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Acts 7: 8; “The Covenant of Circumcision”, Sermon # 26 in the series – “Laying the 
Foundations”, Delivered by Pastor Paul Rendall on February 22nd, 2015, 

In the Morning Worship Service. 
 
 

It is very important, in the day in which we live, to correctly understand theologically what the 
covenant of circumcision was; the covenant that is being referred to here in our text.  “God gave 
Abraham the covenant of circumcision,” it says here. For Abraham, in that day, it was a 
commandment given to him by God to perform this painful operation on the foreskin of his 
flesh, and upon his eight day old son Isaac’s flesh, and also he gave a command that each and 
every one of all his male descendants would do the same.  The particular reason which God gave 
to Abraham why he must do this, was that it would be a sign of the covenant that He was making 
with him. We are told in Romans chapter 4, verse 11, that Abraham “received the sign of 
circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of faith which he had while still uncircumcised, that he 
might be the father of all those who believe, though they are uncircumcised, that righteousness 
might be imputed to them also.”  If he became the father of all who believe when he received this 
sign, then we must ask ourselves in what sense can the truth which is contained in this covenant 
of circumcision speak to our faith as Gentiles living in this time of the Church age?  It certainly is 
not the case that circumcision ever saved anyone.  But faith in what God has done through Jesus 
Christ most certainly does save a person.  
       Why do we need to study this subject of circumcision then?  We should study it because we 
need to better understand God’s covenant faithfulness.  I want to show you that this Old 
Testament ordinance of circumcision was not a type of Baptism or Infant Baptism, as many 
people would teach.  But rather, the giving of it to Abraham was a picture of God’s purpose to 
completely fulfill all that He had purposed to do in relation to building Abraham’s faith through 
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.  This sign of circumcision was received by Abraham as a seal 
of the righteousness of faith; God showing him that what He had purposed to do, in relation to 
both Abraham’s natural and spiritual descendants.  All things related to God’s purpose for the 
nation of Israel, and God’s sending His own Son into this world, would be completely fulfilled.  
But God also gave it so that Abraham would better come to understand the cost of redemptive 
sufferings.  It would cost him a certain amount of suffering to be circumcised, but it would cost 
Christ His precious life’s blood. Christ’s sufferings were the basis of all the blessings of his 
salvation and ours.  Christ’s sufferings would purchase the grace necessary for Abraham to learn 
to trust in God, to learn His ways, and to become a mature man of faith.  God will do the same 
for every true believer in Christ.  I want to show you 1st of all then: That Circumcision was a 
covenant of promise that God made with Abraham that He would give him a son.  2nd –That  
Circumcision was a covenant of obedience which pointed forward to Christ.  And 3rd – That 
Circumcision was an everlasting covenant that was typical of the circumcision of the heart of 
every believer, whether Jew or Gentile.  
1st of all - Circumcision was a covenant of promise that God made with Abraham 
that He would give him a son. 
       “Then God gave him the covenant of circumcision; and so Abraham begot Isaac and 
circumcised him on the eighth day; and Isaac begot Jacob, and Jacob begot the twelve 
patriarchs.”  Here we see Stephen linking the covenant of circumcision with God’s giving to 
Abraham a son whom he would name Isaac.  “He gave him the covenant of circumcision and 
Abraham begot Isaac and circumcised him on the eighth day.”  These two things are integrally 
linked; the covenant of circumcision, the removal of the foreskin of Abraham’s flesh, would be 
the outward sign to him that things were going to be different for he and Sarah now, when they 
tried to have a child.  God would come and do the miraculous.  They may have seen no evidence 
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of their having a child in the 25 years after they first received the promise.  But now it would be 
different.  God would come and visit Sarah and her womb would be opened, and she would no 
longer be barren.  In this covenant of circumcision God was assuring Abraham that he would 
most certain have a son.   
       In order to open up this subject more thoroughly I would like you to turn back with me to 
Genesis chapter 17, verse 1.  “When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord said to him, ‘I am 
Almighty God; walk before Me and be blameless.”  “And I will make My covenant between Me 
and you and will multiply you exceedingly.”   Now look over at verse 10.  “This is My covenant 
which you shall keep, between Me and you and your descendants after you: Every male child 
among you shall be circumcised; and you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and 
it shall be a sign of the covenant between Me and you.”  I think that we need to understand that 
this would be a painful thing for Abraham to do, to perform this operation on himself.  But we 
need to remember a couple of things.  Abraham had been justified by faith 14 years before; when 
he received the promise from God, that God would give him descendants whose number would 
be like the stars in number.  And Abraham believed in that promise of God. We saw in the last 
sermon that I preached to you, that in Genesis 15: 6, Abraham believed God and it was reckoned 
to him for righteousness.  He then formally became a justified man in the sight of God. He 
became a man of declared faith at that point; not that he had not been before, when he was 
called out of Ur of the Chaldees, but now the promises of God’s purpose were going to come to 
pass for him in the way of God’s choosing and His providential ordering.  And Abraham needed 
to respond to this with the obedience of faith.   These great purposes of God would come about 
for Abraham in relation to the exercise of his faith in relation to God’s timing to bring it about.  
This Abraham had already failed once to do.    
       Look with me for a moment at Genesis 16: 1. “Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no 
children.”  “And she had an Egyptian maidservant whose name was Hagar.”  Notice how this 
verse comes right on the heels of Abraham’s having been justified by God in accordance with the 
promise that He would multiply his descendants, those whom He would give to him “from his 
own body”. (Genesis 15: 4)  We find here, that after this wonderful time of his being justified by 
faith, that Abraham fell into a sinful unbelief that the promise would not be fulfilled in Sarah’s 
being the mother of this child of promise.  In Genesis 16: 2 it says – “So Sarai said to Abram, ‘See 
now, the Lord has restrained me from bearing children.”  “Please go in to my maid; perhaps I 
shall obtain children by her.”  “And Abram heeded the voice of Sarai.”  We need ask this 
question: Why could he not have believed that God would, in His time, give him a son through 
Sarah?  Why did he heed Sarah’s voice in this matter?  I would say that it was sinful unbelief.  He 
should have said to her, “God will give us a son in good time, my dear Sarah.”  “In His time He 
will perform what He has promised.”  “Let us not think that it will be necessary for me to take 
another wife; to fulfill God’s promise for Him.”  “Let us wait upon the Lord.”  But no, Abraham 
did not do this.  He fell into the sin of thinking that He would have to make the promise come to 
pass himself; trying to fulfill what God had promised, in his own way, and according to his own 
understanding.  Sometimes this is also what happens to God’s dear children in our own day.     
       God was testing Abram’s faith, but Abram was not passing the test.  This was not what God 
was looking for from him.  But he went ahead and took Hagar, Sarah’s maid, and went into her 
without ever discussing the matter in prayer with God.  She immediately conceived and many, 
many problems came into the world with the birth of the son that Hagar had.  Sarah became 
jealous and upset with Hagar and kicked her out of the house.  And Abraham would have a son, 
but he would not be the child of promise who God would make His covenant with.  Ishmael 
would mock at Isaac.  He would make fun of the fact that He was a favored child. The 
implications of Abram’s unbelief are still with us to today in the Arab nations which surround 
Israel; many among those nations still mock and persecute the Jews, the descendants of 
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Abraham and Isaac.  The Angel of the Lord told Hagar that her son’s name would be Ishmael.  
And he would be “a wild donkey of a man; His hand would be against every man, and every 
man’s hand against him.” (Genesis 16: 12)  God, however, would bless him also, in an earthly 
sense.  He would make him fruitful, and God would multiply him exceedingly.  He would beget 
twelve princes, and God would make him into a great nation.  It was 13 long years after this, it 
says in Genesis 17: 1, that God came to Abraham and said to him, “I am Almighty God; walk 
before Me and be blameless.”  Abraham had not been blameless in the matter of Hagar, but that 
did not mean that God would stop working with him.   
       This was the sign of circumcision, that God would perfectly fulfill His own good purposes, 
even when Abraham fell into unbelief and disobedience for a time.  God would work with him 
and build His faith.  Dear Christian, you must realize that God will do the same for you.  This is 
God’s promise in justifying you through the blood and righteousness of Jesus Christ; that He will 
be faithful to you to build your faith even when you make sinful mistakes.  He will lead you 
through the difficulties of your unbelief and even when you are trying to fulfill His promises to 
you in your own selfish and sinful way.  2nd Timothy 2: 13 says: “If we are faithless, He remains 
faithful; He cannot deny Himself.”  That was the sign of circumcision that Abraham received as a 
seal of the righteousness of his faith in what God would do for him.  
Now 2nd – Circumcision was a covenant of promised obedience which pointed 
forward to Christ.   
       Turn with me over to Genesis 21, verse 1.  “And the Lord visited Sarah as He had said, and 
the Lord did for Sarah as He had spoken.”  “For Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his 
old age, at the set time of which God had spoken to him.”  “And Abraham called the name of his 
son who was born to him—Isaac.”  “Then Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight 
days old, as God had commanded him.” “Now Abraham was one hundred years old when his son 
Isaac was born to him.”  “And Sarah said, ‘God has made me laugh, and all who hear will laugh 
with me.”  “She also said, ‘Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children?”  
“For I have borne him a son in his old age.”  Certainly this is a very touching scene for several 
reasons. One was the joy that had come to Abraham and Sarah.  They named him Isaac, which 
means “laughter”.   They laughed that the birth of this child came to pass in their old age.  
       The second reason that this scene is touching is because of Abraham’s obedience.  Let us 
remember that God’s coming to Abraham and commanding him to circumcise Himself and Isaac 
was because He expected Abraham to learn this lesson; that He (God) performs what He has 
promised, in His way and His time.  Abraham responded to the miraculous gift of his son Isaac 
by obedience to God’s command in relation to the covenant that He was making with him. He 
circumcised Isaac on the eighth day.  God expects us to respond to all that He has done for us in 
saving us through Jesus Christ our Lord, to lead us to a joyful obedience to His commandments 
because of the grace which we have been shown. God is concerned with the details of our 
obedience; whether it is a joyful, thankful, and eager obedience.  But all the while that God is 
looking at our hearts and examining our lives to see whether we are considering the details of 
our obedience, He still also knows that our obedience will fall short of the perfection that He 
requires.   
       And so, in His giving Abraham the covenant of circumcision, He was showing him that He 
(God) was looking forward to the time when He would send His Son.  For He knew that it was 
the obedience and sacrifice of His Son which would make up the complete and finished and 
sufficient work which would purchase grace for Abraham and all believers.  He knew that it was 
Christ’s righteousness, and His blood, which would be the perfect work that He would look to, in 
order to justify and sanctify Abraham.  And as our God looked forward to coming of His Christ, 
He would convey grace to uphold, and establish, and strengthen Abraham’s obedience as a 
believer.  He had already imputed righteousness to Abraham in his justification.  Now He would 
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sanctify him.  Abraham would rejoice to see Christ’s day, and he would be glad.  The call of God 
to Abraham came to him first, in Genesis 12.  Then God’s justification of Abraham came next in 
Genesis 15.  Then God’s sanctification of Abraham, His leading him to become a trustworthy and 
holy man of God followed that, in Genesis 17: 1.  Abraham had already made this terrible 
mistake in taking Hagar to be his wife in order to fulfill God’s promise.  But God comes back to 
him and He says to him, “Walk before me, and be blameless.”  It was the kindness and goodness 
of God towards him, as a believer, that led him to repentance.   
       It is the same thing that leads us to repentance.  It is our responsibility as a believer to plead 
with God for the grace to keep His commandments once we have been saved.  But even in this, 
we must come to see the importance of faith; confessing our sins and asking God to cleanse us 
by the precious blood of Christ.  And our renewing our covenant with him to trust in the promise 
of grace.  This is how we maintain a clear conscience.  This is how we learn to walk with God in 
joy.  Listen to what it says in Genesis 17: 14 – “And the uncircumcised male child, who is not 
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has 
broken My covenant.  This covenant that God made with Abraham, we need to understand, was 
not of itself the covenant of grace.  Rather it was a legal covenant which pointed to the need for 
Christ to shed His blood.  Circumcision was a bloody covenant.  It was bloody because it 
required a strict obedience to it.  If a man failed to circumcise his son, for whatever reason, he 
had broken God’s covenant, and he would be cut off from his people for this transgression.  This 
is not the covenant of grace.  Those who are under the covenant of grace know that their sins can 
be forgiven through the blood of Jesus Christ.   
       No, this covenant of circumcision was more a covenant related to the law.  Let me 
demonstrate this to you.  Turn with me over to Exodus chapter 4, verse 20.  “Then Moses took 
his wife and his sons and set them on a donkey, and he returned to the land of Egypt.”  “And 
Moses took the rod of God in his hand.”  “And the Lord said to Moses, ‘When you go back to 
Egypt, see that you do all those wonders before Pharaoh which I have put in your hand.”  “But I 
will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people go.”  “Then you shall say to Pharaoh, 
‘Thus say the Lord: ‘Israel is My son, My firstborn.”  “So I say to you, let My son go that he may 
serve me.”  “But if you refuse to let him go, indeed I will kill your son, your firstborn.”  “And it 
came to pass on the way, at the encampment, that the Lord met him and sought to kill him.”  
“Then Zipporah took a sharp stone and cut off the foreskin of her son and cast it at Moses’ feet, 
and said, “Surely you are a husband of blood to me!”  “So He let him go.”  “Then she said, “You 
are a husband of blood!” – “Because of the circumcision.”  
       What we need to learn from this is that when we break God’s holy law and do not keep His 
commandments, we deserve to die.  Especially in things in which God requires covenant 
faithfulness on our part.  Here, Moses knew that the commandment was a covenant ordinance.  
He knew that he should have circumcised his son.  But for some reason Zipporah did not want to 
do it at the required time, on the eighth day.  And so foolishly, Moses went along with this until 
God Himself came out against him as an enemy to kill him.  Zipporah, seeing what would 
happen if she did not act, hastily picked up a sharp stone and circumcised their son.  Sins of 
omission can be just as deadly as sins of commission, in matters of strict justice.  But what we 
have already learned in our study today is that those men who believed in the promise and word 
of God, who sinned in God’s sight, did not die for their sins.  Why?  Because God was for them, 
based upon His covenant with our Lord Jesus Christ.  The Lord Jesus was circumcised on the 
eighth day in accordance with the commandment of the law.  He was obedient in regard to the 
keeping of every commandment, and every ordinance of the law of God.   
       The reason that Moses and Abraham did not lose their salvation when they committed these 
sins of omission and unbelief was that Jesus Christ became a Bridegroom of blood for them in 
His sufferings and death.  And God accepted His work of substitutionary atonement on their 
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behalf.  He graciously forgave them and worked with them to build a better faith and more 
complete obedience into their lives as time went by.   Let us each ask ourselves which covenant 
we are under; the covenant of works or the covenant of grace.  If you think that your salvation in 
any way depends upon your work of keeping God’s law, or even in your persevering in faith 
perfectly, you have not yet understood the covenant of grace which undergirds each believer’s 
salvation.  Jesus must be your Bridegroom of blood, or the blood for all of your sins will rest 
upon you.   
       The covenant of circumcision was “given” to Abraham; that is, it was presented to him, to 
receive by faith in God Himself.  Abraham, in circumcising himself and his son, and everyone in 
his household, was obeying God’s word to him.  The pain, and the blood shed by each male 
person, was meant to help them to see the greater cost which would be borne by our Lord Jesus 
Christ; the One who would be the Promised Seed, who Abraham and all believers of that day 
were trusting in.  When He came, He would fulfill God’s holy law, both moral and ceremonial.  It 
was their trusting in what He would do, when He came into the world, that would eternally free 
them from their guilt and shame.  All this implied and symbolic meaning was bound up in the 
covenant of circumcision.  Let me ask you whether you see the importance of having all your 
hope in the finished work of Christ; not thinking that in any way that your labors, your feelings, 
or the best of your intentions to keep God’s law will save you?  They will not, but Christ can save 
you, and He will keep you, and lead you, and guide you through this life, to eternal life.   
3rd – Circumcision was an everlasting covenant that was typical of the circumcision 
of the heart of every believer, whether Jew or Gentile. 
       Look with me at verse 7 of Genesis 17.  “And I will establish My covenant between Me and 
you and your descendants after you in their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God 
to you and your descendants after you.”  “Also I give to you and your descendants after you the 
land in which you are a stranger, all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting possession; and I will 
be their God.”  In what sense can this covenant of circumcision be an everlasting covenant?   It 
can only be considered an everlasting covenant if it is somehow it is related to Christ.  And it is, 
in this sense; that Abraham was the first Hebrew, that it was in his Seed, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
that all the nations of the earth would be blessed.  Everyone who believes in Jesus, whether Jew 
or Gentile, has been born again of the Spirit of God.  And everyone who has been born again has 
received a circumcised heart.  Not everyone who received circumcision in the flesh also received 
the circumcision of their heart by God.  This is how people can be deceived in regard to their 
view of baptism and infant baptism.  The ordinance of circumcision in the Old Testament does 
not transfer to the ordinance of baptism in the New.  But the ordinance of circumcision in the 
Old has always been typical of the work of God in circumcising the heart as a part of the working 
of God the Holy Spirit, in His blessed work of regeneration.     
       In the minds of many Christian people it seems perfectly legitimate to them, to have a priest 
or a minister baptize their infant children and thus, they think, bring them into covenant with 
God; that because circumcision was commanded to be performed on the Hebrew male children 
under the Old Covenant, that the children of believing Christian parents in these New Testament 
times, should also have a right to this ordinance of infant baptism irrespective of whether they 
have grown old enough to believe in the gospel for themselves or not. This is an issue of 
immense proportions because of the possibility of deception which may lead to the parents 
wrongly concluding that their child is a Christian when they are not, and thus their child actually 
may perish in their sins rather than be saved, if they do not see their need of conversion to Christ 
and having saving faith in Christ’s finished work.  They may confuse the ceremony of baptism 
with the circumcision of the heart.  
       I hope that you have seen in our study today, how it is that God saves all of His elect people.  
It is not through the ceremonies of circumcision or baptism.  It is by the bloody sacrifice of Jesus 
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Christ which was the fulfillment of the covenant of circumcision, and the purchase of remission 
of sins for every believer, and for every infant that dies in infancy.  It is only as Christ’s blood is 
applied to the sinful soul that the conscience is cleansed.  It is only as the Holy Spirit comes and 
does His wonderful work of regeneration and the circumcising of the heart, that we begin to hate 
sin and to love righteousness. Listen to Colossians 2: 11 – “In Him you were also circumcised 
with the circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the sins of the flesh, by the 
circumcision of Christ, buried with Him in baptism, in which you also were raised with him 
through faith in the working of God who raised Him from the dead.”  “And you, being dead in 
your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made alive together with Him, 
having forgiven you all your trespasses, having wiped out the handwriting of requirements that 
was against us, which was contrary to us.”  “And He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it 
to the cross.”   
       Let me ask you in closing this message, whether you now understand that your heart was so 
hard, so tough, so calloused that you had to have it circumcised by Christ in your salvation?  This 
is what the covenant of circumcision means for us today.  When Christ comes with saving grace 
to your heart, by the power and working of His Holy Spirit, He must perform this delicate, 
painful, and wonderful operation on your heart.  He cuts off the foreskin of your sinful fleshly 
nature.  And when he does so, you come under conviction of sin, and you really see how 
stubborn and hard-hearted you were toward God. You see your need of Christ the Savior.  You 
call upon His name. All this because Christ has come. Christ circumcised your heart and He took 
away the dominion of sin; the ruling reigning power of it.  And He raised you from your death in 
trespasses and sins, and He gave you life and freedom in His name.   
       Christ has fulfilled the covenant of circumcision for you and brought you into the New 
Covenant of grace; the grace in which you stand, the grace in which you walk, and live and move 
and have your spiritual being.  It may have been very painful in your conversion, but you now 
know the covenant mercies of your God; that God will never leave you nor forsake you.  He will 
not cease working with you until He has brought to you all of the covenant blessings that He 
died to purchase; until He has shown you that you are, and you ever have been, seen by God in 
the eternal covenant of God as one of His elect.  And He can now show you His glory and bring 
you into the heavenly Canaan and give it to you as an everlasting possession.  May it be so for 
each one of you who hear me now.   
 
 
Note on Circumcision of Christ by John Gill:  
“By “the flesh” is meant corrupt nature, which is born of the flesh, and propagated in a carnal 
way, and is the source and spring of all sin; by “the sins” of it are intended the works of the flesh, 
the inward motions of sin in the members, and the outward actions of it: these are said to be a 
“body”, because sin consists of various parts and members, as a body does; and these united 
together, and which receive frequent and daily additions; and which are committed and yielded 
to by the members of the natural body; and which body and bulk of sins arising from the 
corruption of nature are compared to a garment, and a very filthy one it is; in the putting off of 
which lies spiritual circumcision: this is done several ways; partly by Christ's wrapping himself 
in the sins of his people, bearing them in his body, and becoming a sacrifice for them, whereby 
the old man was crucified, and the body of sin destroyed; and by an application of his blood, 
righteousness, and sacrifice, to the consciences of his people, whereby their iniquities are caused 
to pass from them, and they are clothed with change of raiment; and by the power of his Spirit, 
laying sin under the restraints of grace, not suffering it to have dominion, but causing grace to 
reign through righteousness; and by the saints themselves, under the influence of grace, who put 
off the old man with his deeds, according to the former conversation.” 


