#8: FAITH (ROMANS 3:27-4:5)
We’re all good at something. It’s hard to be good at something and not let it get to our
heads. It’s hard to be competent and not have it inflate our ego.
The Netflix show “Cobra Kai” is a nostalgic throwback with a modern twist. It’s based
around the original 1984 film “The Karate Kid”, and explores the conflict between karate
rivals Johnny Lawrence and Daniel LaRusso almost forty years later, as they’re now
middle aged parents of teenagers. The conflict expands to include the children of them
both, as well as other teenagers connected to them.
Side note: I loved the Karate Kid when I was younger. It made me want to take karate
classes. And I love this show Cobra Kai because it’s a trip down memory lane for me, as
well as being well done and relevant to our current context with new stories based
around old ones.
The show is mostly centered around the character Johnny Lawrence, played by William
Zabka, the same actor who played him in the 1984 movie. (Cobra Kai is also great
because they feature all the original actors they could find who are still alive playing the
same characters as the original movie!) Johnny Lawrence, almost four decades after
being a popular, good looking bully and karate champion, is now a washed up
has-been. He’s an alcoholic. He’s drifting from one dead end job to another. He’s

divorced and the dad of a teenage son who now wants nothing to do with him. Johnny
still has resentment towards the now successful Danny LaRusso, played by Ralph
Macchio. Four decades after defeating Johnny with the famous “crane kick”, winning a
karate tournament, and years later becoming a successful, luxury car salesman,
“Daniel-San” is happily married, wealthy, and raising two kids of his own.
Side note: I just watched the 1984 movie’s “crane kick” scene again, and literally wept
my eyes out with nostalgic joy! :) What can I say I’m a real sap for 80’s karate movies!
Johnny naturally hates Daniel, who not only robbed him of winning a karate tournament
decades before, but is now happy and successful, while Johnny is miserable and stuck
in a perpetual rut.
In the midst of his anger towards Daniel, Johnny decides to take on a student and
re-open the dojo he was once infamously a student at, “Cobra Kai”. Johnny is out of
touch with current culture, is misogynistic, crude, and stuck in the 1980’s, but he’s good
at one thing, karate. His first student defends himself in a fight at school and wins, and
quickly Cobra Kai becomes a destination for high school misfits wishing to learn
self-defense and boost their confidence.
But Cobra Kai’s culture is all about arrogant self assertion. They have a motto: “Strike
First, Strike Hard, No Mercy”. Their philosophy works, and turns a band of oddball
outsiders into self-confident, arrogant bullies who climb the social ladder through
dominance.
It’s hard not to boast about things we’re good at.
I found out at the age of ten that I could play guitar better than anyone in my grade, and
got a lot of attention from people in my class because of it.
By the time I was in seventh grade, I was in the only band in my middle school “Joker’s
Wild”. Guys in our grade and even in eighth grade looked up to the musical ability we
had. Girls liked us because we were in a band. It made me feel superior to friends I had
once had, bully them, and ridicule them. Joker’s Wild was my “Cobra Kai” when I was a
kid.
But the fact that I could play a guitar, and was a jerk otherwise, pretty much, in many
senses, nullified the fact that I could play guitar well. Kids of Cobra Kai that could do
amazing feats of karate and win any fight but were complete numskulls otherwise also
nullified their ability to do karate.

Just as well, if Jesus followers have loads of bible knowledge, pray for hours a day, are
oozing with wise advice, and are used by the Holy Spirit to physically heal people, drive
out demons, and speak mysterious prophetic knowledge, does that make them more
special than other people?
If Jesus followers know how to love and nurture people well, if they have the zeal to
share the gospel with people every day, if they’re doing amazing kingdom work helping
the poor, mentoring kids, and building bridges with people that the Church doesn’t have
the guts to reach, does that make them more significant than everyone else?
If Jesus followers know how to navigate the most controversial issues of our age, are
building amazing bridges of racial unity, know how to traverse issues between the
LGBTQ community and the Church with ease, honesty, and graciousness, and are as
relevant to democrats and they are republicans, does that make them better than all the
rest of us schmucks just trying to do our best to honor Jesus?
The words of Paul in 1 Cor. 13:1-3 certainly make sense here;
If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a
clanging cymbal. 2 And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all
knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am
nothing. 3 If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have not
love, I gain nothing.
And this lack of love. This ability to do karate without being able to be kind, or to play
guitar without being humble, this is exactly the thing that Paul is getting at in Romans
3:27-4:5.
Paul writes;
27

Then what becomes of our boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? By a law of
works? No, but by the law of faith. (Romans 3:27)
The Greek word used here for “boasting” is kauchēsis, and refers to pride toward
human accomplishment.1 Since justification is by grace (3:24) through faith (vv. 22,
25–26), boasting because of one’s accomplishments (works) is ruled out.2 Paul has
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firmly established the reality in Romans 3:21-26 that one is not “justified” by works, by
obedience, and by religious observance, but is instead justified by what Jesus Christ
has done. “The law” and observance of it can actually lead to, in the Israelite sense,
religious pride and boasting. In the evangelical sense, giving, attendance, bible reading,
theological knowledge, and a vehement stance against all things immoral in the culture
leads to this same type of legalistic pride. But Paul exclaims to all of us that boasting is
excluded, and not because of a law of religious works, but because of the law of faith...
a faith in Christ alone, who is perfect in every way as we have so firmly established we
are not.
Paul continues;
28

For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law. (Romans 3:28)

Since God justifies people regardless of whether they meet the requirements of the law,
He can put the Gentiles—who were not under the law—in right relationship with
Himself.3 In the Israelite & Roman context of Paul this meant referred to Gentiles, or in
many cases the sexually immoral, idolaters, adulterers, men who practiced
homosexuality, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, and swindlers… (1 Cor. 6:9b-10)
And such were some of them. But they were washed, they were sanctified, they were
justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (1 Cor. 6:11)
This was the context that Paul was in. He was hanging out with the sexually immoral,
the idolaters, adulterers, LGBTQ men and women who were in active sexual
relationships, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, and swindlers BEFORE they were
Jesus followers. This is so important to note. No doubt Paul also knew that “Bad
company ruins good morals” (1 Cor. 15:33), and was careful to not be drawn away from
his convictions and lifestyle as a follower of Jesus. But He knew what it meant to
engage the Gentile world, and Romans 3:28 was directed to both that world and the
Israelite religious world he was also surrounded by. The gift of being justified in God’s
sight through the power of the gospel was a free gift to all and any, no matter where
they may find themselves in life. Not all would be drawn to Christ, not all would choose
to follow Christ, but the invitation to faith was for all.
It’s what Paul was summarizing also when he wrote to the Ephesians;
8

For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is
the gift of God, 9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 10 For we are his
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workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand,
that we should walk in them. (Eph 2:8–10)
It’s not what we do that saves us. God is gracious. God invites us in when we don’t
even know Him or acknowledge Him. He forgives us through Christ, and we are
impacted towards perpetual, eternal change.
29

Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles
also, 30 since God is one—who will justify the circumcised by faith and the
uncircumcised through faith. 31 Do we then overthrow the law by this faith? By no
means! On the contrary, we uphold the law. (Romans 3:29-31)
God called Abraham and his descendants in the nation Israel to be His Chosen People
in the call of Deuteronomy 7:6, where God stated, “For you are a people holy to the
Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured
possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth.” But before this call,
God dealt equally with all people. And even after God’s choice of Israel to be His special
people, God made it plain (e.g., in the Book of Jonah) that He is the God of everyone,
Gentiles as well as Jews.4
Think of it for a moment, in the time of Abraham there was no Old Testament, no New
Testament, no scriptures, no law, no ordinances, no system of rituals that God’s people
followed. Abraham lived in Ur. He was very possibly pagan himself. So Paul is pointing
to a reality that existed far before the law of Moses and the writings of the prophets
were established, this is the fact that God is the God of all and has the power to reveal
Himself to all.
If Paul were around today in the flesh, he might state it differently; “Is God the God of
Evangelicals only? Is He not the God of non-Evangelicals also? Yes, of
non-Evangelicals also.” This is hard for us to accept, but White Evangelicals in America
have in some negative senses become the Cobra Kai of culture. They are at times to
karate what we are to Christianity. Too many are boastful, proud, and still think they’re
the dominant culture force. That is obviously rapidly changing and God is beginning to
reckon it all. However, we often think that people coming from the outside of
evangelicalism need to conform to all of our spoken and unspoken standards before
they’re “in”. And this was the mistake of the Israelites as well as the Judaizing Christians
in Paul’s day.

4

Witmer, J. A. (1985). Romans. In J. F. Walvoord & R. B. Zuck (Eds.), The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An
Exposition of the Scriptures (Vol. 2, p. 452). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.

God “justifies the circumcised by faith”. In Paul’s context, both Israelites and Judaizing
Christians thought that everyone needed to be circumcised, amongst obeying other
ceremonial Mosaic laws, in order to “be saved”.
Christians do this today when they require baptism, KJV only, or a certain type of music
in worship. These are all unfair and unbiblical religious standards that are added on to
the gospel.
Christians also do this today when they require a certain type of theology that is
“superior” to others, want people not to smoke or drink at all, want people not to swear
at all, want people to ascribe to a certain set of political beliefs, and a vehement
standard of snuffing out anything that even smells like Marxism or Socialism or
Liberalism from people. This is the spirit of circumcision, for “God will justify the
uncircumcised through faith”. People need Jesus, not religious standards that infringe
on the things they think they’re right about which defy the standards of God. It’s not our
job to force people into the standards of God. God does the justifying, we do the loving,
the sharing of the gospel, the living out of the gospel, and invitation into life on life
discipleship. This is what changes people. This is what’s scriptural.
But, Paul does not mean that Jews should dismiss the law completely; rather, they
should not consider it the means to a right relationship with God. The law remains
useful for moral instruction; it also details God’s promises and His purposes in the
world.5 Paul has thoroughly established thus far that the law is good. In Romans 3:9-20
Paul points out the fact that the law proves God to be utterly holy, set apart, perfect, and
good in every way. God is all the things we aren’t. It’s beautiful to look upon His perfect
character and worship Him because of it. It’s humbling to realize that just because we’re
good at religion doesn’t mean that God’s impressed by us. He’s God. We are unlike
Him.
Jesus followers do well to “uphold the law” when we live out God’s holy standards. As
he who called us is holy, we are also to be holy in all our conduct (1 Peter 1:15) The
culture is blown away when it sees Jesus followers who are sexually pure, not ever
engaging in pornography, being celibate in every way when single, or in sexually,
emotionally committed monogamous marriages. This makes an impact on culture. It’s a
good way to “uphold the law”. It’s good when we’re honest in all our relationships, even
when it costs us our reputation or opportunities. In Christ there are no shortcuts. Christ
followers shine when they renounce apathy and work hard, show up on time, and do a
great job with all they’re given to do, in both the desirable and the undesirable tasks.
We’re a powerful force when we won’t gossip or speak poorly about others behind their
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backs. We’re an influence when we encourage others, are generous, and build one
another up. We blow people away when we show grace and mercy to those who have
wronged us. People notice when we treat everyone who is different than us with
absolute dignity and respect. People notice when we are kind to difficult people. This is
just some of what it means to “uphold the law” in our context.
Afterall, didn’t Jesus call us to an obedience far beyond religion? He went before us and
entirely obeyed and fulfilled the law in every way needed and necessary, and then by
His power and presence in us draws us in to gradually learn to imitate Him.
17

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to
abolish them but to fulfill them. 18 For truly, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass
away, not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law until all is accomplished. 19 Therefore
whoever relaxes one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the
same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever does them and teaches
them will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 20 For I tell you, unless your
righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the
kingdom of heaven. (Mt 5:17–20)
The Apostle Paul had presented his case that God declares people righteous on the
principle of faith instead of works. If his position is true, he should be able to illustrate it
from the past and not just the present.6 So on this basis Paul writes;
What then shall we say was gained by Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh? 2
For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before
God. 3 For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to
him as righteousness.” (Romans 4:1-3)
Paul speaks to those who are ethnically Jewish and includes himself in Rom. 4:1.7 Paul
goes on to speak about Abraham, who was by all means considered the father of the
Jewish nation, and was the patriarch of the Israelites. Jews in Paul’s day certainly put
Abraham on an unrealistic pedestal and the epitome of faithfulness to God. The Jewish
teachers in the Mishnah claimed that Abraham was faithful in keeping the whole law
before the entire law was even officially given to Moses.8 The Rabbis taught that
Abraham had a surplus of merit from his works that was available to his descendants.9
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In Jewish tradition, Abraham’s “works” were the basis of his justification and relationship
with God. The book of Jubilees describes Abraham as “perfect in all his deeds with the
Lord, and well-pleasing in righteousness all the days of his life” (Jubilees 23:10). In the
Prayer of Manasseh, King Manasseh lists Abraham among those who have not sinned
against Yahweh (Prayer of Manasseh 8)10
So Israelites viewed Abraham as some sort of spiritual superhero. Did Abraham
completely obey God’s law? Was he perfect in all his deeds? He never sinned?
Can you see what this would have done to an Israelite in Paul’s day? It would have
made them feel like they were always falling short and could do better. It would have led
to a major guilt complex, or just to the point of giving up altogether and rebelling against
the faith! This is what happens to people who have an unreasonable religious trip
dropped on them as well- they either turn into an arrogant, guilt ridden know it all, or
they flip the bird at Christianity and run. There’s really no other reasonable reaction to
legalism and impossible religious standards.
Abraham was also thought to have gained so much through his righteousness that he
had a “surplus” that could be given to his descendants. What did this mean in this
context? Did Israelites think they could go and get hammered at the bar or sleep with
whomever they wanted once and awhile and could just lean into Abraham’s merit?
Paul’s call was to the contrary- to uphold the law. (Rom. 3:31)
This is why Paul is really dismantling popular Jewish thought of the time when he says
that “Abraham was a forefather according to the flesh”. He was human. A man. He had
flaws. He was the patriarch of the Israelites by lineage, but was no perfect example.
After all, he lied and told Kings that his wife Sarah was his sister to avoid getting killed,
and let the king sleep with his wife to avoid harm. Does that sound like a perfect holy
man to you? (Gen. 12 & 20)
If Abraham would have been justified by works, he would’ve had something to boast
about (before people), but not before God. But it wasn’t Abraham’s amazing integrity
and character that made him righteous, though he surely developed integrity and
character throughout his walk with God. Rather, as scripture said, “Abraham believed
God, and it was counted to him as righteousness”. (Ge. 15:6)
The Greek word used here, edikaiōthē, can be translated “was justified” or “was
declared righteous”; it refers to being put in right relation with someone else. Some
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Jewish contemporaries of Paul may have argued that Abraham was justified by works
and reasoned that both Jews and Gentiles must be justified in the same way. Paul
disproves their argument with this quotation from Genesis 15:6.11 His promise was
credited to him as righteousness. Because he believed, God imputed righteousness to
his account (“credited,” elogisthē, from logizomai, is an accounting term)12
Abraham, just like any agnostic, atheist, Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu, New Ager, Legalist,
Progressive Christian, Mainliner, Catholic, Exvangelical, or Self-Righteous Evangelical,
chose to turn from his former ways and beliefs and “believe God” instead. This invitation
was to all, and God was ready to credit the righteousness of Christ to Abraham (though
Abraham was in the Old Covenant era), just like he would to anyone who believes in
Him, no matter where they’re coming from. After all, “And the Scripture, foreseeing that
God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham,
saying, “In you shall all the nations be blessed.” (Ga 3:8) The gospel was never meant
for exclusive religious know-it-alls. It’s a message for the whole world to hear and
receive.
4

Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due. 5 And to
the one who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is
counted as righteousness (Ro 4:4-5)
Paul then discusses the significance of this Scripture quotation. He points out that a
worker’s wages are what are owed him because he earned them, and are not
graciously given to him as a gift. Conversely, a person who is not working but is
believing in God who justifies the wicked (asebē, “the ungodly, impious”; cf. 5:6), his
faith is credited as righteousness (cf. 4:3). Abraham was the latter kind of person as the
Scripture stated. He was justified not because he worked for it but because he trusted
God.13 Also, in this context, “ungodly” also includes Abraham (v. 1), who was similar to
the Gentiles in that he was uncircumcised and not under the law when God called him.14
This is the kind of God we serve, know and love. He “justifies the ungodly”. Do you
know how amazing that love is? This is the perfect creator of the universe. The
all-powerful, all-knowing, omnipresent One. This is the One that created the Universe,
the sun, the planets, and the galaxies beyond. He’s also the One that breathes life into
us, knows every hair on our head, and is constantly able to interact with us. This one
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sent His Son Jesus to “justify the ungodly”. He sent Jesus to rescue people from
addiction, paralyzing despair, selfishness, foolishness, confusion, madness, impatience,
and apathy.
We too don’t have to “work” to earn God’s favor. Instead we get to trust in the One who
has justified us in His sight. We all are ungodly and unlike Him, but He loves us, He
forgives us, and He pardons us in Christ, and we get to join in the mission He has for us
to participate in his justification of other ungodly ones like us through the precious blood
of His Son!
So why would we even begin to think that our efforts, our religion, our skills, our talents,
our personalities, our abilities, or our strengths make us righteous in His sight? He has
done everything needed to make us righteous in His sight- He has given us Christ!

