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There are some passages in the letter to the church in Rome that are very difficult. This is even though it carries along the same theme that we are justified by God’s grace through faith alone in Jesus. It enters into this subject of circumcision. We moderns do not think much of circumcision as being tied to some religious and worship aspect. We are a bit distanced from the text.

As I was reading one of my favorite pastors on this subject, he remarked that he was rather startled by this application of this passage. One day he had a young man come into his office. He plopped down and said, “Pastor, I want you to circumcise me.” He was a young man who was growing in his faith. He started in Genesis in his reading as he came to Christ and he read he was supposed to be circumcised and he wanted the pastor to help him out with that. 

This pastor took him to Romans 4 and explained what circumcision was about in the Old Testament and why it is significant to Jewish people, but to Christians there is a different “sign”. 

With that in mind, as we read this Scripture lesson, we need to put our theological thinking caps on as we consider this amazing text.

Abraham Justified by Faith

 9 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.
The Promise Realized Through Faith

13 For the promise to Abraham and his offspring that he would be heir of the world did not come through the 
law but through the righteousness of faith. 14 For if it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, faith 
is null and the promise is void. 15 For the law brings wrath, but where there is no law there is no transgression. 
16 That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his 
offspring—not only to the adherent of the law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is the 
father of us all, 17 as it is written, “I have made you the father of many nations”—in the presence of the God in 
whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist.
A story is told of two frogs who went to look for food in a farmer’s barn. They both stumbled headlong into a steep pail of milk. The sides of the pail were slippery and try as they might they could not climb out. One frog looked at his friend and said, “Brother, swim as we try, it looks as though this is the end for us. We are going to drown in this white grave. We might as well give up.” The other looked at his pal in hope and said, “Do not quit my friend. Keep swimming. Keep trying. We will find a way out of this milk yet.” The despairing frog put more energy into his effort, but after another hour he looked at his friend and he said, “This is futile. I cannot go on any longer. We are going to drown anyway.” He took one last gasp and he disappeared beneath the surface for the final time. The hopeful frog shed a tear for he dear friend, but he paddled all the more. One more hour and then two and finally he felt his body fail him as his legs began to cramp and stiffen in fatigue. He legs flailed at the milk in one final desperate attempt to stay above the surface of the milk. Suddenly, he felt something strange in his feet. A little pat of butter had been churned. He kicked against it, but it was not solid enough and he, too, slid beneath the milk’s surface, never to reappear. 
Some may know that story and may say, “Wait a minute! That is not how it ends. It ends with a little pat of butter being churned and he hopped on out. That is the way the story is supposed to go. Why are both frogs dying in the pail of milk?” I know, the story is told to help us as listeners to not despair but to persevere over our hardships and trials. That is a good moral lesson, but that story does not represent the Gospel of Jesus. And we are teaching the Gospel of Jesus in this study. 

In the Gospel, we are the frogs who have fallen into a deep pail of sin. The milk is God’s righteousness and it drowns us and no amount of moral effort to kick or to swim our way to freedom will help us. In fact, the more we kick the deeper we get. Our sin and God’s righteousness is not so much like a pail of milk as it is a deep pit of quick sand. We finally fall into it and the harder we struggle against it the more we get our self stuck and the deeper we sink. 
Our persevering efforts to free our self from this great spiritual problem never, ever succeeds, but rather they serve only to bind us more to a waiting death. If we are rebellious frogs trapped in the pail of sin, what hope do we have? The answer: None at all, unless someone bigger than us appears and in love reaches down and pulls us out of the pail. That is the Gospel and the story of God’s grace. 

God does not want us to be a despairing frog who has no hope, but neither does God want us to be the self-hope frog who relies on his own efforts to bring about a rescue. Instead, God calls us to be humble frogs, frogs who recognize we are dead without His grace and we must look to Him in faith in order to be rescued. 

Paul reminds us in this letter to the church in Rome that God requires absolute, perfect righteousness in order for us to meet His standard and be accepted by Him and be embraced as a part of His family. Yet, every last one of us has already missed the mark. We have gone our own way instead of God’s way and God, as the Just Judge, will judge every person for their acts of disobedience. The wage of our sin is death;
 that is condemnation, that is punishment, that is separation from God and all of His goodness forever and ever. 

Yet, in His love God sent His Son Jesus to take on human flesh and to die upon a cross in our place, taking our punishment, the punishment we deserve, upon Himself and then rising to newness of life to righteousness to everyone who believed in Him, so that, when we believe in Him, we become joined to Christ and Christ’s righteousness is credited into our account. This Gospel of grace is offensive to the natural man. One reason for its offense is that it humbles all of us. Natural man recoils at the idea we can to do nothing, absolutely nothing, to help our self or to rescue our self from the guilt of our own sin. We want so badly to think somehow we could contribute to this work and all false religions are based upon this natural inclination.

All false religions are based upon the idea that somehow, if we kick just enough, sure we might need rescue and we might need God’s hand, also, but we can contribute something to getting our self out of the dilemma in which we find our self. Many ask this question: Why can I not obtain spiritual life through my own efforts, through good works, through religious rituals, through obedience to God? There are three reasons the Bible gives in answer to that question. First, we are too mess up by our own sin to participate in our own rescue. The problem is far greater than we imagine. 

The Bible does not merely say we are stayed by sin, but the Bible tells us we are dead in our trespasses.
 We are slaves to our own unrighteousness. We are then, by nature, children of wrath. It is not just what we do but it is who we are that is the problem. Our heart, that which is a part of us, is deceived and deceitful.
 It is desperately wicked. Just as a leopard cannot change its spots, so a sinner cannot change his sin and his nature. 
We did not just fall an inch or two away from the top of the pail, we are a mile deep. We can never jump up. We fell all the way to the bottom of rebellion. This is Paul’s point, in an earlier study, and it describes our plight,

Romans 3:12 “All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one.”

Secondly, God is too zealous for His glory to let us contribute to His work of grace. God desires all the credit for our salvation; He does not want to share credit. God paid too high a price when He sent His Own Son to be clothed in human flesh and then to suffer the ignominy of death on a cross to become a curse for us. He paid too high a price for us to rob even a little smidgen of the glory that is due to His Son. God will have every crown laid at His own feet in worship. God tells us, in Isaiah 42, and the psalmist catches this later in Psalm 115,

8a “I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give to no other…”


1 Not to us, O Lord, not to us, but to your name give glory, for the sake of your steadfast love and your 



faithfulness!
This is Paul’s point when we look at Romans 3:27. When we studied that passage, we read,


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.
It is applied by the means in which God brings about salvation.

Third, God is too gracious to exclude anyone from receiving the benefit of His work. If man’s efforts were included, then some people would naturally be shut out already; they have already blown it. I think of the thief on the cross, who, by his own admission, says, “I am on this cross because I deserve to be here. It is right and just for me to be here.” This thief committed murder and heinous crimes and he said, by his own admission, “I know I deserve the treatment I am receiving from the Roman state.” What chance would there be for him, from the cross, to do anything to contribute to his own salvation? We would look at such a man and say, “It is too late for you,” but God is too gracious for it to be too late for any person. So, when this thief, this murderer, looked at Jesus, he said, “Remember me when You enter into your Kingdom.” Jesus promised him, “This day you will be with me in paradise.”

Titus 3 captures the essence of the Gospel and it cannot be better said,

4 But when the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, 5 he saved us, not because of works 
done by us in righteousness, but according to his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal of 
the Holy Spirit, 6 whom he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7 so that being justified by 
his grace we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life.
This is Paul’s point, again in Romans 3, when we read,

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.
We come to the study of our text. The Apostle Paul, after setting forth this truth that the Gospel proclaims, that we are justified as ungodly sinners by God’s grace through faith alone, he says he will prove it with Scripture. Paul takes us back to the Old Testament with two particular examples: Abraham and David. In Paul’s letter, Romans 4:3, he will quote Genesis 15, and Paul proves all sinners are justified, not by their own works but on the basis of God’s grace through faith by pointing to Abraham,

Genesis 15:6 And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness.

Romans 4:3 For what does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as 
righteousness.”
Abraham was a good man by human standards, but even Abraham was not justified by his works, but he was justified by his faith in God’s promise, the Promise of the Gospel. After Paul discusses David’s testimony, that his sin was not counted against him as a result of his faith, he returns to Abraham as a witness to the profound truth that all sinners have it possible for them to be declared righteous if they have faith in Jesus Christ.
We will consider two truths: first, that we are justified apart from religious rituals, and so many people rely on religious rituals in order to gain acceptance, favor, or merit before God’s sight; second, we are justified apart from obedience to the Law and our own morality.

In Verses 9-12, the Apostle Paul sets forward the first truth: We are justified apart from religious rituals,


9 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.
Many rabbis of Jesus’ day taught the right of circumcision was “the condition” God required in order for man to be justified before God. They held that circumcision was God’s protection from eternal punishment. If one is circumcised many thought they were good with God. If one is not circumcised they are not good with God. 
For the 21st Century American mind, we may be scratching our head and say, “Where did they get this strange idea? This seems odd to me. It seems very strange.” Most false doctrine has its root in God's Truth. In Genesis 17, God gives a commandment to His people, the Jews who will come from Abraham, that all the male babies of Abraham, the Children of Promise, are to be circumcised as a sign of this covenant of relationship. He commands this rite in no uncertain terms and there are to be no exceptions,


9a And God said…10 This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after 
you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, 
and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you… 14 Any uncircumcised male who is not 
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.”
They would be excluded from this was a covenant of life and of a relationship with God.
Some may protest, “But, God would not have been serious about this command, would He?” Oh, yes, He is. Circumcision was a very big deal to the Jew because it was a very big deal to God. One example of the seriousness in which God demanded circumcision from His people, the Israelites. After Moses left Egypt, he went to Midian. There he met a woman, Zipporah, and he married her. They had two sons. This was about forty years after his first forty years in Egypt. Moses, while a godly man, did not have his sons circumcised. God calls Moses to return to Egypt and command Pharaoh, “Pharaoh, let my people go.”

God tells Moses things will not go well and Pharaoh will not like that command. But, God tells Moses, “Moses, I want you to leave Midian, go back to Egypt, and tell Pharaoh, to his face, ‘God says, “Let my people go.”’” Moses is in the act of obeying God’s call to return to Egypt and he is on his way. Consider what happens to Moses as he is traveling in obedience to God and to God’s call upon his life to confront Pharaoh in Exodus 4. Moses is going back to Egypt. He is not resisting and he is obedient and the Lord seeks him out. Zipporah discovers Moses is being afflicted by the Lord and he is sick on a death bed in this resting place. Zipporah is trying to figure out why he is dying and why the Lord is upset with him. She discovers Moses did not have their sons circumcised as God commanded,


24 At a lodging place on the way the Lord met him and sought to put him to death. 25 Then Zipporah took a 
flint and cut off her son's foreskin and touched Moses' feet with it and said, “Surely you are a bridegroom of 
blood to me!” 26 So he let him alone. It was then that she said, “A bridegroom of blood,” because of the 
circumcision.
 Because of this, God’s wrath was stayed. This prompts the question: Was circumcision really important to God? It absolutely was, but just because something is important to God does not mean it is the condition God requires in order to be justified and be declared by God as righteous,

9 Is this blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised? For we say that faith was 
counted to Abraham as righteousness.
This “blessing” is the thought that many have for forgiveness. Can a person be forgiven by God and be accepted into God’s family? That is the question. Paul answers that question that the blessing of the forgiveness of sins and of justification is not just offered to those who are circumcised. Abraham is the case in point; he was justified by his faith and not by his circumcision. How do we know that? It is because Genesis 15:6, the declaration that God counted Abraham's faith as righteousness, is made fourteen years before he commanded Abraham and Abraham's children to be circumcised in Genesis 17. There were fourteen years during which Abraham had this righteousness credited to his account and he was uncircumcised. If this circumcision is the condition, how could this be true,

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.
If it was before, then circumcision could not have been the condition required in order to receive this righteousness. 

After establishing the fact that faith is the only condition God required of Abraham in order to be declared righteous by God, Paul goes on to press the practical point to this Roman audience, and I press it to each of us, this means the only condition God requires of any person at any time in order to be justified is faith in the Promise, faith in His Son.

If Abraham was justified by faith, does circumcision have any meaning? That is the question the members of the church in Rome are going to ask because they have been taught all their life, in the Old Testament, that circumcision was a really big deal to God. If it is not the condition, is it important at all? 


11a He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still 
uncircumcised.
There are two key terms to consider in that verse and they point to the importance of this religious ritual for the Jewish people. The first word is “sign” and the second is “seal”. We will learn from this verse is that religious rituals instituted by God are very meaningful after justification but not before. 

The fact that religious rituals are not conditions of justification does not mean they are not important, but it means they are important after we get in a right relationship with God, but not before. Religious rituals prior to our justification by God’s grace through faith are completely meaningless.

Today there are two rituals God commands all Christians to observe: baptism and the Lord’s Supper. These are instituted in the New Testament for the church of Jesus. Neither are the means by which God justifies and forgives people, yet many people throughout our own community and country believe somehow their baptism and their taking of the Lord’s Supper add points in their acceptance before God. Romans 4 tells us this is not at all the case. They are completely excluded in terms of any favor we merit before the Lord.

Yet, both of these commands are very important to God. They are signs and seals of God’s covenant, a covenant given by God’s grace and received through faith. It is a covenant, a new relationship, a new blessing, and a new promise we hold onto. Let us consider what the words “sign” and “seal” mean.

A sign is a visible object that points us to something we cannot see and it is greater than the sign itself. If we see a sign that reads, “Chicago – 52 miles”, that sign is not Chicago but it represents something that is much bigger and it points us in the direction of that city. A sign gives to us directions to a place so we can find it and a sign also often shows ownership over that specific place.

If we drive through central Missouri, for instance, we will see signs that read, “Lambert’s – The Home of the Thrown Rolls”. I must say it is a tremendous restaurant experience! The sign is not Lambert’s. The sign is pointing to something greater than itself, it is pointing to a restaurant, and it is telling us directions as to how to get there. It even informs us as to who owns the restaurant, a family named Lambert. Why does the Lambert family put up these signs? It is so more people would be able to know the joy of participating in their restaurant, that they would be able to find it, and they would be able to experience a thrown roll hitting their hand with all of its gooey warmth. So, seeing the Lambert sign does not give any great joy, fill our stomach, or cause us to have these tasty morsels fill our mouth. None of these things happen unless we follow the sign to where it leads.
Circumcision was a sign of the covenant for the Old Testament believers. The Lord’s Supper and baptism are such signs today. They are a visible object and a visible act that points to something much greater than themselves and gives us directions so that we know the way to God and the way to Jesus and that we can learn about Him through the sign, yet they are not the sign itself. They only lead us. God gave baptism and the Lord’s Supper as a sign for unbelievers so that when unbelievers see a believer being baptized, they would recognize it is a sign that God has done something through His Son. God’s Son came to earth, died, was buried, and rose to new life and this person is joined to God’s Son through faith and this person is saying they have this new life; this is a direction. But, it is also an indication of ownership. When an unbeliever looks at a person who is baptized, they say, “They do not belong to their self anymore. They belong to another person. They belong to Jesus Christ.”
The Lord's Supper also points unbelievers to the necessity of the death of Christ as a sacrifice for sin and it urges unbelievers to consider Jesus as the Savior of their sin as well. These signs give direction and a declaration of ownership for all who observe the sign. Baptism and communion were never intended by God to be the means by which God grants us favor. These two rituals were intended by God to show we already have God’s favor and that we belong to Him, and then they are to be a directional arrow to point others to Him as well. The water, the bread, and the wine have no merit in and of themselves. They do not curry God’s favor whatsoever, but they do act as important signs of God’s grace and His Gospel.

If we are believers in the Lord Jesus, baptism and the Lord's Supper are very important to God in our life. These two are commands. They are not suggestions upon the Christian life. They are not commands upon an unbeliever’s life. God does not command any unbeliever ever to be baptized or any unbeliever to ever eat of the bread and drink of the cup. In fact, He warns unbelievers not to participate in those signs because those signs point to an inwards reality that has already taken place. Signs of the covenant are only important after we have experienced the blessing of the covenant. That is why these signs are for believers only. 

God wants others to see His signs so that when they look at our life they will not miss His grace. He wants a sign-up and He says to His own people, “You are My sign. When a believer does not obey the command to be baptized or to joyfully participate in the Lord's Supper, it affects such a one to say, ‘God, I know You want me to be a sign of Your salvation to other people, but I do not want to advertise Your grace to others.’” That is how God hears it and that is why it is so important if we are believers to be baptized and to worship God through the Lord's Supper. 
Not only is this as a sign, but it is also important as a seal,


11a He received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still 
uncircumcised.
A sign gives to us a direction; a seal guarantees authenticity. Official papers of the government often have a seal placed upon them to show the government is placing their authentication behind that document and the government will stand behind it. On a passport, there is a seal of the United States government. The government is saying, “I am in support of this citizen. They are carrying a document that indicates they are a citizen with all the rights and privileges of citizenship in the United States.” 

Religious rituals are seals in that they are God’s stamp of authority that says, “This one is righteous. This one is forgiven,” and it becomes an authenticating seal that guarantees the Promise for the person who has received it. When an unbeliever is baptized it is a counterfeit seal. We know counterfeit seals exist because they have always existed. There are false passports and there are false seals.

When an unbeliever eats the bread and drinks the cup it is a counterfeit seal and counterfeits seals have no value whatsoever. But, the existence of many counterfeit seals does not negate the value of authentic seals. I have a belief that many believers say, “Well, there are so many people getting baptized, that does not mean anything to me so I do not need to be baptized. I do not want to be a part of all of that.” No, the existence of a myriad of false, counterfeits seals does not negate the value and the importance of the authentic seal. 

A Christian who says, “I do not want to be baptized. I do not want to take the Lord's Supper,” is a Christian who says, “God’s seal of authenticity of my salvation is not valuable to me.” That is a pretty serious statement. The rituals of worship God gives to His people have great value. This does not mean they have saving value. Here is the question that is now coming to the believer, “Is it so very wrong to believe that rituals like circumcision or baptism or the Lord's Supper are central to our justification. Are they necessary conditions of God’s acceptance of sinner? Is it really wrong to include them as part of the condition God requires? I know some people who believe in God and they believe in Jesus, but they also believe their baptism has some part in it. They also believe that taking the Lord's Supper has some part in it. Is it really wrong to add these along with it? Is that such a doctrinal crime?” Yes, it is. Trusting in our participation in any religious ritual to gain us points of righteousness with God is a direct denial of the Gospel. Paul explains this in his letter to the church in Galatia,

2 Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you. 3 I testify 
again to every man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the whole law. 4 You are severed 
from Christ, you who would be justified by the law; you have fallen away from grace. 5 For through the 
Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait for the hope of righteousness. 6 For in Christ Jesus neither 
circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through love.
The church in Galatia is not saying, “We are going to dump faith in Jesus,” but they are saying, “We will have faith in Jesus, plus we are going to require circumcision in order for us to have full membership in Jesus’ church. We will require a religious ritual along with faith.” Paul is telling them the moment they get on the track of doing things, acts of obedience, and rituals in order to gain God’s favor then they are on the Law track and once on that track they had better keep it all because the Law is demanding. The truth is: faith in circumcision or any religious ritual to being God’s forgiveness of sin severs a person from Jesus and from His work on the cross. We cannot state the error of trusting in religious ritual more soberly than Paul does in his letter to the church in Rome and the church in Galatia.

This kind of doctrine places us under the Law which is deadly to our soul. Faith is the issue,

11  (Abraham) 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.
Abraham is the father of all who believe and I believe Paul is simply restating what he said earlier in Romans 2,

28 For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh. 29 But he is 
a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter; and 
his praise is not from men, but from God.

This point is: if one is a Jew and that person finds their self justified in God’s sight, it is not because they have been circumcised. It is because the righteousness freely offered in Jesus has been received by faith. If one is a Gentile and that person fins their self justified in God’s sight, it is not because of anything we have done to obtain merit from God, but rather it is because of the righteousness that is freely offered in Jesus Christ. No one is saved because he or she takes the Lord's Supper or is baptized or participates in any religious ritual. By God’s grace through faith in Jesus we are justified and that is a marvel.

While we are no longer looking at circumcision as a religious ritual as Gentiles living in 21st Century America, natural man wants to fill life with external religious rituals as somehow being meaningful in gaining acceptance and favor with God. These religious rituals are very significant and very important, but they are only significant and important after we have gained favor with the Lord. 

Have we been justified by God’s grace through faith in Jesus? Justified simply means we are declared righteous. A person who is declared righteous never needs to fear condemnation from the Law as a result of disobedience, but Jesus Christ’s merits have become our own. Jesus’ righteousness is now our own. Our sins are now cast upon Jesus. Have we been justified? If we have the rest of the Book of Romans is an amazing story of the power of God’s grace at work in our life each and every day.
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