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Romans 4:11a, Continued

Romans 4:11a—He received the sign of circumcision as
a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he
was still uncircumcised.

Last week we started looking at four questions about the first half of
verse 11, and when we ended we were about halfway through our an-
swer to the second question: what does Paul meanwhen he says that
the sign was received as a seal?

What we saw last week was that the word “seal” in the New Testa-
ment is used in several ways such as marking something as secure
and private, marking something as genuine, andmarking something
as owned by the one who impresses the seal.

And we determined that, with regard to the sign of circumcision re-
ceived by Abraham, the seal most likely showed that Abraham’s righ-
teousness from God was genuine and that Abraham was God’s man
— that he belonged to God.

When we ended we were just about to look at something very impor-
tant about circumcision — circumcision was a gift from God. Most
Jews saw circumcision as a gift they gave to God, but that is not how
God viewed circumcision. Paul tells us that right here—he says that
Abraham “received the sign of circumcision.” And Stephen tells us
the same thing in Acts 7:8, where he says that God “gave [Abraham]
the covenant of circumcision.”
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God gave circumcision to Abraham. Why? Two reasons — as a sign
to confirm his covenant with God, and as a seal to confirm the righ-
teousness that he had been given by God because of his faith in God.

That is what the Bible says about the sign and the seal in verse 11. But
can we say more? Should we say more? Can we apply this sign and
this seal more broadly than does verse 11? Many people throughout
history have done just that.

Oceans of ink have been used to explain and extrapolate this sign and
this seal to countless people other thanAbraham. Thedenominations
tell us that this seal is baptism—but baptism is never called a seal in
the Bible. Every verse in the New Testament that contains the word
“seal” was shown on the Handout for Lesson 42, and the word “bap-
tism” was nowhere to be found on that Handout.

Many in the church tell us that this seal is the Holy Spirit — and
maybe it is. We know that the Holy Spirit is a seal in some sense —
last week, we saw three verses on the Handout for Lesson 42 telling
us that. But Romans 4:11 is not telling us that. This verse does not
mention the Holy Spirit. In fact, the word “spirit” does not appear
anywhere in Romans 4.

I amveryreluctant to say that this seal inverse 11 is anythingother
than what verse 11 says that it is. Just look at the verse — verse 11
does not say that this seal is baptism; the verse does not say that this
seal is the Holy Spirit; the verse does not say that this seal is even
circumcision in general.

Verse 11 tells us that this seal is Abraham’s circumcision that was
given as a sign of God’s covenantwithAbraham and as a seal of Abra-
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ham’s righteousness through faith. On what basis does someone in-
sert themselves into that verse in place of Abraham?

Paul’s point here is not to tell us something about all of the Jews or
all of the Christians or all of mankind. Paul’s point here is to tell us
something about Abraham.

And, in particular, Paul’s point is to convince us that Abraham was
the father of all who believe. Just read it again: “He received the sign
of circumcision as a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith
while hewas still uncircumcised.” That “he” is Abraham!

Will Paul tell us some things in Romans 4 that apply to us today? He
certainly will. Is Paul doing that here in verse 11? I don’t think so. I
think Paul is talking about Abraham in verse 11.

Question #3: Why does it matter that this happened while Abraham
was still uncircumcised?

Paul tells us here that Abraham’s righteousness by faith was some-
thing that Abraham had while he was still uncircumcised. And, of
course, Genesis also tells us that.

Abraham’s righteousness by faith came at least as early as Genesis 15,
which we knowwas at least 13 years and 9 months earlier than Abra-
ham’s circumcision in Genesis 17 given Ishmael’s birth in Genesis 16
and Ishmael’s age in Genesis 17.

But why does it matter? It matters because Paul’s entire argument
depends on it! That is why it matters.
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The Jews viewed Abraham as their own special possession. And they
viewed Abraham’s circumcision as just one of the many wonderful
things that Abrahamhad done for God to earn his justification before
God.

AndhowdoesPaul respond? Paul cuts throughall of thatwith a sharp
knife! And that sharp knife is Genesis 15:6.

That one verse confirms that Abraham was righteous — but in do-
ing so that one verse also confirms that almost everything the Jews
thought about Abrahamwas wrong.

• Yes, Abrahamwas righteous—but not based on any of his own
wonderful works, despite what the Jews believed.

• Yes, Abrahamwas righteous—but not because he had been cir-
cumcised, despite what the Jews believed.

• Yes, Abraham was righteous — but that did not mean that the
Jews had exclusive rights to claim Abraham as their father.

All of thosewrongviewsby the Jewswent awaywith the simple obser-
vation that Genesis 15:6 happened over a decade beforeGenesis 17:24.
That is why Paul uses that evidence here.

Question #4: In Colossians 2:11, Paul describes baptism as “a circum-
cision made without hands.” Does that mean that Paul’s discussion
of circumcision in Romans 4 is telling us something about baptism?

I thinkwe have already answered this question, but let’s take a closer
look. If you look at the Handout for Lesson 43, you will see many of
the passages in theNewTestament thatmention circumcision or bap-
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tism. If you are looking for the passages in the Bible that discuss both
circumcisionandbaptism, youwillfindexactlyone—Colossians2:11-
14, which is shown in the large box that straddles both subjects. That
passage is the only such passage. Let’s remind ourselves what Paul
says in Colossians 2.

Colossians 2:11-14— In him also you were circumcised
with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off
the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, hav-
ing been buriedwith him in baptism, inwhich youwere
also raisedwith him through faith in the powerfulwork-
ing of God,who raised him from the dead. And you,who
were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of
yourflesh,Godmadealive togetherwithhim,having for-
given us all our trespasses, by canceling the record of
debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This
he set aside, nailing it to the cross.

In those verses, Paul points to a similarity between circumcision and
baptism — they both involve putting off the body of the flesh. Cir-
cumcision put off the body of the flesh both literally and figuratively.

Deuteronomy 10:16 — Circumcise therefore the fore-
skin of your heart, and be no longer stubborn.

And baptism puts off the body of the flesh when, as Paul tells us in
Colossians 2, we are buried with Christ in baptism and raised with
him through faith in the powerful working of God.

Paul in Romans tells us the same thing about circumcision and the
same thing about baptism.

Romans 2:28-29 — For no one is a Jew who is merely
one outwardly, nor is circumcision outward and physi-
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cal. But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is amat-
ter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise
is not fromman but from God.

Romans 6:4 — We were buried therefore with him by
baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was
raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too
might walk in newness of life.

And so, yes, circumcision and baptism have at least one thing in com-
mon— they both involve putting off the body of the flesh.

And so, I guess if they have one thing in common, then they must
have everything in common, right? Isn’t that theway itworks? No, of
course not—butmany people have fallen into that logical trapwhen
it comes to this verse.

In fact, that logical trap is so common there is a name for it — the
fallacy of false analogy. It is the false view that if A resembles B in
some respect, then Amust resemble B in every respect.

But that is not how analogies work. An analogy is a flashlight, not a
floodlight. An analogy illuminates only the specific thing at which it
is aimed. In fact, that is whywe have analogies. They point out some-
thing that is similar about two different things. If those two different
things were alike in every way, then why would we need an analogy
to compare them?

Yes, there is a similarity between circumcision and baptism — Paul
tells us that in Colossians 2. But no, that one similarity does notmean
that circumcision and baptism are similar in every respect. Common
sense tells us that, as does the Bible — repeatedly. Just look at the
Handout for Lesson 43.
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Anyone who reads Romans 4:11 and tells you that baptism must pre-
cede salvation because Abraham’s circumcision preceded his justifi-
cation by faith is not just not thinking clearly. They are falling for the
logical fallacy of false analogy.

Look again at theHandout. Cananyonewhohonestly reads thosepas-
sages come away thinking that baptism and circumcision are treated
the same in the New Testament?

What do we see when we read the verses about circumcision?

• Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything,
but keeping the commandments of God (1 Corinthians 7:19).

• Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything,
but only faith working through love (Galatians 5:6).

• Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything,
but a new creation (Galatians 6:15).

And then what do we see when we read the verses about baptism?

• We see that baptism is a commandment of God (Matthew 28:19;
Mark 16:16; Acts 2:38).

• We see that baptism is how we enter into Christ (Romans 6:3;
Galatians 3:27).

• Wesee that baptism iswhenweare cleansed fromsin (Acts 2:38;
Acts 22:16; Ephesians 5:26).

• We see that baptism is whenwe bury the oldman to be raised a
new creation (Romans 6:3-4; Colossians 2:12).
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• We see that baptism is awork of God rather than awork ofman
(Titus 3:5; Colossians 2:12).

And yet the denominations tell us that baptism in theNewTestament
is just like circumcision in the Old Testament.

Just two verses from the Handout should be enough to disprove that
false and ridiculous notion. Here is what Paul says about circumci-
sion and baptism in the same letter:

Galatians 5:6—For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision
nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only faith
working through love.

Galatians 3:27— For as many of you as were baptized
into Christ have put on Christ.

Those verses are not telling us that baptism and circumcision are
alike. Instead, those two verses are telling us that baptism and cir-
cumcision are different. One of them (circumcision) is not required
for salvation, but the other one (baptism) is required for salvation.
That is what those two verses tell us. And many other verses tell us
that same thing. Just look at the Handout.

And, if there is, in fact, some issue here in Romans 4 about whether
some action is essential to salvation, what action would that be? Cir-
cumcision is mentioned over and over again in Romans 4, while bap-
tism is never mentioned.

And we know that Paul elsewhere dealt with some who falsely be-
lieved that circumcision was essential to salvation. We see that in
Acts 15:1, for example, where “some men came down from Judea and
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were teaching the brothers, ‘Unless you are circumcised according to
the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.’ ”

If Romans 4 is (as the denominations claim) telling us that something
is not required for salvation, it must be circumcision that is not re-
quired — which would make sense given that “circumcision” is the
word that Paul uses here!

Anotherproblemwith that false viewcomes from the simple observa-
tion that Paul knew how to use the word “baptism” when he wanted
to discuss baptism. In fact, we will see Paul doing just that two chap-
ters from now. And so, anyone who bases their view of baptism on
Romans 4 needs to explain why Paul would discuss “baptism” in Ro-
mans 4 by using theword “circumcision”— and further, they need to
explainwhy Paulwould useAbraham’s circumcision to discuss your
baptism!

And if Paul’s comparison of baptism and circumcision gives us the
timing, then wouldn’t that timing require all of us (or rather half of
us!) to be baptized on our eighth day of life? And if someone rejects
that view of the 8-day timingwhile eagerly adopting another view of
the timing, isn’t that just an example of analogical cherry-picking?

I have a better idea — let’s just leave Paul’s analogy in Colossians 2
right where Paul left it. Circumcision and baptism are similar in that
they both in some way put off the old body of flesh.

And, by the way, for those denominations that use Paul’s analogy in
Colossians 2 to argue that we are saved prior to baptism, I don’t think
Colossians 2 gives them any support for that view! No one is saved
without having put off the old man of sin— and Colossians 2 tells us
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that event happens at our baptism. Paul will tell us the same thing in
Romans 6where (unlike here) Paul actually uses theword “baptism.”

We have mentioned the second half of verse 11 several times in our
study of the first half of that verse, and so now let’s look at the second
half of verse 11 along with verse 12.

Romans 4:11b-12

Romans 4:11b-12 — 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,
and to make him the father of the circumcised who are
not merely circumcised but who also walk in the foot-
steps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he
was circumcised.

We spent a lot of time on the first half of verse 11 where Paul said that
Abraham “received the sign of circumcision as a seal of the righteous-
ness.”

What was the purpose of that gift from God? We don’t have to spec-
ulate about the answer to that question because that is what the sec-
ond half of verse 11 tells us — “the purpose was to make him the fa-
ther of all who believe,” and the explanation of that purpose contin-
ues through verse 12. Paul tells us the purpose of that sign and that
seal, and if anyone thinks there was some different purpose, then
theyneed to go back and study it again. Paul tells us the purpose right
here.

Andwhatwas thepurpose? Paul tells us that thepurposewas tomake
Abraham the father of all who believe, and Paul divides that group of
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believers into two smaller groups — the circumcised believers and
the uncircumcised believers.

Who are the uncircumcised believers?

Paul describes them simply as “all who believewithout being circum-
cised,” and, of course, that would include Abraham himself if not for
the fact it would make Abraham his own father! Paul’s entire point
here is that Abraham was justified by faith before his circumcision,
which means that Abrahamwas an uncircumcised believer.

But who else does that group include? Does it include anyone before
Abraham? Who is included after Abraham? Does it include anyone
today?

Given thatword “all,” I don’t see any reason to further limit this group
of “all who believewithout being circumcised.” We know that no one
has ever been justified by works. We also know that everyone who
has ever been justified has been justified by faith. And we know that
no sin has ever been cleansed except by the blood of Christ.

We know that Abrahamwas justified by faithwhile hewas uncircum-
cised, but hewas not the only such person. Noah, for example, found
grace in the eyes of God (Genesis 6:8), andwe could point to others as
well. Noah predatedAbraham, but, nevertheless, I think these verses
are telling us that Abrahamwas Noah’s father in the faith.

And the same is true for the uncircumcised believerswho came after
Abraham andwho, like Abraham, were justified by faithwhile uncir-
cumcised.
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And, of course, that would include Gentiles who were saved through
faith in Christ. Abraham is their father. Paul tells us that here, and
Paulmakes that same point inGalatians 3:7— “it is those of faithwho
are the sons of Abraham.”

Who are the circumcised believers?

Paul gives us more detail about this group, and the first thing we
should note is likely the first thing that Paul’s Jewish readers also
noted — Paul does not say that Abraham is the father of all the
circumcised.

Instead, Paul says thatAbraham is “the father of the circumcisedwho
are not merely circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the
faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised.”

So is Abraham the father of all the Jews? Most Jews would have
quickly answered yes—but that is not Paul’s answer. And, of course,
that was not Jesus’ answer either.

John 8:39-40—They answered him, “Abraham is our fa-
ther.” Jesus said to them, “If you were Abraham’s chil-
dren, you would be doing the works Abraham did, but
nowyouseek tokillme, amanwhohas toldyou the truth
that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did.”

Yes, those Pharisees were circumcised, but those Pharisees were
“merely circumcised.” That is the phrase that Paul uses here. They
were physically circumcised, but they were not spiritually circum-
cised. Instead, their hearts were hardened.

So if mere circumcision is not enough for a Jew to call Abraham his
father, what else is needed? Paul answers that question right here:
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that Jew must “also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father
Abraham had before he was circumcised.”

Ouch! Paul does not just tell the Jews that they should have followed
Abraham’s example, but Paul says that the Jews should have followed
Abraham’s example before hewas circumcised! When it comes to cir-
cumcision, Paul is really hitting them below the belt!

Most Jews spent their entire lives trying not to walk like the uncir-
cumcised — and yet Paul says that they should have been doing the
opposite all along! They should have been walking like Abraham
walked while he was uncircumcised.

And how did Abraham walk? He walked by faith. He walked in obe-
dience. He walked in trust and reliance upon God.

God said go, and Abraham went. God told Abraham that, despite be-
ing old and childless, he would be the father of many nations, and
Abraham believed him. God said sacrifice your son, and Abraham
raised the knife.

That is how Abrahamwalked— and many, but not all, of those steps
of faith by Abraham happened while he was still uncircumcised. As
we have seen, Abraham was justified by faith prior to his circumci-
sion as Paul tells us, and Abraham was justified by faith after his cir-
cumcision as James tells us.

13



www.StudyRomans.org

Romans 4:13

Romans 4:13—For the promise to Abraham and his off-
spring that he would be heir of the world did not come
through the law but through the righteousness of faith.

What does it mean to be “heir of the world?” I think we should just
see that phrase as an idiom that means having great blessings. We
see a very similar idiom inMatthew 5:5— “Blessed are the meek, for
they shall inherit the earth”—meaning only that theywill be greatly
blessed.

In verse 13, it is Abraham and his offspringwhowere promised those
great blessings. And so we have two questions: who are these off-
spring, and what are these great blessings?

As for the identity of the offspring, I think Paul just answered that
question for us in theprevious twoverses. Abrahamwas the father of
all who believe without being circumcised, and Abrahamwas the fa-
ther of the circumcised whowalk in the footsteps of Abraham’s faith.
Those are the faithful Gentiles and the faithful Jews, and I think that
is the offspring we see here in verse 13.

And, if that is the offspring, thenwhat are the great blessings? Again,
I think that question answers itself — the great blessings enjoyed by
the faithful people of God are the great blessings that we enjoy in
Christ.

Ephesians 1:3 — Blessed be the God and Father of our
Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with ev-
ery spiritual blessing in the heavenly places.
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Ephesians 3:8—Tome, though I am the very least of all
the saints, this gracewas given, to preach to theGentiles
the unsearchable riches of Christ.

Romans 8:32— He who did not spare his own Son but
gave himup for us all, howwill he not alsowith him gra-
ciously give us all things?

And when did Abraham receive those promised blessings? We know
that he did not receive them prior to his own death.

Hebrews 11:39-40—And all these, though commended
through their faith, did not receive what was promised,
since God had provided something better for us, that
apart from us they should not be made perfect.

Instead, Abraham received those promised blessings after the death
of Christ.

Hebrews 9:15—Therefore he is the mediator of a new
covenant, so that those who are called may receive
the promised eternal inheritance, since a death has oc-
curred that redeems them from the transgressions com-
mitted under the first covenant.

And how did that promise come? Paul tells us right here: that
promise “did not come through the law but through the righteous-
ness of faith.”

What does Paul mean when he says “the law” in verse 13? The first
thing we should note is that Paul does not say “the law” in verse 13—
instead, he just says “law.” Paul says that the promise did not come
“through law”. The definite article is absent in the Greek text.
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Usually, when Paul says “the law” he means the law of Moses. And,
usually, when Paul just says “law” he means something broader and
more general than just the law of Moses. That is not always the case,
but it is usually the case — and I think it must be the case here in
verse 13. Why? Because the law of Moses was not given until four
centuries after the promise to Abraham. There was no law of Moses
in Abraham’s day.

So what then does Paul mean when he says “law” here in verse 13?
Let’s answer that question by looking at the context. What has been
Paul’s main point of contrast so far in the book of Romans?

• It has been justification by works versus justification by faith.

• It has been justification that we earn versus justification that
we are given.

• It has been justification that causes us to boast inwhat we have
doneversus justification that causesus toboast inwhatGodhas
done.

• It has been justification byflawless conduct versus justification
by faith.

I think Paul ismaking that same contrast here in verse 13. And, if that
is correct, then Paul is using theword “law” here tomean any system
of justification that requires flawless conduct.

God gave me a law, I followed that law perfectly, and so God owes me
my reward. I earned it. I can demand it. I can boast about all that I
did to obtain it. That is how justification by law would work. My jus-
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tification would come through what I did rather than through what
God did.

Was that true of justificationunder the lawofMoses? Yes, itwas. Paul
has already told us that.

Romans 2:13— For it is not the hearers of the law who
are righteous before God, but the doers of the law who
will be justified.

And so what Paul is telling us here in verse 13 was true about the law
of Moses. But was it true about only the law of Moses? Not at all.

Again, one reason we know that is because the law of Moses did not
come until long after Abraham’s death. But we also know that be-
cause the contrast here in verse 13 applies to any system of justifica-
tion that requiresflawless conduct, including the lawfromGodunder
which Abrahamwas living.

Abraham did not have the law of Moses, but Abraham certainly had
a law from God. Like everyone created by God, I think we can say
that the work of the law was written on his heart (Romans 2:15), but
Abrahamhadmuchmore than that. Abrahamhadbeengiven specific
commands from God. Abraham lived under a law from God — but
did Abraham flawlessly obey that law? We know that he did not. The
Bible gives us examples of Abraham’s sin. Abraham, like everyone
else, was a sinner in need of the grace of God.

And so how then did that promise come? We know it did not come
through Abraham’s flawless conduct. Instead, the promise came
through Abraham’s faith.
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Yes, Abraham was righteous before God, but that was only because
God had counted his faith as righteousness. That is what Paul means
here when he says the “righteousness of faith” — not the righteous-
ness of flawless conduct, but the righteousness of faith.

Paul will later tell us that we are not living under a system that de-
mands flawless conduct.

Romans 6:14—For sin will have no dominion over you,
since you are not under law but under grace.

And that, of course, is a very good thing to hear given that none of us
has flawless conduct! We have all sinned and fallen short of the glory
of God.

Whatwe need is someway to be justified apart fromflawless conduct
—and that is thegospel ofChrist. WithChrist, our justification comes
from God as a free gift rather than from our own flawless conduct.

Romans 4:14

Romans 4:14— For if it is the adherents of the law who
are to be the heirs, faith is null and the promise is void.

Again, in the Greek text there is no definite article before the word
“law” in this verse. Paul was not talking just about the law of Moses
in verse 13, and he is not doing that here in verse 14 either.

Again, I think Paul is talking more generally about any system that
demands flawless conduct. That is the key contrast — justification I
earn myself versus justification I am given by God.
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We have looked at the system of faith, so let’s also take a look at the
systemof law. What ifwe livedunder such a system? What ifwe lived
under a system in which “it is the adherents of the lawwho are to be
the heirs?” Do you want to inherit these great blessings? Then just
adhere to the law. Don’t break the law; keep the law.

What could we say if we lived under a system like that? Paul gives us
two consequences to living under such a system — faith is null and
the promise is void. What does that mean?

Let me answer that question with an example. What if someone
showed up here today and promised to give a million dollars to any-
one here who could fly all around this room today just by flapping
their arms?

What can we say about such a promise? What we can say is that it
is void. That promise is of no effect. That promise is useless. Why?
Because the condition to obtain the promise is impossible. We know
that no one will ever receive that promise.

Butwhat if I had faith? What if I had faith that thepersonreallywould
give me a million dollars if I could fly all around this room just by
flappingmy arms? Andwhat if I had faith that I could in fact do that?
Somuch faith that I started flappingmy arms, fully expecting to take
off? What then?

Sorry. The promise was for those who actually took off, not for those
who had faith that they could take off. I could have all the faith in
the world, but that faith would be void. That faith would be of no
effect. That faith would be useless. Why? Because the promise was
not premised onmy faith but onmy performance.
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Faith is not going to help us if we are living under a system of law.
Even Abrahamwould have been left out under a system of law. Abra-
ham’s great faith in God would have been void, as would have been
the great promises Abraham had from God.

What would Genesis 15:6 have looked like under a system of law?
Would it have looked like this?

• God: “Abraham, I will make you the father of many nations if
youwill just be completelyflawless in your conduct throughout
your entire life.”

• Abraham: “But I have already sinned! I have twice told people
a lie about mywife.”

• God: “I am filing that under Not My Problem!”

That is where Abrahamwould have been under a system of law. And
we are no different. Paul makes this same point elsewhere.

Galatians 5:2-4—Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you ac-
cept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you.
I testify again to every man who accepts circumcision
that he is obligated to keep the whole law. You are sev-
ered from Christ, youwhowould be justified by the law;
you have fallen away from grace.

What Paul is saying is that if you choose to seek justification by
flawless conduct, then you are severed from Christ. You have fallen
away from grace. A system of flawless conduct demands flawless
conduct! You are obligated to keep the whole law! And on that path,
the promise is void and faith is void. We should thank God every day
that we do not live under a system of justification like that!

20


