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The Righteous Shall Live by Faith
One of the most prominent teachings from the letters of Paul, and arguably the most important, is that
“the righteous shall live by faith” (Rom.1:17, Gal. 3:11, Heb. 10:38). We hear this statement in his letter
to the Galatians, in the letter to the Hebrews, and we hear about it again this morning in his letter to the
Romans. And while it is not an entirely novel idea, for we can hear it spoken nearly 700 years earlier by
the prophet Habbakuk (Hab. 2:4), it is a radical idea. 

Why is it radical? 

Because in Paul’s time, many people within Judaism, including people within the “Nazarene, or Christian
sect” of Judaism, believed that in order to be righteous before God, to be in right relationship with God,
a person needed to be entirely observant of the Jewish law. To pray the Shema, to follow the socio-
religious customs outlined in the Torah, and to practice the Temple rituals. 

And while these laws and instructions were given by God to the people of Israel so that they might be a
blessing to the nations. The religious authorities of the time often used the holy teachings to exclude
members of the community, and as the measure of righteous for all people and for all nations. So that
only the most observant of people to Jewish law were judged to be righteous before God, to be in right
relationship with God. The law which was intended to make the Israelites a blessing to the nations,
instead became a fence by which to separate and isolate them from their neighbours.

And so, after the death and resurrection of Jesus, Paul comes along and begins to teach to the early
church that as followers of Jesus, that they were actually free from this law, that we are actually free
from this law. That our righteousness before God will not be judged by our adherence to the laws of
Moses, but through the faithfulness of Jesus Christ. For as Paul writes, “there is no condemnation under
this law for those of us who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1-2).

For we have been bound to Him, and we have been given the gift of the Spirit through baptism, that we
might follow His word and His example faithfully. And this is good news, for as the Apostle Peter reminds
us, “once we were not a people, but though Jesus Christ we are now called to be a people of God”
(2:10a). Called to be a living means of God’s grace in the world, a living sacrifice for the love of our
neighbours, and as Peter reminds us, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, that we may declare the praises
of him who called us out of darkness into his wonderful light. Not that we may declare the judgement of
him who called us, but that we may declare the praises of him who called us. We are called to follow,
and we are called to witness.

And yet in our pride, in our narrowness of view, for nearly 2000 years we as the church, have repeated
the same errs as the people of God who have come before us. We turn God’s precious gift of grace and
revelation, into a shepherds-crook by which to separate the sheep from the goats. We hold up our
particular calling, to be followers of Jesus, as a law of faith, and as the only measure by which all people,
and all nations are to be deemed righteous before God.

How is this different from the law that came before us? Is this not the same error? Is this not the error of
all Abrahams descendants?



For of course only 600 years later, after the birth, life, death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ,
comes the birth, life, and death, of the Prophet Mohammad. Who again calls a new people to be holy,
pointing yet another nation towards the One God, God of Abraham, God of Sarah, God of Isaac, God of
Hagar, God of Ishmael, God of Jacob, God of Jesus, God of you and I, and the story continues. 

And yet, we fail to see God’s hand in it.

Because the problem with the people of God, is that we always want to be the only people of God. Oh,
you can be one of God’s people too, just as long as you follow the laws and the ways of our revelation of
the One God, the way we do it. 

Like Peter building booths on the mountain top at transfiguration, we want to build walls around God, to
contain God, and to control God, to keep him to ourselves, so that we might control the means, by
which we ourselves are made holy. Because for what ever reason it seems easier for us to try and judge
and figure out who’s in and who’s out, than it is to actually spend our time trying follow the teachings
we’ve been given, teachings that God seems to have felt for Christians, needed to be made really simple.
Jesus take the whole law and the prophets and condenses it for us, everything He explained to the Jews
in the 24 books of the Hebrew Canon, he gives to the Christians in two lines: Love God with everything
you are, and love your neighbour as yourself, the rest is all commentary, but go and learn it. 

And so as Paul explains to us in our reading today, “it is for this very reason that righteousness before
God depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace alone, and be guaranteed to all the
descendants of Abraham, not only to the adherents of the law, but also to those who share the faith of
Abraham, for as it is written, he is the father of all of us, and God had made him the father of many
nations” (Rom 4:16-17). 
  
I want to share a story that I read recently by a writer Elsa Marston , it was a historical piece about a1

series of events that occurred in Syria during the year 1860. And I recognize that was along time ago, but
I think the history she shares, offers a really helpful example of what it is that we’ve been talking about
this morning, and the logical extension of what Paul’s talking about. The story she tells is about an exiled
Algerian nobleman and military leader named Abd el- Kader. 

Abd el-Kader had led a failed military revolt against the French government of Algeria, and though he
was captured and imprisoned, he was later permitted by the French authorities to settle with his
followers, and much of his army in the Ottoman city of Damascus Syria. As the story goes it was his
intention to go and retire to a life of peace and prosperity among the Muslim majority there. However,
there was also a large Christian quarter in Damascus. 

And unfortunately, certain powerful allies of his within the Muslim community, had begun to grow
resentful, and feel threatened by the growing influx of Christian’s into the city. In time, these
resentments grew stronger, and rumours began to circulate that some of the Christians were actually
conspiring to attack their Muslim neighbors. And eventually, tensions boiled over as they often do, and
rumours and rhetoric turned to violence.
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What happened was that a few Muslim boys passing through the Christian quarter had drawn crosses on
the ground and began to spit upon them defile them in different ways. When the Christian community
complained to the Ottoman authorities, the boys were arrested and severely beaten. And this of course
caused a lot of outrage within the Muslim community, outrage that was in turn directed against their
Christian neighbors.

Attempts by the authorities to quell the hostility ranged somewhere between disinterested and, too
little too late. And what then ensued was a full week of looting, destruction, and murder throughout the
Christian quarter. Unable to flee the mob of attackers the Christians began to prepare their families for
the worst. 

But it was in this most uncertain of times, this most fearful of times, that hope arose from the most
unexpected of places.

Though Abd el-Kader and his men had themselves fought against the predominantly Christian armies of
France while in Algeria, these men refused to stand by while unarmed civilians were being massacred,
and while their neighbors were being persecuted. Abd el-Kader was heard to have said, “I will go and put
myself and my cavalry in the midst of the Christian quarter, and there I will fight as long as I have breath.
I will die, if necessary, for the honour of Islam, who’s law forbids crimes of this nature”2

It was later reported in August of that same year by the New York Times that Abd el-Kader and his men
were witnessed gathering up as many Christians as they could find from the Christian quarter, bringing
men, women, and children into the protection of their own homes. They gathered priests and nuns from
the monasteries, and they even engaged the mobs directly, in order to reach the city’s Christian
orphanages; escorting hundreds of children to safety. According to the author, the most common
estimates are that somewhere between eleven and twelve thousand Christians were saved in this way
from almost certain death.  3

To be righteous is to live according to our faith. The righteous shall live by faith.

And as Christians, we are called to live faithfully to the revelation of the One God that we have received
through our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.

And we know that this way of Christian discipleship is not identical to the call given to all of God’s
people, for as the Apostle Peter puts it, “we are a peculiar people” (1 Peter 2:9), but God loves His
diversity, and so in our way, the way of our Lord Jesus, we are called to live faithfully, to witness to the
truth revealed to us through our Lord, to model our lives after Him, and be the people who God made us
to be.

As I look at the world today, with all it’s diversity, so many moving parts and pieces, and so many
different yet similar understandings of what it means to be a person of faith; I find the Apostle Paul to be
a helpful guide as we try to make sense of it all. As we try to understand how our own faith life as
Christians fits into God’s larger vision for all His people.
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In his first letter to the Corinthians Paul writes, “If the foot should say, Because I am not a hand, I do not
belong to the body, that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear should say,
Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body, that would not make it any less a part of the body.
If the whole body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear,
where would be the sense of smell? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of
them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be?” (1 Cor. 12:15-19). 

The Word of the Lord. Amen.


