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Faith Like Abraham?  
Sermon for Lent 2A, March 1st 2026 

By Rev. Ruth Sesink Bott 
 
During the pandemic I remember many colleagues called that first pandemic Lent the lentiest 
lent we have ever lented – because we were all experiencing the widespread disorientation and 
the descent of the cloud of unknowing - the loss of routine that the pandemic wrought upon us. 
 
As we enter into our second Sunday of Lent this year, a year where geopolitical stirrings and 
rumblings are growing ever louder and chaotic, where the Christian faith is being used by 
Christian Nationalists in the States and in Canada to violate the welcoming and generous gospel 
of Christ, people are saying to me “I am so tired of hearing bad news,” or “I want to be hopeful, 
courageous, but I am not.” “I want to be faithful and steady in my faith, but I am not sure what 
this looks like.” 
 
Into our milieu of exhaustion and timidity lands Paul’s powerful letter to the Romans with stirring 
phrases like, ‘hoping against hope’ and ‘God who gives life to the dead and calls into existence 
the things that do not exist.’ On a first glance, our section from Romans 4 is rousing - like 
Abraham if we are unwavering in our faith God will count us as righteous and work through us. 
 
There is just one slight problem if we extend our reading a few to chapter four verses 18-20, 
‘Abraham did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was already as good 
as dead, for he was about a hundred years old, or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah's 
womb. No distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his 
faith as he gave glory to God.” 
 
Paul seems to have forgotten Abraham’s laughter when he was told Sara would give birth, forgot 
Abraham lying and giving Sara to a foreign king because he was afraid he would be killed so she 
would be free to be forced into marriage. Perhaps most importantly, did Paul forgot that 
Abraham took Hagar and forced to her, raped her so that she would have a child with him, 
Ishmael, and then abandoned the both of them to the wrath of Sarah? Abraham did not seem 
fully convinced that God was able to do what he promised. In fact, Abraham actively chose to 
work out God promises for God, just in case God couldn’t seal the deal. 
 
We might want to ask if perhaps Paul and his translators forgot a comma, instead of reading “no 
distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God,” was it supposed to be ‘no, distrust 
made him waver concerning the promises of God?” 
 
Did Paul whitewash Abraham’s life to make it fit easier into his epic letter that sought to connect 
the Jewish and Gentile Christians? What does it mean for those of us whose trust in God wavers 
as we live in a world growing ever chaotic, is our faith reckoned as righteousness, or are we off 
the team? 
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Three interpretive keys lie in this seemingly whitewashed narrative. One, Paul uses hyperbole 
and rhetoric in his writings. We can be tempted to read his letter’s as you and I might write a 
letter, general telling of the facts, that is unless you are a very accomplished letter writer, which I 
am not.  
 
First, Paul utilizes every ancient tool of persuasion, similar to how Plato and Aristotle write. 
Paul’s over the top praise of Abraham’s unwavering faith is in fact pointing to the opposite. His 
readers would have known the story of Abraham, including his multitude of moments where his 
faith waivered.  
 
Second, Paul speaks of Abraham’s faith as growing in strength. The NRSV translates the Greek 
verb in verse 20 as “he grew strong.” This translation fails to account for the passive nature of 
the verb. According to Paul, Abraham’s faith didn’t grow strong of his own accord, but 
was made strong by God.  
 
Thirdly, if we read closer, we hear a redefining of righteousness. "Abraham believed God, and it 
was reckoned to him as righteousness." Now to one who works, wages are not reckoned as a gift 
but as something due. But to one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, 
such faith is reckoned as righteousness.” That Abraham’s faith was reckoned to him as righteous 
does not hinge on Abraham’s perfect faith, indeed it was an imperfect faith, at times a struggle, 
or else why would he have had to hope against hope? Abraham trusted in the one who justifies 
the ungodly, that God could work and repair the damage Abraham’s sin had done. God worked 
in Abraham’s life as Abraham trusted in God, God’s growing Abraham’s faith as Abraham trusted 
in God to reconcile what was broken, is counted as righteousness. 
 
Just as we believe in trust in Jesus and certainly sin along the way, our lack of perfection doesn’t 
invalidate our faith, our sinfulness doesn’t negate our faith, our lack of trust in the face of 
struggle doesn’t repudiate our faith. Our faith is counted as righteous because God is 
strengthening us as we walk with and trust in God, in the fullness of our broken and beautiful 
humanity.  
 
Abraham was fearful, Abraham abandoned his son Ishmael, Abraham schemed, Abraham tried to 
fulfill God’s promises his way. What we don’t read is that God abandoned Abraham or that 
Abraham abandoned God. When we remain in relationship to God, God meets us along the 
journey, in the struggle, in the midst of a world full of geopolitical chaos and violence. 
 
Abraham remained in the relationship, and through the thorny path of his own unfaithfulness 
encountered and trusted in God who strengthened him, so that even after all his many mis 
turns, Abraham’s wavering faith was reckoned as righteousness. And not only was Abraham’s 
faith counted as righteousness, but the world was blessed through him, amidst his wandering 
and missteps God acted through him for good of generations to come.  
 
Amen. 
 


