What in the World is God Doing?
Part 12: Rightness without Rite
Romans 4:7-12
7 
“Blessed are those whose lawless deeds are forgiven, 

and whose sins are covered; 


8 blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin.” 
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. 

Our sin nature is always looking for a way to glorify itself, to rationalize wrongs and defend its own merit.  In opposition to fleshly glory, Paul told us last week we are not saved “because of" our faith/trust in God or any of his promises. Whenever we see the words by faith in Scripture, the grammar of the text demands that we see faith/trust as the pipeline, or conduit, or hallway through which Christ and his benefits come to us. “Abraham believed, not achieved.” 

God cannot call our faith/trust in him righteousness because he demands utter perfection. Humans must have a godly and righteous substitute, a perfectly-innocent and perfectly law-keeping person to die the human death that Adam earned and live the human life Adam failed to live.  Since perfection is only found in God, that human substitute must also BE God.  “Righteousness is imputed, never earned.” 

Since Adam’s sin, there has never been, nor will there be, any other way to be declared right with God than trust into the Promised Seed.  Jesus was the object of Abraham's trust, David's trust, and your trust if you are right with God this morning.  God’s declared righteousness means you are treated as though you have never sinned, and as though you have always obeyed. That status will never change as long as you live; you cannot add to it by good works nor detract from it with more sin.
Paul is leading us, ultimately, to this point: the object of our trust is Christ and his benefits.  The Gospel is outside of you, objectively portrayed in Word and Sacrament by means of which God promises to accomplish inside of you that which the Holy Spirit will work in your life; but noting we do, including participation in religious rites or sacraments, puts any merit into our spiritual account with God.
Yet our sin nature craves merit and reacts angrily to pure grace.  Jewish Christians of Rome believed circumcision was at least part of the meritorious work earning some part of their standing with God. “After all, God gave Abraham the sign of circumcision.  That HAS count for something. It has to earn me something with God.”
I. THE WHEN (4:9-10)
A. Sign of, Not Basis for
1. Paul’s point this morning is: The Old Testament teaches declared righteousness apart from any ceremonial rites or sacraments.
2. It’s sin nature to look to actions and ceremonies as part of our merit before God.  “If God told us to DO certain things, those things must EARN us something with God.”
3. So said the Jewish Christians who followed Paul about the Eastern Mediterranean, claiming “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” (Acts 15:1). 
 

4. “…the Jews not only believed that [rightness with God] depended, at least in part, on their works, but that the privileges of the people of God were inseparably connected with circumcision.” 

5. Robert Haldane sums up Romans 4 this way: “It is particularly to be noticed that not a word is said respecting Abraham’s sanctification, although his whole history, after leaving his own country, furnishes so remarkable an example…. All that is brought into view is his faith. …neither moral nor ceremonial, neither evangelical nor legal works, are of any account whatever in the act of [salvation], or contribute in any degree to procure that blessing.”  

B. Timing is Everything
1. “Timing is everything,” so goes the popular saying.  God declared Abraham to be righteous in Genesis 15:6 (as we read last week).  
2. The sign of circumcision came at least 24 years after Abraham’s migration from Ur; 14 years (some Jewish scholars say 29 years) after God ratified his promise to Abraham by passing through animal carcasses in Gen. 15; 13 years after Ismael’s birth. Abraham was 99 years old when God again appeared to Abraham (Gen. 17) and gave the sign of circumcision to ratify the promise of the Seed through Isaac.

3.  Remember, Ismael was born to Abraham and a slave woman because Abraham and Sara grew tired of waiting for God to deliver on his promise of a son in the line of the Promised Seed.  Ishmael was elderly Abraham’s last gasp of human effort to accomplish what God promised would be his own miraculous work (Gen. 16).
4. Even after God gave the sign of circumcision and promised Isaac’s birth within that year, Abraham begged God to make Ishmael the Promised Seed (Gen. 17:18).  Here is a man already declared righteous by God through his trust still asking God to accept his human effort as salvation.  

5. God said “No,” by the way, just in case you were wondering about that!
6. After all the amazing feats Abraham had performed (leaving his home, wandering as a pilgrim, dealing graciously with Lot, defeating pagan armies), after he had earned so much of his hero status among men, still he was begging God to accept HIS OWN PERFORMANCE to contribute to God’s work of salvation.  What a weak trust had Abraham the hero.
7.  “God said, “No…. I will establish my covenant with [Isaac] as an everlasting covenant for his offspring after him” (Gen. 17:19).  Your status with God is based only and always upon his own miraculous grace plus NOTHING.
8. What makes the timing of circumcision important to salvation history?  Abraham was given trust in God’s promise of the Seed BEFORE he was circumcised.  That means Father Abraham was declared right with God as an uncircumcised Gentile, not a circumcised Jew.

9. Paul has just turned the Jewish pride over circumcision upside down!  It is not the Gentiles who need to come to the circumcised Jews, but the circumcised Jews who must come like the uncircumcised, Gentile Abraham!

10. Abraham is proof that God saves people from every ethnic background, every nation, every tribe, every language, solely on the basis of the perfect life and atoning death of Jesus, the Promised Seed, regardless of sacraments or human efforts.

II. THE WHY (4:11)
A. Sign
1. BUT what about circumcision?  What is the purpose of OT circumcision, or of NT baptism and of the Lord’s Supper?  Paul tells us they function as signs and seals.
2. What is a sign?  Paul writes that Abraham “received the sign of circumcision” (v. 11). A sign is a visible object that points to something different from, and greater than, itself. 
3. You might find yourself on the highway looking for a gas and snacks and a clean bathroom.  You’re not sure which exit to take until you see the sign that says, “Buc-ee’s, 25 miles. Exit 306.”  You can’t stop underneath the highway sign and get any gas or food.  The sign is merely pointing you toward the real thing.
4. Then, you take Exit 306 on I-35 but you still aren’t sure where the Buc-ee’s is until you see a giant sign on top of the building telling you THIS is the place.  Signs point to something. 

5. They also indicate ownership. The sign on the Buc-ee’s shows this particular building belongs to Buc-ee’s corporation, with all the soda, snacks, over-priced trinkets, and clean bathrooms you could possibly want.
6. Circumcision points to the relationship God established with Abraham based on the work of Christ. In the case of the New Testament sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, it is the same. 
7. The Lord’s Supper points us back to Christ’s perfect life and blood-shedding death: “This is my body given for you …” and “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you” (Luke 22:19–20). 
8. These sacraments (wordless pictures of the Gospel) also indicate ownership. They show that we belong to Christ and no longer to ourselves. Baptism especially does this, being a sign of initiation into God’s covenant. Its whole meaning concerns ownership by, and identification with, Jesus. 
9. When we baptize infants, parents are promising to treat their child as if he or she really and truly belongs to Jesus because God the Spirit ordinarily works through families and the church to create trust in a child’s heart.

10. This is why it’s important to perform or participate in these signs IN PUBLIC.  These are testimonies to the world that we belong to Christ.   But they are also reminders to all of us personally, reassuring us that God has grabbed hold of us; and God doesn’t change his mind.  He never loves his people less because he has loved them from before the foundation of the world and given himself for their salvation!
11. In his exhausted and depressed moments during his fight for Biblical truth, Martin Luther would write in chalk upon his table, “Baptizatus sum!” I am baptized!  He reminded himself that God had identified with Luther in Christ’s death and resurrection.
B. Seal
1. Paul writes Abraham’s circumcision was “a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised” (v. 11).  We don’t use seals too often in our culture.
2. If you apply for a passport, your passport comes with a raised seal impressed into your photo.  The seal is a statement that a higher power has declared you to be a true citizen of your country.

3. Sacraments operate in this way. In the case of Abraham, Paul says that circumcision was “a seal of the righteousness that he had through trust while he was still uncircumcised.” After Abraham had trusted into the Promised Seed and God had imputed righteousness to him, God gave the seal of circumcision to validate what had happened. 
4. But remember that Ismael received the same sign and seal as Isaac.  God commanded every male child in Abraham’s lineage to be marked with this bloody sign.  Both the chosen Jacob and the rejected Ishmael were marked with the sign upon that part of the body that passed on the male seed.
5. Because Christ shed his blood once for all, NT signs are bloodless.  Because in Christ there is neither male or female, slave or free for all are one, baptism is applied to all and the supper is open to all believers old enough to understand its meaning and to have some grasp of the Word preached.
6. The sign and seal are a testimony to God’s sovereign work. But they are NOT salvation.  In the same way, many adults today may claim to trust Christ but later deny their faith, because they never truly belonged to God.  Many infants may reject the faith into which they have been raised.
7. You might arrive at the gas station as the signs have directed you and find it has gone out of business.  The signs were not wrong, but the business was not viable.  It did not survive in the soil of competition among the competitive weeds that sprung up. The signs are important, but they are not a means of salvation.
III. THE HOW (4:12)
A. Rightness through Trust
1. Finally Paul writes God made Abraham, “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.”
2. Because Abraham’s story is the first place in the Bible where it mentions the mechanics of salvation (trust into the Promised Seed), all who have been declared right with God can trace their spiritual ancestry back to Abraham.
B. Ancestry through Trust
1. What a vast army of spiritual descendant has Abraham!  Abraham was followed in the faith by Isaac and then by Jacob. Each looked forward to the Messiah who would come; and God declared himself many times to be “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”
2. David and many of Judah’s kings were in that ancestry of Abraham.  Isaiah followed in the steps of Abraham when he trusted, not in his own good works or in his obedience to the sacraments, but in the One who was yet to come. So also did Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and all the Minor Prophets.
3. Mary and Joseph, Anna, Simeon, and others found in the gospel accounts belong in Abraham’s lineage. There was John the Baptist, who pointed to Jesus as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world!” (John 1:29).
4. Simon Peter, James, John, Nathanael, Andrew, Philip, Matthew, and the rest are in that family. Later, Paul joined their ranks, and Barnabas, and the deacons of the Jerusalem church. So did John Mark, who wrote the second Gospel.
5. All of these were circumcised Jews.  But what of the Gentiles?  There were Caleb the Kennezite, Rahab of Jericho, Ruth of Moab, and Naaman the Syrian general.  There were the Magi who came to worship the infant King Jesus.  We read of the Syro-Phoenician woman, and the centurion who approached Jesus on behalf of his paralyzed and suffering servant.

6. We read of the Ethiopian court official to whom Phillip told the good news; he eagerly received the sign of baptism.  
7. The trickle becomes a flood of uncircumcised as Peter preaches to the Roman centurion and his household.  In Antioch we see many gentile teachers in that great megachurch, among whom were Simeon called Niger (probably a black man), Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the Tetrarch).
8. Luke was from Macedonia.  Titus’ uncircumcision caused a stir for Paul (Gal. 2:3).  Paul mentions Gentiles in his letters as people he wants to greet: Apollos, Stephanus, Fortunatus, Philemon, Gaius, and Erastus, and the believing slaves Tertius, Quartus, and Onesimus.
9. These people were all uncircumcised, but Abraham was their father, too, since “he is the father of all who believe but who have not been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them” (v. 11).
The rite does not convey rightness.  The sign is not the thing.  We enter Abraham’s family only through the hallway of trust in the Promised Seed. 

I don’t know of your ancestors; perhaps presidents and kings are among them; or perhaps they were undistinguished and you have no famous or noteworthy heroes among the lot.  

But Jesus wants me to promise you this: you can step into the long ranks of the greatest honor roll of ancestors any human being could ever have and it will not cost you even a single cent—though it will cost you all your pretensions and all your allegedly-earned merit!

It is the ancestral line of Abraham. You need only trust into the perfect law-keeping life and sacrificial death of the Lord Jesus Christ as your Savior, and this great company of the faithful will become your family tree.
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