrust and in-
consistency in relationship to God and his promises.”

(Schreiner) “Paul is not trying to chronicle in detail the
ups anddowns of faith in the life ofAbraham. Thewords
‘he did not doubt’ characterize the basic pattern and di-
rection of Abraham’s faith, which was ultimately typi-
fied by trust in God, not by doubt. He didn’t waver in
the sense that he persevered and persisted in faith.”

I agree with that view, and I think it is bolstered by the word choice
thatwe find in verse 20. Theword “waver” is the Greekword diakrino
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(Strong’s # 1252). It is the same Greek word we find twice in James
1:6-8, which is a very instructive passage when it comes to Romans 4.

James 1:6-8—But let himask in faith,with nodoubting,
for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is
driven and tossed by thewind. For that personmust not
suppose that he will receive anything from the Lord; he
is a double-mindedman, unstable in all his ways.

I know that we sometimes read those verses from James and perhaps
wonder why we bother to pray at all. After all, can any of us say that
wehaveneverhadamomentofdoubtwhenweaskGod for something
in prayer?

But that is not at all what James is saying. Instead, James is talk-
ing about someone who is double-minded. James uses that word
“double-minded” in James 1:8, and he uses the same word again later
in his letter.

James 4:8—Draw near to God, and he will draw near to
you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your
hearts, you double-minded.

James is not describing someone with a moment of doubt. Instead,
James is describing someonewho has a settled inner division in their
life when it comes to God. Yes, perhaps there is a surface part of the
person that says the right things, but there is another deeper part of
the person that is filled with nothing but chronic doubt and distrust
in the promises of God. The person is double-minded.

How canwe describe such double-minded people? James tells us that
such people are unstable in all their ways, that theywill receive noth-
ing from the Lord, that they are like awave of the sea that is tossed by
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the wind, that they are far from God, that they need to cleanse their
hands, and that they need to purify their hearts.

Now, here is the question for us—was any of that true about Abra-
ham? Evenwhenhe lied about Sarah, laughed at the promises of God,
and questioned God’s plan? Even then, is there anyone who would
describe Abraham the way that James described the double-minded
man?

James certainly would not. In fact, James, like Paul, points to Abra-
ham as an example of faith that we should all follow (James 2:21-23).
James tells us that Abraham was a friend of God (James 2:23). James
presents Abraham as the opposite of the double-minded doubter.

There is a link here between James and Romans, and I think that link
answers our question about Abraham. And what is that link? The
wavering in Romans 4:20 is the doubting in James 1:6 — the Greek
words are identical.

Andwhat that means is that verses 20-21 are telling us that Abraham
was not the double-minded man of James 1 and James 4. Abraham’s
faithwas not just an unsettled surface faith. Instead, Abraham’s faith
was a deep settled faith. Abraham’s faith was Abraham’s way of life.
And isn’t that how this letter to the Romans started?

Romans 1:16-17 — For I am not ashamed of the gospel,
for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who
believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it
the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith,
as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.”

That quotation from Habakkuk is describing a faith that is a way of
life, and that is the same faith that we find in Abraham.
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Yes, Abraham had questions. Yes, Abraham occasionally had some
doubts. A few times Abraham even took matters into his own hands.
Butno, Abrahamwasnot double-minded. Abrahamwasnotunstable.
Abraham was not far from God. Instead, Abraham was a friend of
God! Abraham was single-minded. Abraham’s faith did not just live
on the surface. Abraham’s faith was his way of life.

And so, yes, on the surface it may have looked like there was a dif-
ficulty in verses 20-21. But now that we have looked more closely, I
think we can see that there is no difficulty at all.

In fact, instead of a difficulty, I think what we find here is a great en-
couragement. Why? Because the lesson we learn from Abraham’s
faith is that we can have questions and doubts, and yet still have the
faith of Abraham!

If God could say that Abrahamdid notwaver concerning the promise
of God and was fully convinced that God is able to do what he has
promised, then the same can be true aboutme. Yes, I sometimes have
questions, I sometimes have doubts, and I sometimes try to takemat-
ters into my own hands. And do you knowwhat? All of that was also
true about Abraham!

Abraham is not an example of perfection. We have such an example,
but Abraham is not it. Instead, Abraham is an example of faith.
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