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Following in Our Father’s Footsteps  
Romans 4:5-12 

 
“but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had…” 

 
Introduction: The phrase “Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery” is attributed to Charles Caleb Colton 
in his 1920 work called “Lacon: or, many things in few words”, though this concept predated Mr. Colton 
or his writings. Paul said it this way in 1 Corinthians 4:16, “I urge you, then, be imitators of me”, and 
then again in 11:1, “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ”. This is actually the hope and goal of every 
parent in training, raising, and releasing their children, to learn practical lessons, wisdom, and what it 
looks like to glorify God in life. What parent does not get a sense of both excitement and terror when 
their child repeats word or phrase that you’ve said often, but they do it in a public context, or when they 
use the same dad joke (see: Bakker girls) that you’ve used, or give the same advice to you’ve uttered to 
them. Imitation is walking in the footsteps of those who have gone before us, NOT living in their 
shadow. God has set life up that we do not have to start over with experiences, but can learn from those 
in our life, and try to trace the direction that they took.  
 
Last week we said Paul was a master teacher and used both repetition AND Illustration when trying to 
get across vital points to his readers, but he also grounded these examples in real life. Paul knew that 
high and ethereal thoughts and concepts needed concrete footings to take hold. He also knew that so 
much more is often caught then taught, which is why he always would bring people with him on his 
journey’s, training not merely in the classroom but in the everyday portions of life. This is the marrow of 
any good discipleship and training in the gospel, as we not only say what the truth is, but demonstrate 
that truth in all of life.  
 
We looked at the example of Abraham in 4:1-5, how Abraham was an example, maybe THE example in 
the Old Testament who was justified, or declared righteous by God, purely apart from works. Abraham 
believed God and it was COUNTED/RECKONED/CREDITED to Him as righteousness, which comes straight 
out of Genesis 15:6. Abraham was a faithful man who was willing to leave all to follow God’s call, was 
willing to wait for the promise of a son, and was willing to sacrifice that son out of faith driven 
obedience to God (Genesis 22). But in all that Abraham did to demonstrate his faithfulness, it was his 
faith alone that was counted as righteousness, and the fruit of that imputed and alien righteousness 
was righteous living. Abraham was known by all, but the GOAT in the minds of Jewish people in Pauls’ 
day, so the example played large.  
 
Paul will continue to flesh out this idea that faith alone counts as righteousness, and he will do it 
through the life on another well-known faith leader of the Old Testament, who was also known for a 
dramatic fall and restoration in David. We will then look at the example of Abraham’s life pre-Genesis 
17 and consider his footsteps and how we ourselves can walk in them.   
 

Following the Footsteps of David 
just as David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works:  

7 “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; 
8 blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin.” 

 
Paul brings David up to make the same point from a different perspective. Righteousness was COUNTED 
TO Abraham by faith apart from works, and sin was NOT counted against David through forgiveness by 
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faith. Again, David was not only well known to Jewish and non-Jewish audiences, but was the greatest 
King they had, was a man after God’s heart, and through whom God made an unconditional covenant 
with (2 Sam. 7), just as he had done with Abraham.  
 
Psalm 32:1-2 is in focus here, a Psalm written by David AFTER his sin with Bathsheba, including lying, 
deceiving, and murder. David loved the LORD but still acted out egregious sin against God, which led to 
His confession and restoration. A few important things to point out: 
 

1) Notice that three times the word “blessed” is used. Blessed has the idea of “happiness” and is 
the oft repeated phrase in the “Beatitudes” in Matthew 5. Far too often, I think, we think 
happiness and blessing are set in terms of physical blessing.  “I was blessed with the new 
_______”.  It is true that we should give thanks and recognize the gift Giver in every blessing, 
but the Hebrew concept and NT usage of “blessing” have far more to do with God’s favor and 
the intimate relationship He has with His people.  In other words, the blessing is God!  A full, 
restored, peaceful, unrestrained relationship where we taste and see that He is good (Psa. 34:8). 
Even the Beatitudes of the NT turn the world upside down, where we are happy in poverty and 
mourning when we have Him.  This is why Aaron the priest blessed the people with these words: 

 
Numbers 6:24-26 “The LORD bless you and keep you; 

25 the LORD make his face to shine upon you and be gracious to you; 
26 the LORD lift up his countenance upon you and give you peace. 

 
We are “happiest” when we are in a right relationship with the LORD, or at least we should be. David 
knew this when he said, “Restore to me the joy of your salvation, and uphold me with a willing spirit” 
(Ps. 51:12). Joy and blessing were in God alone.  
 

2) Notice that David acknowledged (confessed) his sin, and his sins were NOT COUNTED/CREDITED 
to his account.  This is the idea of expiation, the forgiving of sin which rids us of the shame and 
guilt of sin. That is how and why David could move forward in life after his sin, NOT in pride, but 
in knowledge that though still sinful, His sin was not counted against him.  

 
Imagine that laid out in front of you was a ledger, one of those oversized accounting books that get 
accountants all excited and the rest of us start sweating just a bit. Any basic accounting has columns 
with the date of transaction, the account it represents, any notes, and then sections labeled “debit, 
credits, and balance”. This keeps organized in any business what has been paid, spent, and what is still 
outstanding. Now, think of a ledger in front of you that is an accounting of your life.  You are the debtor 
and God is the one collecting. Each time we sin, we have a growing and greater debt piling up in that 
column, with no positive revenue coming in for the credits line. As we settle up at the end of life, we are 
left with an overwhelming shortage, and that is why we stand in judgment.  
 
However, what both the life of Abraham illustrate is that when we believe in total trust and 
commitment, repenting of our sin, when the book is opened and the account is settled, in the column of 
“credit”, it says “the righteousness of Christ – paid in full”. This is the type of language Paul used in 
Colossians 2:13-14 when he said: 
 

And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive 
together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, 14 by canceling the record of debt that stood 

against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross 
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Notice both the accounting and legal terms that were dealt with on the cross. This is what Paul means 
when he said that righteousness is COUNTED to us – a foreign righteousness that we now possess 
which we did not earn. But when he gives the illustration of David, he goes even one step greater – 
when we look at the column of debts, we see that they are now covered, and in covering, they are NO 
LONGER ON THE LEDGER!  They are canceled. They are NOT counted against us anymore. Our ledger is 
clean, even though we continue to sin.   
 
So what does this mean for us?  What practical affects does the example of David leave for us to follow, 
imitate, and walk in?  
 

1. This allows us to Freely Acknowledge our sin 
 
Sometimes we can get caught up thinking that because God demands perfection and hates sin, and that 
we hate our own sin, we are not sure what to do when we DO sin. Remember, David was legit. He was a 
man after God’s own heart (1 Sam. 13:14), a courageous warrior through faith in defeating Goliath, and 
1 Kings 11:4 says that his heart was wholly true to the Lord his God. But David also participated in 
egregious sin and lawlessness, acting like there is no God nor is there a law (as all do when we sin). In 
short order, he coveted, lied, deceived, stole, and committed both adultery AND manslaughter (which 
sounds worse than murder). So how did David move forward as both one declared righteous AND 
simultaneously sinner?  Let’s read Psalm 32 at its source: 
 

A Maskil of David. 
1 Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. 

2 Blessed is the man against whom the Lord counts no iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit. 
3For when I kept silent, my bones wasted away through my groaning all day long. 

4 For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; 
my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer. Selah 

5I acknowledged my sin to you, and I did not cover my iniquity; 
I said, “I will confess my transgressions to the Lord,” 

and you forgave the iniquity of my sin. Selah 
 
Three things stand out in this confessional Psalm: 
 

• There was a time that David kept silent about his sin. He knew he was sinful and knew he had 
transgressed, but instead of running toward God, doubled down and continued the spiral of sin.  
Why?  Why do we keep silent?  The same reason that Adam and Eve ran and hid from God in the 
Garden the first time they sinned. Sin breeds guilt and shame, and even in our post-salvation 
status, we can be prone to trying to hide our sin. But also know that this hiding of sin did not 
bring peace or joy, but rather groaning, dryness, and conviction.  

• He knew that because he was saved by faith alone, he could not be cast away from God, he had 
freedom to acknowledge and confess his sin to the Lord. We remember that in Psalm 51 he 
recognized that his sin was far more reaching than merely the sin that had to do with 
Bathsheba, but went to the level of his heart, and that is what he ultimately wanted cleaned (Ps. 
51:7) 

• He knew what forgiveness from the Lord entailed: a Divine Cover-up.  When David was willing to 
cover his sin up no more, his sin could be covered. Again, remember that when Adam and Eve’s 
sin was discovered and acknowledged, it was God that provided skins of animals to cover them 
and their sin, so that He could maintain a relationship with them.  
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This is the freedom that we have as simultaneously declared righteous people who also struggle with 
sin. We have a great High Priest, an Advocate who made propitiation on our behalf (1 John 2:1-2) that 
we can go to, confess our sin, and know that we can be forgiven (1 John 1:9). The only thing we waste is 
time when we put off this most valuable and free practice. We do not have to go to a priest or any other 
go-between, we do not have to perform any penance or add to our forgiveness.  We merely believe that 
Christ paid for our sin, and took the punishment on Himself.  
 

2. This allows us to Freely forgive others…including ourselves 
 
How should that effect us in terms of our view of God and others?  Daniel Doriani had this to say: 
 

“Many disciples gladly received God’s forgiveness, but chafe at the thought of forgiving others. Many 
claim they that they cannot forgiven themselves for their sins. If you are a believer and prone to self-

condemnation, consider this: God knows your sin more fully than you do, yet He forgives you. Are you 
wiser than He? If God forgives us, we should forgive ourselves, and others.” 

 
It is a good spot to quote our oft referenced passage about forgiving others: 
 

Ephesians 4:31-32 “Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be put away from 
you, along with all malice. 32 Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in 

Christ forgave you.” 
 

When we walk with knowledge and understanding of the gospel daily, we are never removed from the 
reality that we are abject sinners declared righteous by Christ. This should level us, humble us, and 
rather than look down in shame or up in self-righteousness, we keep our eyes fixed on Christ, which 
allows us to have the right perspective towards ourselves and others. So if we understand that Christ 
declares us righteous, counting His righteousness toward us and NOT counting our sin to ourselves, we 
now actually have an opportunity to forgive others.  
 
But there are two areas that I’ve seen in my own heart and observed as people try to play this out in 
relationships that Daniel Doriani hits on. First, there is sin that happens in a relationship that is 
egregious and consequential. It is acknowledged, confessed, and forgiveness is asked for and given. But 
when the offended party is not completely ground in the gospel, they add the element of making the 
offending party pay for their sin in some way. It comes out like this: “I’ve forgiven them of the sin that 
happened _________ ago, but it still affects me, and I can’t trust them, or can’t follow them, or can’t 
look at them, or won’t let them forget it ever again.”  This can be don passively or actively, either with 
words or cold-shoulder actions. Here is the problem.  This is NOT how God forgives us in Christ!  He 
does not say we are forgiven, but only if there is a time of penance or paying more for the sin.  The 
reality is, when someone sins against you, there is NOTHING that person can do to pay for it.  No 
amount of bitter cold-shoulder shut-out will assuage how we feel.  The ONLY way we can truly forgive, 
remembering the sin no more, is to forgive as God in Christ forgives: by recognizing the debt of the sin is 
paid on the cross, the ledger being wiped clean, and the righteousness of Christ counted toward them.  
This allows forgiveness to be a true gateway toward restoration and rebuilding of trust. If you utter the 
phrase “I’ve forgiven but won’t forget” in a relationship, it means you have NOT truly forgiven.  
 
Second, there is a phrase I’ve heard that says, “I can forgive others but cannot forgive myself”.  It’s 
interesting that this phrase is not contained in Scripture, but one that we use when we have a hard time 
with our own guilt and shame. But here is the reality: if we are living in guilt and shame because of past 
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or present sin, it IS real, but it does NOT have to control us. In fact, if it is, you have not truly understood 
the freedom of forgiveness in the gospel. David knew that after he was forgiven, he could have joy and 
delight that comes out of a clean heart (Ps. 51:10-12), and would then worship and tell others about 
Him (51:13-14). When we don’t think we can “forgive ourselves” it is the height of pride, and a 
misunderstanding of how God forgives. If the God of this universe accepted Christ’s blood and death as 
payment, thus offering forgiveness, but that’s not good enough for YOU????!!!!, you are on shaky 
ground. We receive personal forgiveness by trusting in Christ’s death on behalf alone, and lock in and 
lock onto Him at that point and every point after.  
 

3. Freely turn from our sin  
 
The problem we have with this whole glorious matrix is this: this seems too easy, and what happens 
when someone just asks for forgiveness but does not turn from their sin or just keeps doing the same 
thing?  This goes back to our discussion about the three pronged understanding of faith being 
knowledge, assent, and trust or commitment to that knowledge, and what is entailed in trusting God. 
Paul will deal with this later in the letter to Rome, but for now let’s review 2 Corinthians 7:10: 
 

“For godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas worldly grief 
produces death.” 

 
True faith produces repentance, turning from our sin to the living God, where a worldly grief over the 
consequences or sadness of sin that produces no change. When we believe in Christ’s work alone and 
receive righteousness, we are now empowered and able to obey.  There is no such thing as having 
Christ’s imputed righteousness on our account without it changing our course forward. But even that 
obedience is produced to be in a right relationship with God Himself, seeking to please Him, not earn 
with Him.  The craving of all our hearts is to be at peace with God, and the gospel secures that.  
 
David knew that pointing to his own works would be worthless and vain.  The only thing that we’ve 
EARNED is justice and wrath. That is why worship and praise should be explosive to those who are truly 
forgiven, and telling it to others the only reasonable response, telling other beggars where to get the 
bread of life.  
 

Following the Footsteps of Abraham 
Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? For we say that faith was 
counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10 How then was it counted to him? Was it before or after he 

had been circumcised? It was not after, but before he was circumcised. 11 He received the sign of 
circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised. The 

purpose was to make him the father of all who believe without being circumcised, so that 
righteousness would be counted to them as well, 12 and to make him the father of the circumcised who 

are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham 
had before he was circumcised. 

 
Paul comes back to Abraham to show once again that he was justified by faith alone, not works: 
 

1) Abraham was counted righteous BEFORE the sign of circumcision – Abraham was CALLED in 
Genesis 12, counted righteous in Genesis 15:6, and circumcised at least 14 years later in Genesis 
17.  Circumcision mattered, but had no bearing on his justification.  
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2) Abraham received circumcision as a SIGN and SEAL of delivered righteousness –  A sign is 
merely that which points to a greater reality: danger ahead, curvy road, beware of trespassing: 
we’re tired of hiding the bodies. A seal was a visible proof of authenticity, like that of a king’s 
ring dipped in wax on a sent letter. This sign and seal did not MAKE Abraham righteous, but it 
did identify the righteousness that he had been counted by faith.   

 
Today, in the New Covenant, we do not have this same sign, but rather have baptism as a sign of what 
Christ has done in and through us in salvation. Baptism does NOT save, and many who have been 
baptized at one point in life will stand in judgment because they never truly believed.  But true believers 
get baptized as obedience to Christ’s command, publically identifying with Him in His life, death, and 
resurrection, and to show outwardly what has happened inwardly: died to sin and made alive and 
righteous through Christ alone.  
 

3) Abraham becomes a father of all who believe (4:16) 
 
Abraham is the model for Jews and Gentiles alike of following the call of God by faith, and to live 
righteously as a result. Abraham believed God when it did not make sense, He followed His call when no 
one else did, and trusted when it seemed like it would never happen. This was all before Genesis 17 and 
circumcision. Here is the reality: without faith it is impossible to please God (Hebrews 11:6). Here is how 
Abraham lived by faith: 
 

Hebrews 11:8-10 “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. 9 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. 10 For he was looking forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and 

builder is God” 
 

Faith is the instrument that God gives us by His grace to received justification, to believe in the work of 
Jesus, to obey, to trust when it does not make sense, to wait, to hope, and to treasure a blessed, 
restored, and peaceful relationship with God.  If we have that, we can then forgive others, walk in joy, 
worship readily, and tell others committedly about the goodness of Jesus Christ.  
 
We follow in the footsteps of those who have gone before, and their path was NOT harder than ours. 
We do not live in their shadow but rather trace the path that they’ve laid out for us, as we walk by faith 
in the finished work of Jesus Christ, the baby born in a manger, to a virgin, in an easily overlooked place, 
but who paid the price sufficient to make righteous all who believe.   
 

We will take a look at Matthew 1 next week and focus our hearts on the realities of Christmas.  
 


