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!
“THE SEAL OF THE PROMISE”!!

I. Introduction !
A. It is certainly ironic that it was Paul who was appointed by the Lord to be 

apostle to the Gentiles.  !
1. All of the apostles were Jews, but Paul was the one who was the 

most zealously committed to Judaism.  !
2. As he says in his letter to the Philippians, he was a Hebrew of 

Hebrews, a Pharisee, a man whose zeal for the law led him to 
persecute the church.  !

3. But when Paul was converted en route to Damascus, where he 
hoped to persecute more Christians, Jesus made it known that Paul 
was his chosen instrument to carry his name before the Gentiles.  !

4. Jesus showed Paul that his Jewishness could not save him from the 
just wrath of God.  !

5. This is why the letter to the Romans so emphatically insists that 
both Jews and Gentiles are under sin and stand in need of the 
righteousness that comes from God, the righteousness that is 
received by faith alone apart from works of the law.  !

B. In the verses that we are considering this morning, we see how Paul 
returns to the example of Abraham in order to further establish this point.  !
1. More specifically, Paul explains the relationship between 

Abraham’s faith and the covenant sign of circumcision.  !
2. As we study this text today, we will see that it tells us three things 

about faith and this covenant sign.  !
3. First, Abraham’s faith came before he received the sign of 

circumcision.  !
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4. Second, this sign was given to Abraham as a seal of the 
righteousness that he already had by faith.  !

5. And third, Abraham stands as the father of all who believe, both 
the circumcised and the uncircumcised.  !

II. Faith Came First !
A. The passage begins with a question:  “Is this blessing then only for the 

circumcised, or also for the uncircumcised?” !
1. This question is referring to the verses that Paul quoted from Psalm 

32 in the preceding section, verses that celebrate the blessedness of 
having your sins forgiven by God.  !

2. Paul is asking whether this blessing is only for Jews.  !
3. And he returns to the other verse he quoted in chapter 4, Genesis 

15:6, in order to answer this question.  !
4. That verse establishes the fact that Abraham’s justification came 

before he had been circumcised.  !
5. God did not give Abraham the sign of circumcision until Genesis 

17, which took place at least 14 years after the events recorded in 
Genesis 15.  !

6. God did in this way in order to make it clear that salvation does not 
come through the sign but through faith in God’s promise.  !

7. Abraham was not counted righteous through circumcision but 
through believing what God said.  !

8. This means the blessedness of having your sins forgiven is not 
something that is restricted to Jews.  !

9. It is available to anyone who responds to the gospel promise in 
faith.  !
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B. This passage has some important implications for our understanding of 
baptism.  !
1. Under the new covenant administration of God’s plan of 

redemption, baptism replaces circumcision as the mark of inclusion 
in the covenant people. !

2. This might cause some Christians to think that since Abraham’s 
faith preceded his circumcision, faith should always precede 
baptism.  !

3. The thing that we have to remember, though, is that circumcision 
preceded faith for Abraham’s offspring.  !

4. Abraham was the exception.  !
5. God commanded Abraham to circumcise his male offspring when 

they were eight days old.  !
6. Obviously, an eight day old baby is incapable of making a 

profession of faith.  !
7. This does not mean that Isaac and other Israelite children were 

justified by being circumcised.  !
8. It simply tells us that God defined the visible membership of the 

covenant people by saying that it consists of believers and their 
children.  !

9. Circumcised Israelites who grew up without truly embracing God’s 
promises were not saved.  !

10. The same is true of those in the church who are baptized as infants 
but who do not have a faith in Christ that perseveres to the end of 
their days.  !

11. Circumcision did not save people under the old covenant, and 
baptism does not save people in the new covenant.  !
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C. God clearly wants his people to place the sign of the covenant on their 
children.  !
1. This is the reason why we baptize the children of believers in our 

church.  !
2. We do not practice infant baptism for the sake of tradition or for 

sentimental purposes.  !
3. We do it in obedience to God’s command.  !
4. Those who are born to Christian parents have an interest in the 

covenant and a right to receive the sign and seal of that covenant.  !
5. That being said, covenant children cannot depend on the faith of 

their parents for their acceptance by God.  !
6. As they reach maturity, they are subject to the obligations of the 

covenant themselves.  !
7. They can only receive the blessings of the covenant — the blessing 

of being counted righteous and the blessing of not having their sins 
counted against them — by trusting in Christ themselves.  !

D. The covenant children who are present here today need to pay careful 
attention to this.  !
1. God has given you a wonderful gift in causing you to be born into a 

Christian family. !
2. He has given you the great privilege of being raised in the church. !
3. But these things cannot save you from the judgment that your sins 

deserve.  !
4. You can only receive Christ and his benefits by putting your own 

faith in him.  !
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III. Sign and Seal  !
A. In light of what Paul says in verses 9 and 10, what good was circumcision 

under the old covenant?   !
1. What good is baptism under the new covenant?   !
2. If the signs themselves don’t save, then why have them at all?  !
3. Isn’t God just asking for trouble by giving us these things?  !
4. The person who asks such questions isn’t really thinking about the 

important function that signs can perform.  !
5. Consider the exit signs that are posted in our church building.  !
6. In and of themselves, these signs cannot save you.  !
7. If there was a fire and you tried to climb through one of the exit 

signs, you would never get out.  !
8. The exit signs can’t save you, but they can point out where the exit 

is.  !
9. If you use the signs properly, they will point you to the reality that 

they represent.  !
10. The same thing is true of God’s covenant signs.  !

B. Paul tells us that Abraham received the sign of circumcision as a seal of 
the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised.  !
1. The terms ‘sign’ and ‘seal’ help us understand the nature of the 

sacraments and how we can benefit from them.  !
2. Under the new covenant, we have two sacraments:  baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper.  !
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3. As signs, the sacraments point to the substance of what God has 
promised, somewhat like the way a wedding ring symbolizes what 
is promised in marriage.  !

4. As seals, the sacraments confirm and authenticate what God has 
promised, somewhat like the way a seal affixed to a college 
diploma certifies that the person really has been awarded that 
degree.  !

5. Sacraments do not add anything to the Word of God, nor do they 
confer anything that is not conferred by the Word. !

6. The benefits that the sacraments hold forth are the same as those 
offered by the gospel itself:  the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.  !

7. God gives us sacraments in order to assure us that he really means 
what he says in his Word.  !

8. They are God’s condescension to our weakness.  !
9. As Michael Horton puts it, “Every time we witness a baptism or 

receive Communion, God is shaking hands on the deal he has made 
with us.” [God of Promise, 137]  !

C. Notice what the sacrament of circumcision sealed under the old covenant.  !
1. It was not Abraham’s faith that was sealed, but the righteousness 

that he had through faith.  !
2. This helps us to see that the sacraments are not signs of our faith.  !
3. This is a common error among evangelicals, especially with regard 

to baptism. !
4. Baptism is often viewed as a way to testify to our faith.  !
5. But this passage shows us that sacraments do not point to our 

response to the gospel but to what God has promised in the gospel.  !
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6. They tell us to look to Christ, not to ourselves.  !
7. This is why you can benefit from your baptism for the rest of your 

life.  !
8. If you embrace what baptism signifies — the washing away of your 

sins by the blood of Christ — then your faith is constantly assured 
by your baptism. !

9. Calvin said that, “as often as we fall away, we ought to recall the 
memory of our baptism and fortify our mind with it, that we may 
always be sure and confident of the forgiveness of sins.” !!

D. We will have the opportunity to say more about baptism when we get to 
Romans 6, but I want to take a moment now to consider the symbolic 
meaning of circumcision.  !
1. As the old covenant sign of the promised salvation, circumcision 

pointed to the cross of Christ.  !
2. The cutting off of the foreskin on Israelite males (in whom Israelite 

females were also represented) symbolized the threat of being cut 
off from God’s blessings if the covenant promise was renounced.  !

3. At the same time, circumcision symbolized that those who trust 
God’s promise will pass safely through his judgment by being 
united to Christ when he was cut off in judgment on the cross.  !

4. This is why Paul describes Jesus’ death on the cross as “the 
circumcision of Christ” in Colossians 2.  !

5. Every believer, whether under the old covenant or under the new 
covenant, experiences the spiritual reality to which circumcision 
pointed.  !

6. True circumcision is a matter of identification with Christ in his 
crucifixion as a satisfaction of divine justice.  !
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7. Those who receive this circumcision made without hands have a 
safe passage through the death-judgment in Christ and are raised 
with him unto justification.   !

8. Furthermore, those who are circumcised in Christ also die to sin, 
continually putting off of the old man through the spiritual 
transformation of sanctification.  [see Kline, Kingdom Prologue, 
316-317]  !

IV. Father of All Who Believe !
A. God’s purpose in giving Abraham the sign of circumcision when he did 

was to make him the father of all who believe, whether they are 
circumcised or uncircumcised.  !
1. While Abraham was the physical father of the Jewish people, his 

physical fatherhood did not have spiritual significance.  !
2. A person could be physically descended from Abraham and be 

marked by the sign of circumcision, but if he did not share 
Abraham’s faith he had no claim to the blessing of justification.  !

3. Abraham was not the spiritual father of those who were merely 
circumcised outwardly.  !

4. As Paul has just demonstrated, Abraham’s justification was not 
through circumcision but through faith in God’s promise, a promise 
that was sealed by the sign of circumcision.  !

5. This makes Abraham the father of all who believe God’s promise.  !
B. The fact that Abraham was justified before he was circumcised has one 

more implication for our theology of baptism.  !
1. Because baptism is the new covenant equivalent of circumcision, 

baptism is not the means by which a person is justified.  !
2. The reason why this is important to note is because the Roman 

Catholic Church says that baptism is the instrumental cause of a 
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person’s justification.  !
3. Rome says that a person is infused with righteousness at their 

baptism and must then cooperate with that infused righteousness 
in order to become righteous, which involves making use of the 
system of penance. !!

4. Such teaching is completely at odds with what this passage is 
saying. !

5. Abraham was not infused with righteousness.  !
6. He was counted righteous through faith in God’s promise.  !
7. And he was counted righteous years before he received the 

sacrament that served as the seal of God’s promise.  !
8. The sacraments are important and they are helpful, but the only 

instrument by which we are counted righteous by God is faith in 
his promise.  !

C. If you share Abraham’s faith, then you have Abraham as your father.  !
1. Just as he was counted righteous by believing God’s promise, you 

also are counted righteous by believing the gospel.  !
2. But take note of how Abraham’s faith is described in the last verse 

of our passage.  !
3. Paul says that Abraham is the father of those who walk in the 

footsteps of the faith that he had before he was circumcised.  !
4. Faith is not just a one-time decision.  !
5. Faith is a walk. !
6. It is a whole lifetime of trusting in Christ and following him.  !
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7. True faith is evidenced by the fact that it endures.  !
8. This is why Paul tells the Christians in Philippi, “I press on toward 

the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ 
Jesus.” (Phil. 3:14)  !

9. Just a few verses before saying that, Paul made it clear that he had 
no interest in a righteousness of his own that comes from the law.  !

10. He wanted the righteousness from God that depends on faith.  !
11. But he also knew that the faith that lays hold of that righteousness 

is a faith that keeps moving forward, a faith that never loses sight 
of the goal for which Christ has saved you, a faith that keeps 
fighting to the end. !

12. How can you persevere in the walk of faith?  !
13. Not by looking inward and focusing on the strength of your faith.  !
14. Instead, keep your focus on God’s Word of promise, and make a 

good and proper use of the signs that he has given to seal that 
promise to us.  


