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Chapter 4
Commentary

 ChapteU fouU moYes Paul’s aUJument alonJ b\ pUesentinJ pUimaU\ pUoof to substantiate 
����� that all boastinJ is e[FluGeG� ,n a NinG of kal v’komer argument, Paul goes to the man who, 
in -eZish histoU\� shoulG be the one most apt to boast� $bUaham himself� ,f it Fan be shoZn that 
$bUaham haG no JUounGs foU boastinJ� then all otheU boastinJ is liNeZise e[FluGeG� 
 After presenting Abraham as the argument par excellence in YY� ���� Paul Fontinues in ÀYe 
more sections to expound the nature of Abraham’s faith. The chapter as a whole may be broken 
down as follows:

 1-8  $bUaham haG no JUounGs foU boastinJ sinFe his UiJht stanGinJ Zith *oG
   was also on the basis of faith
 9-12  $bUaham JaineG UiJht stanGinJ Zith *oG befoUe he Zas FiUFumFiseG� 
   Therefore, faith precedes covenant membership, and circumcision is a sign of  
   this covenant membership already possessed.
 13-17a  $bUaham’s UiJht stanGinJ Zith *oG Zas not somethinJ meUiteG thUouJh
   fulÀllment of the ToUah� but simpl\ on the basis of the UiJhteousness ZhiFh is  
   by faith.
 17b-22  Expounds the text found in Gen 15:6 and draws out the meaning of   
   ´$bUaham belieYeG *oGµ
 23-25 shows the relevance of Abraham’s faith to all believers, and puts him forward  
   as the paradigm for saving faith.

1  What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather according to the flesh, has found?

 Abraham is now brought forward as the example of someone who, if there were a basis 
foU boastinJ� FeUtainl\ it ZoulG be him� +e is UefeUUeG to as ´ouU foUefatheU �propavtora, propatora, 
thouJh a YaUiant e[ists as patevra, patera� aFFoUGinJ to the Áesh�µ an inGiFation that Paul plans to 
shoZ hoZ $bUaham is a ´foUefatheUµ on an otheU than Áeshl\ basis as Zell� Ff� Y� ���
 The use of the e[pUession ´has founGµ is inteUestinJ� :hile fUom an EnJlish stanGpoint Ze 
miJht most natuUall\ unGeUstanG this to mean ´Zhat has $bUaham founG fUom his inYestiJa-
tions into the matteUµ but in faFt the ZoUG ´founGµ �euJrhkevnai, eurekenai� is most UeminisFent of 
the Fommon ´ÀnG JUaFeµ oU ´ÀnG meUF\µ in the e\es of someone �Ff� /[[ *en ���� ����� ������ 
������ ����>�@� ����� ��� ������ :e miJht paUaphUase it this Za\� ´:hat shall Ze FonFluGe then� 
about hoZ $bUaham founG JUaFe in the e\es of *oG"µ

2  For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about; but not before 
God.

 ,t seems YeU\ pUobable that b\ the time of the �st CentuU\ the RabbiniF iGea that $bUaham 
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haG Zon faYoU Zith *oG thUouJh his ZillinJness to saFUiÀFe ,saaF Zas JaininJ faYoU� The lateU 
ZUitinJs UeÁeFt this�  )oU instanFe� m�Kiddushin 4.14 indicates that Abraham had performed the 
whole Torah before it was even given, on the basis of Gen 26:5. So righteous were Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob in the eyes of the Sages that their deeds secured God’s favor upon subsequent 
JeneUations� ,t Zas noteG� foU instanFe� that EliMah’s pUa\eU on 0t� CaUmel Zas not ansZeUeG 
until he eYoNeG the ´*oG of $bUaham� ,saaF� anG -aFobµ �Ff� 0iG� Rab� Exodus. xliv, §1). In Mid. 
Rab. Canticles �� ��� Ze UeaG� ´$ bunGle of m\UUh �NofeU� is m\ Zell�beloYeGµ �Cant� ������ This 
refers to Isaac, who was tied up like a bundle upon the altar. Kofer, because he atones for the 
sins of ,sUael�µ <et the 6aJes NneZ that eYen $bUaham neeGeG *oG’s JUaFe� ´R� +aJJai saiG in 
the name of R. Isaac: All need grace, for even Abraham, for whose sake grace came plenteously 
into the ZoUlG� himself neeGeG JUaFeµ �0iG� Rab� Genesis l[���� EYen the phUase ´Zho Uemem-
beUs the pious GeeGs of the PatUiaUFhsµ in the openinJ pUa\eU of the $miGah FoulG be inteUpUet-
ed to indicate some kind of attributed righteousness.
 But Paul simply cannot allow such a thing, for though the covenant with Abraham is sure-
ly, in one sense, the reward of his obedience, its blessing comes only to the individual who, like 
Abraham, places faith in God and thus gains the righteousness which comes via faith. For Paul, 
*en ���� FoulG onl\ be unGeUstooG in this sense� namel\� that $bUaham haG saYinJl\ belieYeG 
upon God, and this act of faith in God was the means by which God declared him righteous.
 But not before God — Does Paul here actually indicate that Abraham has a valid grounds 
of boastinJ befoUe men" 1ot liNel\� espeFiall\ sinFe the subseTuent YeUses inGiFate that none of 
Abraham’s righteousness was the result of his good deeds. What is more, the conclusion (that 
he has the UiJht to boast but not befoUe *oG� is baseG upon the pUemise that he Zas aFtuall\ 
MustiÀeG b\ ZoUNs� 6inFe this is false� the FonFlusion Goes not stanG�
 More than likely the meaning is simply that in the eyes of men there may be many who 
feel that $bUaham aFtuall\ has a pUopeU basis foU boastinJ� but Zhat Ueall\ Founts is *oG’s opin-
ion� anG befoUe *oG none Fan boast� not eYen $bUaham� The Ueason is JiYen in the folloZinJ 
quote.

3  For what does the Scripture say? “And Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned to him 
as righteousness.”

 This quote from Gen 15:6 is essentially in line with the Lxx, which faithfully renders the 
Hebrew. This is a crux text both for Paul’s argument here, and for his exposition of God’s meth-
od for making a sinner righteous.

MT Lxx Paul
והְאֶמֱןִ בּיַהוה ויַּחַשְְׁבהֶָ לּוֹ צדְקָהָ

And he believed in Adonai 
and He reckoned it to him 
righteousness

kai; ejpivsteusen Abram tw/ qew/` 
kai; ejlogivsqh aujtw`/ eij~ dikaio-
suvnhn
And Abram believed in God 
and it was reckoned to him 
for righteousness.

ejpivsteusen de; ∆Abraa;m tw/` qew`/
kai; ejlogivsqh aujtw/` eij~ dikaio-
suvnhn.
And Abraham believed in 
God and it was reckoned to 
him for righteousness.

 ,t is eas\ to see that Paul Tuotes the /[[ almost e[aFtl\� onl\ substitutinJ de for kai and us-
inJ ´$bUahamµ UatheU than the /[[ ´$bUam�µ  The /[[ GiͿeUs fUom the 0T in tUanslatinJ ויחשבה 
with the passive ejlogvisqh� 2theU than these minoU GiͿeUenFes the /[[ anG Paul’s Tuote substan-
tially represent the original Hebrew text.
 In the Mekilta, an early midrash on Exodus, R. Shemaiah (who lived around 50 BCE) on 
E[oGus ����� enteUs the GisFussion on Zhose meUits *oG GiYiGeG the ReG 6ea� +e suJJests 
´the faith Zith ZhiFh theiU fatheU $bUaham belieYeG in 0e is GeseUYinJ that , shoulG GiYiGe the 
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sea foU them� )oU it is saiG� $nG he belieYeG in the /oUG�µ �*en �����42

Further on in the same midrash (on 14:31) we read: 

 ´$nG so also \ou ÀnG that ouU fatheU $bUaham inheUiteG both this ZoUlG anG the ZoUlG 
beyond only as a reward for the faith with which he believed, as it is said: ‘And he believed 
in the /oUG� etF�’µ43 

 A similar use of our text is to be found in Mid. Rab. Exodus 33.5: 

´in the time to Fome the ,sUaelites Zill sinJ a fUesh sonJ� as it is saiG� ¶6inJ unto the /oUG 
a new song’ (Ps 98:1). By whose merit (זכות) will they do so? By the merit of Abraham, be-
Fause he tUusteG in *oG� as it is saiG� ¶$nG $bUaham tUusteG in *oG’ �*en [Y� ���µ

 
The FUu[ Tuestion is ZhetheU the Rabbis saZ faith as meUitinJ somethinJ� that is� ZhetheU oU not 
faith is a work deserving a reward. Did the contemporaries of Paul see Abraham’s faith in God 
as a JooG ZoUN GeseUYinJ a UeZaUG" CUanÀelG FateJoUiFall\ ansZeUs this Tuestion ´\esµ afteU 
surveying a few rabbinic quotes:

Thus it is apparent that, in appealing to Gen 15:6 in support of his contention that Abraham 
Zas not MustiÀeG on the JUounG of ZoUNs anG has no UiJht to JloU\ befoUe *oG� Paul Zas 
deliberately appealing to a verse of Scripture which his fellow Jews generally assumed to 
be FleaU suppoUt foU the GiametUiFall\ opposite YieZ� That he GiG so is hiJhl\ siJniÀFant� 
but in no way surprising.44

 %ut ,’m not suUe CUanÀelG has FoUUeFtl\ inteUpUeteG the feZ UabbiniF te[ts he lists� ,n the 
ÀUst plaFe� he folloZs 6tUaFN anG %illeUbaFN in sa\inJ that the UabbiniF phUase useG to GesFUibe 
the ´meUit of faithµ is ָזכָוּת אמֱנֻה, zachut ‘emunah, but in the texts he quotes from Mekilta, this is 
not the phrase used, but rather ָשָׂכרָ אמֱנֻה, sachar ‘emunah, ´UeZaUG of faith�µ 6eFonGl\� that faith is 
rewarded (a scriptural concept for certain) does not necessarily lead, in the rabbinic writings, to 
the notion that faith is theUefoUe a ´ZoUN�µ 1o one Zill aUJue Zith the faFt that� at least in some 
measuUe� the -eZish Fommunities of faith in the �st CentuU\ anG eYen up until the pUesent holG 
to some form of works-righteousness. But to say that the rabbis universally held that faith was 
something that each individual accomplished on his own is perhaps to say too much.
 :hat GiG the eaUl\ inteUpUeteUs of the ToUah� the 6aJes� unGeUstanG *en ���� to mean" TZo 
possibilities present themselves for the interpretation of this text in all ages: (1) faith is a right-
eous act, and the attended action of God in relationship to one’s faith is a reward for it, or (2) 
faith is a Jift fUom *oG� the means b\ ZhiFh the sinneU Fomes to NnoZ anG enMo\ the inÀnite 
JooGness anG meUF\ of *oG in the foUJiYeness of his sins anG a ´not Juilt\µ YeUGiFt�
 ,t is Gi΀Fult� if not impossible� to FateJoUiFall\ state that the Uabbis haG one oU the otheU 
YieZ of faith� foU the Uabbis themselYes aUe multifaFeteG in theiU unGeUstanGinJ of 6FUiptuUe anG 
of speFiÀF te[ts� %ut the stUonJ teaFhinJ on the UeZaUGs of faith founG in the UabbiniF liteUatuUe 
does not necessarily mean that they saw faith as a righteous deed. In fact, one of the issues 
which arises in such a discussion as this is whether one should translate the verb האַמֲיִן ha’amin 
´to e[eUFise faithµ oU ´to be faithful�µ *oG UeZaUGs the faithful �Ps ������ ������ anG often faith-
fulness and obedience are considered synonymous (Ps 119:30). In fact, the Scriptures seem clear 
on the fact that one who has faith acts faithfully, and this acting faithfully is the only sure guar-
antee the one possesses faith.
 Thus� to see that *oG UeZaUGs the e[eUFise of faith Goes not mean that the e[istenFe of faith 
in ouU souls is ÀUst anG foUemost a Uesult of ouU oZn eͿoUts� :hat it Goes mean is that the Ue-
neZeG soul� noZ in possession of faith� is enableG to sa\ ´\esµ to the /oUG anG +is FommanGs� 
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and is therefore in a place to receive the accompanying blessings of obedience. The unregenerate 
soul is unable to please the Lord, for apart from faith it is impossible to please Him (Heb 11:6).
 :e must noZ tuUn ouU attention to the ne[t impoUtant teUm in ouU YeUse� namel\� the ZoUG 
tUanslateG ´UeFNoneGµ� ´$nG $bUaham belieYeG *oG� anG it Zas UeFNoneG to him as UiJhteous-
ness�µ ´ReFNoneGµ tUanslates the *UeeN teUm logivzomai, logizomai ZhiFh means ´to thinN� Fon-
siGeU� UeFNon�µ The FoUUesponGinJ +ebUeZ teUm in *en ���� is חשב, chashav ´to thinN� FonsiGeU�µ 
$Ftuall\� as Ze attempt to unGeUstanG Paul’s use of this teUm� it Zill be helpful foU us to Fon-
sider verses 4 and 5, for here he uses the term again with further explanation.

4-5  Now to the one who works, his wage is not reckoned as a favor, but as what is due.  But 
to the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is 
reckoned as righteousness,

 Here we have a clear antithesis set up by Paul: one who works for a wage has his wages 
FounteG out to him as Zhat is oZeG beFause of the ZoUN� Zhile in FontUast one Zho belieYes 
Goes not ZoUN� anG theUefoUe ZhateYeU is FounteG out to him must be the Uesult of JUaFe� not 
works.
 :e see fUom this YeUse that the FonFept of ´UeFNonµ �logizomai, logizomai) is used by Paul 
as something entirely appropriate for faith as well as for good works that accompany faith, for 
the one who works has wages reckoned to him as what is owed him. Thus, logizomai must sim-
ply mean to accredit to someone what is rightfully his.
 ,t is unGeUstanGable hoZ one’s ZaJes aUe oZeG on the basis of FontUaFteG ZoUN� but hoZ 
aUe Ze to unGeUstanG that UiJhteousness is the UiJhtful possession of eaFh one Zho belieYes" 
Here is the wonderful reality of true, saving faith—faith appropriates to the believer the very 
UiJhteousness of 0essiah� so that b\ faith one ma\ honestl\ Flaim that he possesses it� ,t is not 
as thouJh *oG all alonJ NnoZs that the FhilG of faith is Ueall\ eYil but ´GoFtoUsµ the aFFount so 
that he appeaUs UiJhteous� 1o� Zhen *oG asFUibes +is YeUGiFt of ´not Juilt\�µ +e Goes so on the 
basis of Uealit\� not as a ´let�us�pUetenGµ sFenaUio� The ZoUN of 0essiah has maGe ouU pUaFtiFal 
UiJhteousness ineYitable� a tUuth ZhiFh alloZs the Must anG timeless *oG to tUeat us on the basis 
of that inevitability.
 Thus� the aFFusation of some� that *oG Goes Zhat is foUbiGGen to human MuGJes �´:ho 
MustiÀes the unJoGl\µ�� entiUel\ misses the maUN� )oU human MuGJes aUe foUbiGGen fUom GeFlaU-
inJ the Juilt\ Must oU taNinJ bUibes fUom the Juilt\ in oUGeU to FhanJe the YeUGiFt �E[ ����� PUoY 
������ ������� :hen *oG GeFlaUes the Juilt\ Must� +e Goes so on the basis that the Gebt oZeG b\ 
the Juilt\ has been full\ paiG b\ them thUouJh theiU substitute� <eshua� anG that +e intenGs� 
through the act of recreating them, to actually make them live in righteousness.
 So, if by faith we lay hold, as it were, of the righteousness of Yeshua, then God, Who is 
Must� must FeUtainl\ UeFNon it to us as ouU UiJhtful possession� %ut it is UiJhtfull\ ouUs beFause� 
through faith in Yeshua, we receive from Him the fruit of His labors in His death, resurrection, 
session and intercession. Righteousness is not ours because we earned it, but because Yeshua 
has ´eaUneG itµ on ouU behalf� )aith is the *oG�JiYen abilit\ to UeFeiYe Zhat <eshua has pUe-
paUeG� to stanG befoUe +im FlotheG in the UiJhteousness of the 0essiah�
 )oU otheU plaFes in the $postoliF sFUiptuUes ZheUe the teUm logivzomai is used, cf. Lk 22:37; 
Acts 19:27; Rom 2:26; 8:36; 9:8; 2Co 5:19; 2Co 12:6; 2Ti 4:16.

6-8 just as David also speaks of the blessing upon the man to whom God reckons right-
eousness apart from works: Blessed are those whose lawless deeds have been forgiven, And 
whose sins have been covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will not take into ac-
count.
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 /et us ÀUst taNe into aFFount the Tuote� ,t is fUom Psalm ������

MT Lxx Paul
אשְַׁריֵ אדָםָ לֹא יחַשְׁבֹ יהוה לוֹ עוָֹן 

ואְיֵן בּרְוּחוֹ רמְיִּהָ
כּיִ–החֶרֱשְַׁתּיִ בּלָוּ עצֲמָיָ בּשְַׁאגֲתָיִ כּלָ–היַּוֹם

Happy the one whose trans-
gression is carried away, 
whose sin is covered,
Happy is the man to whom 
Adonai does not reckon iniq-
uity, and in his spirit there is 
no deceit.

makavrioi w|n ajfevqhsan aiJ 
ajnomivai kai; w|n ejpekaluvfqhsan 
aiJ aJmartivai makavrio~ ajnhvr ou| 
ouj mh; logivshtai kuvrio”\~ aJmar-
tivan oujde; e[stin ejn tw/` stovmati  
aujtou` dovlo~
Happy is the one whose law-
less deeds are forgiven and 
whose sins are covered,
Happy is the man to whom 
the Lord does not reckon sin
neither is there in his mouth 
deceit.

makavrioi w|n ajfevqhsan aiJ 
ajnomivai kai; w|n ejpekaluvfqhsan 
aiJ aJmartivai: makavrio~ ajnh;r ou| 
ouj mh; logivshtai kuvrio~ aJmar-
tivan 
Happy is the one whose law-
less deeds are forgiven and 
whose sins are covered,
Happy is the man to whom 
the Lord does not reckon sin.

 It is clear that Paul employs the rabbinic ָגזְרֶהָ שָׁוה (geserah shavah) whereby two passages 
both shaUinJ a Fommon teUm ma\ be linNeG toJetheU� The shaUeG teUm in this Fase is ´to UeFNonµ 
 It is likewise clear that Paul quotes our present recension of the Lxx without .(logivzomai ,חשַָׁב)
changes, and that the Lxx accurately represents the MT. The Hebrew text is very poetic, and the 
assonance of the terms נשְׂוּי, n’sui �´FaUUieG aZa\� foUJiYenµ� anG כּסְוּי, k’sui �´FoYeUeGµ� most pUob-
abl\ enteUeG into the psalmists FhoiFe of ZoUGs�
 :hat is of initial inteUest to us as Ze attempt to unGeUstanG Paul’s ZoUGs heUe is the 
FommentaU\ Paul JiYes b\ Za\ of intUoGuFtion to the Tuote fUom Psalm ��� Paul ZUites ´Must 
as David also speaks of the blessing upon the man to whom God reckons righteousness apart 
fUom ZoUNs�µ <et 'aYiG sa\s nothinJ about UeFNoninJ UiJhteousness� onl\ about sins beinJ 
forgiven and transgressions covered. The point is obvious: for Paul the one inevitably secures 
the other. To have one’s sins forgiven means that one has the righteousness of Messiah accred-
ited to his account—there simply is no neutral ground where one is forgiven but not declared 
UiJhteous� Thus� it is entiUel\ ZUonJ�heaGeG to inteUpUet� as some Go� a YeUse liNe �Co ���� as 
though it teaches that God forgave everyone of their sins and now He awaits their choice to live 
UiJhteousl\� )oU Zhen Paul teaFhes that ´*oG Zas in 0essiah UeFonFilinJ the ZoUlG to +imself� 
not FountinJ theiU tUansJUessions aJainst them � � � � �Þµ Ze must unGeUstanG that ´UeFonFilinJ 
the ZoUlGµ anG ´not FountinJ theiU tUansJUessionsµ means that *oG Zas liNeZise imputinJ 
UiJhteousness to eaFh one as Zell� :ith this in minG� the teUm ´ZoUlGµ simpl\ Fannot mean all 
people everywhere, unless one holds to a theology which has no room for the biblical teaching 
that some Zill UeMeFt *oG’s oͿeU anG theUefoUe be punisheG eteUnall\�
 CUanÀelG aJUees�

The YaliGit\ of his appeal to Ps� ����f as helpinJ to inteUpUet *en ���� is not Must a matteU 
of the presence of a common term (logizomai/חשב) in both places: his appeal to the psalm-
passaJe has an inZaUG anG substantial YaliGit\� foU *oG’s UeFNoninJ UiJhteousness to a 
man cwri;~ e[rgwn [apart from works] is, in fact, equivalent to His forgiving of sin. 45

 Psalm 32:1-2 is commented on several times in the Bavli, at b.Berchot 34b:

R. Kahana said: I consider a man impertinent who prays in a valley. R. Kahana also said: 
I consider a man impertinent who openly recounts his sins, since it is said, Happy is he 
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whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered.

And in b.Yoma 86b:

It was taught: R Meir used to say, Great is repentance. For on account of an individual who 
repents, the sins of all the world are forgiven, as it is said: I will heal their backsliding. I 
will love them freely, for mine anger is turned away from him. ‘From them’ it is not said, 
but ‘from him,.’ How is one proved a repentant sinner? — Rab Judah said: If the object 
which caused his original transgression comes before him on two occasions, and he keeps 
away from it. Rab Judah indicated: With the same woman, at the same time, in the same 
place. Rab Judah said: Rab pointed out the following contradictions. It is written: Happy 
is he whose transgression is covered, whose sin is pardoned; and it is also written: He that 
FoYeUeth his ¶tUansJUession shall not pUospeU" This is no Gi΀Fult\� one speaNs of sins that 
haYe beFome NnoZn >to the publiF@� the otheU of suFh as GiG not beFome NnoZn� R� =utUa b� 
Tobiah in the name of R� 1ahman saiG� +eUe Ze speaN of sins FommitteG b\ a man aJainst 
his felloZ� theUe of sins FommitteG b\ man aJainst the 2mnipUesent�

:hat is inteUestinJ in the seFonG of the tZo Tuotes is that the 6aJes FonsiGeUeG it a pUoblem to 
be resolved, that the Scriptures should speak of sins covered on the one hand, and yet reprove 
one Zho FoYeUs his sins� :hile this miJht simpl\ be e[plaineG as the Uesult of a ´ZooGenµ 
hermeneutic, it also may emphasize that there was some debate over the matter of how a per-
son’s sins were forgiven.
 The ZoUGs useG in the Psalm Tuote aUe also ZoUth\ of ouU inYestiJation� ,n the ÀUst YeUse 
of Psalm ��� the teUm tUanslateG ´tUansJUessionsµ �פּשֶַׁע, pesha’� has its Uoot meaninJ in ´Uebel-
lion�µ anG the /[[ tUanslation ajnomivai, anomiai, ´laZless GeeGsµ is UiJht on the maUN� Rebellion 
aJainst *oG is seen ÀUst anG foUemost in a GisUeJaUG foU anG bUeaNinJ of *oG’s ToUah� $lso� as 
mentioned above, two of the Hebrew terms of Ps 32:1 have similar sound, namely, נשׂוּי, nasui 
and כּסְוּי, k’sui, both qal passive participles. נשַָׂא nasa’ is the Fommon YeUb ´to liftµ oU ´to FaUU\�µ 
but is useG of ´liftinJ aZa\ a Gebtµ anG thus Fame to be useG foU the FonFept of ´foUJiYe�µ The 
seFonG YeUb� ´to FoYeU�µ is the +ebUeZ Uoot ַכסָה, kasah, and is used in a negative sense (of some-
one covering one’s sins, i.e., trying to hide them) in Jb 31:33 and Prov. 28:13, but in a good sense 
in Prov 10:12 and 17:9. The same verb is used of God covering sin in Ps 85:2.
 The term ֵאשְֲׁרי, ‘ashrei, is usuall\ tUanslateG ´blesseG�µ thouJh its pUimaU\ meaninJ is ´to be 
happ\µ oU ´to maNe one happ\�µ 2bYiousl\� to be ´blesseGµ is� in faFt� to ´be happ\�µ TheUe is a 
very real sense, then, that our happiness, our joy, ought to be based upon the pronouncement of 
ouU sins beinJ FoYeUeG anG ouU tUansJUessions UemoYeG UatheU than upon the FiUFumstanFes of 
ouU liYes� Can Ze honestl\ sa\ that ouU souls aUe happ\ Zith the position Ze haYe in <eshua" 
,f so� then theUe ouJht to be a soUt of ´Fontinual happinessµ �oU peUhaps moUe UiJhtl\ ´Mo\µ� 
that pervades our thinking and acting, for nothing in all of the universe can ever reverse the 
´not�Juilt\µ pUonounFement maGe oYeU us b\ the )atheU on the basis of ouU faith in <eshua� the 
chosen Messiah. I do not, of course, intend this to mean that those forgiven walk about with a 
plastiF� foUFeG smile� all the Zhile failinJ to aFNnoZleGJe the soUUoZ anG pain ZhiFh is an ineYi-
tability in this world. What I do mean is that the knowledge of our forgiveness in Yeshua ought 
alZa\s anG Ànall\ to set us upon a FouUse of ´happinessµ oU ´blesseGness�µ eYen in the miGst of 
sorrow. 
 ,n these thUee YeUses �Ys� ���� Ze haYe a numbeU of teUms anG phUases useG to Genote ´sinµ 
anG ´foUJiYeness�µ

   lawless deeds (ajnomivai)  — forgiven (ajfivhmi)
   sin (aJmartiva)   —  covered (ejpikaluvptw)
   sin (aJmartiva)   —  not taken into account (ou` logivzomai) 
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$s noteG aboYe� ´laZless GeeGsµ tUanslates פּשֶַׁע, pesha’ of the oUiJinal Psalm Tuote� anG stUesses 
the iGea of ´Uebellion�µ ´)oUJiYenµ �ajfivhmi, aphiemi� means liteUall\ ´to senG aZa\µ anG ansZeUs 
well to the underlying Hebrew of the Psalm which uses the verb נשַָׂא, nasa’, ´to beaU upµ oU 
´FaUU\ aZa\�µ +eUe is a ZonGeUful Uealit\� a Uealit\ ZhiFh the Psalmist UeMoiFes in� namel\� that 
God has carried away the rebellious sin of those He has forgiven. 
 ´6inµ �aJmartiva, hamartia� Genotes an\ GepaUtuUe fUom the stUaiJht path of UiJhteous-
ness� anG its UemeG\ is to be ´FoYeUeG�µ onFe aJain the *UeeN teUm ÀttinJ the +ebUeZ YeUb of 
the Tuote� The iGea of ´FoYeUeGµ UeminGs of <om .ippuU anG the plaFe ZheUe the blooG Zas 
pouUeG� ´FoYeUinJ�µ as it ZeUe� the tUansJUessions of the people fUom the siJht of the FheUubim 
who guard the sanctity of God’s holiness from the intrusion of any uncleanness.
 The siJniÀFant ZoUG� hoZeYeU� b\ ZhiFh Paul linNs *en ���� Zith Psalm ������ is the ZoUG 
´UeFNonµ oU ´taNe into aFFountµ �logivzomai, logizomai) as noted above. Here the legal sense is in 
YieZ� as a MuGJe oU NinJ o΀Fiall\ notinJ the FUime oU tUespass� maUNinJ it� as it ZeUe� upon the 
leGJeU of the oͿenGeU� This ZoUG inGiFates the Uesults of the ´FoYeUinJ�µ foU if the sin is FoYeUeG 
or out of the sight of the Almighty, then He does not consider it in a legal sense, and does not 
FhaUJe it aJainst the inGiYiGual� $s suFh� the inGiYiGual stanGs innoFent befoUe +im�
 2ne aGGitional point Fan be maGe fUom the tenses of the YeUbs founG in ouU te[t� eaFh of 
the YeUbs �´foUJiYen�µ ´FoYeUeG�µ ´not taNen into aFFountµ� is in the aoUist tense� inGiFatinJ a 
Ànalit\ to the aFtion� $ sinneU Zho has been foUJiYen� anG Zhose sins aUe FoYeUeG� anG Zhose 
sins the /oUG Goes not taNe into aFFount neYeU stanGs the UisN of losinJ this ´foUJiYen statusµ 
before the Lord. The incisive, once-for-all action of God in His atoning work renders the sinner 
eteUnall\ foUJiYen� ,t is foU this Ueason the foUJiYen sinneU is labelleG ´blesseGµ �ֵאשְֲׁרי, ‘ashrei).

9-10 Is this blessing then upon the circumcised, or upon the uncircumcised also? For we say, 
“Faith was reckoned to Abraham as righteousness.” How then was it reckoned? While he 
was circumcised, or uncircumcised? Not while circumcised, but while uncircumcised;

 6ome of the RabbiniF liteUatuUe suJJests that the opinion amonJ leaGinJ teaFheUs Zas that 
*oG’s foUJiYeness e[tenGeG onl\ to the nation of ,sUael anG no fuUtheU� ConsiGeU� foU instanFe� 
the statement in Pesikta Rabba 45 (185b):

2n the 'a\ of $tonement *oG Fleanses ,sUael anG atones foU its Juilt� as it is ZUitten� 
‘For on this day shall atonement be made for you, to cleanse you,’ Lev 16:30. And, if you 
would say, ‘Another nation too [he cleanses,’ know that] it is not so, but it is only Israel; 
for so spake the prophet Micah (7:18): ‘Who is a God like unto You, that pardons iniquity, 
and passes by the transgression of the remnant of His heritage?’ It is only Israel that He 
forgives. When David saw how God forgives the sins of the Israelites and has mercy upon 
them, he began to pronounce them blessed and to glorify them: ‘Blessed is he whose trans-
gression is forgiven, etc., Ps. 32:146

Yet there are indications in the later rabbinic writings (Mishnah, Talmud) that the Sages did 
acknowledge the fact that God provided atonement for the nations as well as for Israel. For in-
stanFe� the Tuestion of the seYent\ bulloFNs saFUiÀFeG at 6uNNot anG theiU meaninJ \ielGs this�

R� Elea]aU stateG� To Zhat Go those seYent\ bulloFNs >that ZeUe oͿeUeG GuUinJ the seYen 
Ga\s of the )estiYal@ FoUUesponG" To the seYent\ nations� To Zhat Goes the sinJle bulloFN 
[of the Eighth Day] correspond? To the unique nation. This may be compared to a mortal 
NinJ Zho saiG to his seUYants� ¶PUepaUe foU me a JUeat banTuet’� but on the last Ga\ he saiG 
to his beloYeG fUienG� ¶PUepaUe foU me a simple meal that , ma\ GeUiYe beneÀt fUom \ou’�

  R. Johanan observed, Woe to the idolaters, for they had a loss and do not know what they 
haYe lost� :hen the Temple Zas in e[istenFe the altaU atoneG foU them� but noZ Zho shall 
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atone for them?47

 If this later Talmudic text gives an accurate description of R. Eleazar’s and R. Yohanan’s 
positions (though it is not absolutely clear which Sages these names denote), then it seems clear 
that they believed the Gentile nations would receive forgiveness from HaShem in the eschaton, 
anG that this foUJiYeness ZoulG be the Uesult of saFUiÀFe� EYen moUe tellinJ is the aGGition of R� 
Johanan, that the altar of the temple atoned for the sins of the nations as well.
 Yet it may well be that while some of the Sages taught that God would make atonement 
for the Gentile nations, they believed that this would occur only when the Gentiles became 
pUosel\tes� ,n faFt� Ze peUhaps shoulG unGeUstanG R� <ohanan’s UemaUNs UeJaUGinJ the faFt that 
the altar of the Temple atoned for the Gentiles to refer to those Gentiles who came to the Temple 
as observing the Torah with a view to eventually becoming proselytes. 
 Whatever the case, Paul is clear about this fact, that Gentiles have no need to become Jews 
in order to receive forgiveness of sins. This he intends to prove by showing that Abraham was 
forgiven of his sins before he bore the sign of the covenant, i.e., circumcision. In this regard 
Ze shoulG UemembeU that Paul sometimes uses the teUm ´FiUFumFisionµ to mean ´-eZishµ anG 
´unFiUFumFisionµ to mean ´*entileµ �Ff� ����� �� anG the Fomments on these YeUses aboYe� pJs� 
76-77).
 According to Seder Olam 48, Abraham’s circumcision was twenty-nine years after the 
promise of Gen. 15:6. Some of the Sages put the day of Abraham’s circumcision as Tishri 10 
(Yom Kippur) while others put it on Nissan 13 (day to search for chametz at Pesach). The exact 
Ga\ is obYiousl\ speFulatiYe� but the impoUtant thinJ to see is that theUe Zas a siJniÀFant span 
between the time that Abraham was accorded righteousness on the basis of his faith (Gen 15:6) 
and the time that he was circumcised (Gen 17).  Paul’s point is obvious: if circumcision actually 
secured a place in the covenant, then one would expect Abraham to have been circumcised in 
aGYanFe of oU at least at the time of his stateG faith� To haYe been GeFlaUeG UiJhteous on the basis 
of his faith well in advance of being circumcised shows conclusively that circumcision has noth-
inJ to Go Zith obtaininJ UiJht stanGinJ befoUe *oG� $nG the ne[t loJiFal statement is that the 
blessing pronounced by David in Psalm 32 cannot be limited to those who are circumcised.

11 and he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which 
he had while uncircumcised, that he might be the father of all who believe without being 
circumcised, that righteousness might be reckoned to them,

 Here circumcision (peritomh`~, peritomes� is FalleG a ´siJnµ �shmei`on, semeion� anG a ´sealµ 
(sfragiv~, sphragis), unfolding for us in these two descriptive terms the divine purpose of the cer-
emon\ itself� $s a ´siJn�µ FiUFumFision pointeG to the essenFe of the FoYenant� foU FiUFumFision 
itself is saiG to be the FoYenant ´in \ouU Áesh�µ To UefeU to FiUFumFision as ´the FoYenant in \ouU 
Áeshµ �ָוהְיָתְהָ ברְיִתיִ בּבִשְַׂרכְםֶ לבִרְיִת עוֹלם� *en ������ shoZs that it beaUs in its siJniÀFanFe the essenFe of 
the covenant. 
 What then is the essence of the covenant to which circumcision pointed as a sign? Since 
circumcision is performed upon the organ of procreation, it can only relate to that element of the 
FoYenant UeiteUateG a numbeU of times� ´in \ouU seeG all the nations �families� of the eaUth shall 
be blesseGµ � Ff� ����� ������ ������ ����� ������� foU this Uelates to the pUomiseG 6on� anG is the ]e-
nith of the FoYenant itself� Thus� FiUFumFision ÀUst anG foUemost is a siJn pointinJ to the pUom-
iseG 6on� ÀUst in ,saaF� anG then in the 0essiah� The FuttinJ of the Áesh� thouJh a FeUemon\ 
known in the ancient world as a rite of passage to marriage, was to be done on an infant male 
to stUess the impossibilit\ of bUinJinJ the pUomiseG 6on b\ human eͿoUts� 1o eiJht�Ga\ olG son 
FoulG eYeU fatheU oͿspUinJ� The aFt of FiUFumFision on the infant UeinfoUFeG the piFtuUe that the 
pUomiseG 2ne ZoulG haYe to Fome b\ aboYe�human means�


