Covenant of Circumcision Genesis 17:1-9

Good morning.  Turn in your Bibles with me to Genesis 17.  Questions about the theology class.  Well turning back to the Word this morning, for those of you who have only been with us for a few weeks, since February we have been going through the book of Genesis, and today we return to it after a series on evangelism for the past 5 weeks.  The book of Genesis has been not only about the foundations of the world in creation, not only about the history of the Jewish people, but it’s really been about laying the groundwork for the appearance of Christ.  We saw this explicitly beginning with the promise in Genesis 3 that the descendant of Eve would crush the head of the serpent.  Really, as we’ve shown through these messages, Christ can be found on every page of this book, and of all the Old Testament books, because this book is about Christ.  And we’re going to see that again this morning in Genesis 17 as we again take up for a 3rd time in Genesis the Abrahamic administration of the Covenant of Grace, the previous two being in Genesis 12 and Genesis 15.  So as we read here, remember that we are talking about the same Abrahamic covenant that we have considered twice already, this time as a reaffirmation of the covenant, and we’ll review that material in just a moment.  So read with me, beginning in verse 1, and I’ll be reading from the English Standard Version.

1When Abram was ninety-nine years old the LORD appeared to Abram and said to him, "I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless, 2that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly." 3Then Abram fell on his face. And God said to him, 4"Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations. 6I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make you into nations, and kings shall come from you. 7And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. 8And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their God."

 9And God said to Abraham, "As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your offspring after you throughout their generations. 10This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you. 12He who is eight days old among you shall be circumcised. Every male throughout your generations, whether born in your house or bought with your money from any foreigner who is not of your offspring, 13both he who is born in your house and he who is bought with your money, shall surely be circumcised. So shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant." 

Let’s pray for the Spirit’s enlightenment as we receive this Word.

This morning we are going to examine 4 things that can be seen in this passage.  First the God of the Covenant, Second the Promises of the Covenant, Third the Sign of the Covenant, and finally the Obligation of the covenant.

First, the God of the Covenant.  Verse 1-3.  “When Abram was 99 years old the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, I am God almighty; walk before me, and be blameless, that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly.  Then Abram fell on his face.”

Now before we go into these verses, I want to remind you of what we have said thus far in our Genesis series about covenant.  Even for those of you who have been with us since the beginning, I thought it might be helpful to review what covenant and covenant theology is all about, because you won’t track with this passage without that understanding.  A covenant is a divine oath with sanctions that is the basis for relationship with God.  A divine oath with sanctions that is the basis for relationship with God.  All relationship with God is covenantal because it is God initiated, where he lays the ground rules and calls all the shots.  He determines how we are to relate to him, and so we see in Scripture that there is a formalization of all personal relationship to God.  Even before there was sin, God had to condescend to enter relationship with man, and God’s relationship with all of creation is referred to in Jeremiah 33:20 as a covenantal relationship.  All relationship with God is covenantal.  Covenant theology, therefore, is about how God relates to his creation. Covenant Theology is also about how the whole Bible holds together.  Undergirding everything we read in the Scriptures, from Genesis 1 to Revelation 22 are the covenants which God has made with man.  Covenant Theology will help you understand your Bible.

And if you’ll recall, we described two different covenant forms from the Ancient Near East which the original recipients of the book of Genesis would have been familiar with.  The first of these forms is called a the Suzerain Treaty form, and that is when a great king, the suzerain, promises certain protections or benefits to a lesser king, called the vassal, as long as the vassal promises to perform certain duties in honor of the suzerain.  Then if the vassal breaks those promises, he receives the covenant curses.  The other covenant form we talked about was the Royal Grant or covenant of promise, where one party goes to the other and simply gives promises without the condition of the performance of certain steps of obedience.  There are obligations in both covenant forms on both parties, but one covenant form is based on the vassal’s performance of works, while the other covenant form is based on the unilateral, one-sided, gracious condescension of Royal Grantor.  In the Bible we see these two covenant forms in the two overarching covenants shown in the Bible, the covenant of works and the covenant of grace.  All the covenants in the Bible, the Adamic, the Noahic, the Abrahamic, the Mosaic, the Davidic, and the New, just to mention the major ones, are administrations of at least one of these two covenants – works and grace.  

The covenant of works was seen in the Garden of Eden when God covenanted with Adam and said, if you obey me you will live, but if you disobey and eat of the tree in the garden you will die.  To be in covenant with God required Adam’s works.  Adam broke that covenant, and all of his offspring fell into sin because of it.  But then we get to Abraham in Genesis 12, and Yahweh comes to Abram and makes promises completely apart from Abram’s obedience.  God just grants to him these promises of a great nation and of land.  He calls for a response, commanding Abram to leave his Father’s house and his father’s land, but the fulfillment of the promises is all on Yahweh.  This is the Covenant of Grace.  Then a few chapters later in 15, we see the ratification of the covenant promises that God made to Abram in the ceremony where God passes through the pieces of sacrificed animals, which is God saying, I’m going to take upon myself the curses of you not keeping covenant with me.  May this slaughter be done to me if you don’t remain in covenant with me.  And in order for covenant breakers like Abram to remain in the covenant of grace with Yahweh, God sent his Son to become that curse for us, as he was slaughtered like those animals so that Abram and all who have come by faith after Abram could remain in an eternal covenant with God.  That’s why covenant theology is so significant and why we really want you to get it.  Let me encourage you if you have more questions to download the message I preached on Genesis 2 where the whole message was devoted to talking about the covenants.  I’ve also posted the manuscript of that message on our church blog if you think you would benefit more through reading rather than listening.

So that brings us to the third passage that talks about the Abrahamic administration of the Covenant of Grace here in chapter 17.  Just a little more background here -- Thirteen years have passed since the close of chapter 16.  In the last verse of chapter 16, Hagar the servant of Sarai, Abram’s wife, has just given birth to Ishmael who was fathered by Abram when he was 86.  We just saw that in chapter 12 of Genesis, God called Abram out of his pagan family background, and entered into a covenant relationship with Abram promising to give him the land of Canaan and make him into a great nation.  The problem is that Abram and his wife were childless.  So God comes again in chapter 15, and makes the promises again to him, and ratifies that covenant that was established in chapter 12, saying that his offspring will be more than the number of the stars.  Abram, though his faith was wavering up til this point, we are told in 15:6 that Abram “Believed God and he counted it to him as righteousness.”  That’s an important statement that Paul uses in Romans 4 to exposit the doctrine of justification by faith alone.  But Sarai was still childless, and so in a moment that lacked trust in God, Sarai offered her servant Hagar to Abram that the promise of offspring would be fulfilled.  Abram finally had a son, Ishmael and in these 13 years before chapter 17, Abram assumed that the promise of offspring had been fulfilled.  It appears that Abram was satisfied that Ishmael was the only son he was to get.  Even after God promises later in 17 that it will be a son through Sarai to whom the covenant promises will be passed, Abram laughs at God and appeals in verse 18 that God would just let Ishmael be the offspring to receive the covenant blessings because Sarai is 90 years old and childless.  Abram has forgotten who the God of covenant really is.

But God now appears to Abram.  In chapter 12 God spoke to Abram, but now Yahweh appears to Abram, and the effect is such that Abram falls on his face.  We don’t know what this God appearance, this theophany really was like.  We’re not given details, because that isn’t what’s important.  It was the words that God spoke to Abram that was most important.  God appeared and Abram knew he was in the presence of the Lord, and his response was to fall on his face.  Notice when he fell – it wasn’t when he first saw the Lord, as awesome as that must have been.  It was at what the Lord said to him, the Word-revelation at which point he fell to his feet.  It would be a mistake to say that the physical appearance of Yahweh is what really got through to Abram.  The fact that we have no description of the appearance, and that Abram’s response came after God spoke to him works against that notion.  What strengthened Abram’s faith was who God was and what he promised to do.  Yahweh revealed himself to Abram by saying, I am God Almighty.  The Hebrew here is El Shaddai.  This is a reference to God’s power.   He is the powerful, Almighty God.  God the powerful one appeared to Abram, to reaffirm his promises to him.  That’s when Abram fell to worship him.  What was God communicating to Abram in referring to himself as God Almighty?  He was letting Abram know that he was able to bring all of his promises to pass.  Abram had settled for something significantly less miraculous, less powerful than what God actually intended and God came to him to remind him of who exactly his God was.  This wasn’t the first time that Abram had tried to take the fulfillment of God’s promises into his own hands.  In Egypt, Abram feared Pharaoh, and didn’t claim Sarai as his wife because he was afraid that Pharaoh would kill him to take Sarai from him.  And then with Hagar, he laid with a woman who wasn’t his wife in order to secure a son.  Abram forgot who his God was, and so the Lord appeared to him to remind him that Yahweh is God Almighty, and he is able to bring his promises to pass in remarkable ways.  Perhaps the Lord would want to remind you too today, who your God is.  Are there areas where you too have forgotten that your God is the Almighty God who is able to bring his promises to pass.  Do you feel discouraged in your struggle against sin, doubting that God can change you?  Well he who began a good work in you, will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.  He is God Almighty.  Do you feel abandoned and alone?  He will never leave you, nor forsake you.  That’s what God Almighty has promised.  Lift the eyes of your heart and see him; hear him in His Word.  He is El Shaddai, God Almighty.  

Secondly, let’s look at the Promises of the Covenant.  Verses 4-8. "Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations. 6I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make you into nations, and kings shall come from you. 7And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. 8And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their God."

We saw most of these promises before, in Genesis 12 and 15.  God has come to Abram again to remind him and assure him of his promises, because he knows that Abram is weak.  He believes God, and his faith is counted to him as righteousness, but even in his faith in God there is weakness.  What a comfort that should be to us, that though our faith may be feeble at times, the God that our weak faith is in is El Shaddai, God Almighty, and it is our faith in his strength to save, and not the strength of our faith that saves us.  So even though many of the promises that God again gives here have already been made, there are  some new things here as well.  The biggest change that we see here is demonstrated by Abram’s name change.  No longer will he be known as Abram, but as Abraham.  It’s important to recognize the significance of a name in that culture.  I think it’s pretty cool that my name is the Scottish word for church, but my parents didn’t consider that when they gave me the name, and most of us probably don’t even know what our name means.  But this was not the case in the Ancient Near East.  Abram meant literally “exalted father”, which probably meant “exalted with respect to his father” or exalted in his father’s eyes.  God wanted to change that name to something that would be more telling of Abram – so he called him Abraham, or Father of Many nations.  Can you imagine the challenge that would have been when he told all his friends and people of his household to call him the father of many nations, and the shame that this might have brought to him?  Hi, I’m the father of many nations.  How many children do you have?  Oh, just one.  Cool name.  But in bestowing upon him that name, God Almighty was reassuring him of the promises he had made years before, that they would still come to pass.  Abram would become the father of many nations.  The previous promise had been that he would become a great nation, but now there’s something even more significant at work – many nations.  God’s global purposes in the blessing of Abraham, extending not just to the natural children of Abraham, the Jews, but to all the peoples of the earth in Christ.  Abraham’s offspring would become many nations.  

Another addition to the previous promise is found in verse 6 – “and kings shall come from you.”  Abram’s line won’t just be a small, nomadic insignificant tribe – royalty will come from him.  And though Abram didn’t fully understand this, the royalty that would come from him would be the king of the universe.  

The final adjustment to these covenant promises is that the covenant would be eternal.  Now the perpetuality of the covenant was implied already, but here it is explicitly stated when God comes to reassure Abraham.  God Almighty will never forsake his promises.  These are not just temporary promises, but everlasting ones.  

All three of these additions also point to what I said earlier, that the book of Genesis is about Christ.  The globalization, the royalization, and the eternalization of the Abrahamic promises underscore the fact that there is something bigger at work in these verses than just promises being made to the nation of Israel.  You see, there are really two layers of promise and fulfillment happening here, and this is crucial to our understanding not only of this passage, but of the whole Bible.  If you miss this, you will really make some very large mistakes that are also made by probably the majority of evangelicals today in the theological system known as dispensationalism.  The promises made to Israel through Abraham had some earthly, temporary, partial fulfillment for the Jewish people only as long as the Mosaic Covenant remained in effect.  The Mosaic or Old Covenant took the promises made here and added laws to them, so that in order for the Jewish people to remain in the land and as the people of God, they had to obey the Law, and when they broke covenant, they called upon themselves covenant curses, lost the land, and lost their status as God’s covenant people.  And by the time we get to the later prophets like Jeremiah, that covenant is on its way out and the New Covenant is promised.  And once the New Covenant came in Christ’s blood, Israel could no longer legitimately claim these promises.  Those promises instead belonged to those whom Jesus called the true children of Abraham, whom Paul called the Israel of God – the church, those who receive God’s promises in Christ by faith alone.  Hebrews 8:13 says that the Old Covenant is now obsolete and passing away.  Seeing the two layers at work is critical.  The first layer of meaning and fulfillment then is this earthly, temporary fulfillment, but there is another layer at work, and to see this, turn in your Bibles to Galatians 3.  Galatians 3, verses 15-18.  

“15 To give a human example, brothers: even with a man-made covenant, no one annuls it or adds to it once it has been ratified. 16Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring. It does not say, "And to offsprings," referring to many, but referring to one, "And to your offspring," who is Christ. 17This is what I mean: the law, which came 430 years afterward, does not annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to make the promise void. 18For if the inheritance comes by the law, it no longer comes by promise; but God gave it to Abraham by a promise.”

What Paul is doing here, you and I can’t do.  Don’t try this at home.  Just stick to what the text clearly means when you are interpreting Scripture.  But in this case, Paul, directed by the Holy Spirit in the composition of New Testament Scripture is reading something that you wouldn’t see definitively apart from direct, inerrant revelation by the Spirit which you and I can’t have.  I think I’ve shown that there’s reason in the Old Testament text to believe there is something deeper at work, but Paul goes on to describe precisely what that deeper meaning is.  Paul is not mishandling the text – by the Spirit of God, he is opening its fullest meaning up to us.  Paul is pointing out a technicality in the grammar, that the word for offspring is in the singular, and using that to demonstrate that what this text was talking about all along was Christ.  Christ is the true seed to whom the promises were really made through Abraham.  How does Paul know this?  Because, he says, that just because the law came, by which the promises were only fulfilled as long as Israel obeyed the law, it doesn’t annul the fact that these promises were made apart from the law.  In other words, if you get the blessings on the basis of obedience it’s no longer by faith but by works.  The Mosaic covenant was essentially an administration of the covenant of works, but the Abrahamic Covenant was an administration of the covenant of grace, a covenant of promise.  It’s popular to hear evangelicals who believe that the promises made to Abraham still apply to national Israel, to hear them accuse those of us who believe in Covenant Theology of teaching “replacement theology.”  But it’s not that we believe that the church replaced Israel.  According to Paul, the church in Christ was ALWAYS the true recipient of these promises, and this is why he calls the church in Galatians 6 the “Israel of God.” 

That brings us thirdly to the sign of the covenant.  Verses 9-14.  “And God said to Abraham, "As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your offspring after you throughout their generations. 10This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you. 12He who is eight days old among you shall be circumcised. Every male throughout your generations, whether born in your house or bought with your money from any foreigner who is not of your offspring, 13both he who is born in your house and he who is bought with your money, shall surely be circumcised. So shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.”

Let’s just acknowledge the pink elephant in the room here; this is an awkward thing to talk, much less to preach about.  But it’s the Word of God, and more times than your English translation would have you believe, the Bible is very frank in its subject matter and innuendo.  This isn’t a G-rated book.  Just wait til the Song of Solomon series.  Moving right along.

Covenants typically come along with covenant signs.  God adds something to his words of promise; he adds a visible word in giving us these signs.  You may remember that in the Noahic covenant, the sign that God gave of remembrance was the rainbow.  Well here he adds to Abraham’s wavering faith the sign of circumcision.  Let’s briefly go over a few of the meanings behind this covenant sign.

First, circumcision was a way to identify with the covenant and become a part of the covenant community.  Taking this sign was a way of declaring “I am in covenant with Yahweh, and I will be loyal to him as my God.”  In fact, in verse 14, to refuse to be circumcised was to reject God’s gracious covenant, it was to refuse his Covenant Lordship.  The way to break this covenant of grace was to refuse to become a part of it in the first place, or rather, for a parent to refuse to have his son become a part of the covenant community. It was to reject the God of the covenant. So the covenant sign identifies you as a member of the covenant community.  

Secondly, circumcision was a visible word of remembrance to Abraham and those who took the sign of God’s promises.  Abraham’s faith was wavering in regards to whether he would be able to have a child by Sarah, and so now, every time that Abraham looked down he would see that visible word on the organ by which his offspring would come.  Abraham’s faith was to be bolstered by seeing this visible word of promise in his flesh.

Thirdly, circumcision was identified to be a summary of the covenant itself.  Covenant signs are more than just mere symbols.  God so closely identifies the covenant sign with the covenant itself, that here in verse 10 he refers to circumcision as the covenant itself.  Now let’s be clear: the covenant was made back in chapter 12, and it was ratified in the ceremony in chapter 15.  So the covenant already existed before Abraham took the covenant sign.  Remember his faith was credited to him as righteousness before he took the sign.  And yet, the sign is of immense importance, so much so that God can call the sign the covenant itself.  

Fourthly, circumcision is a picture of judgment.  Circumcision is a bloody event, especially when those circumcised are adult men like Abraham rather than 8 day old infants.  Thus the very ritual of circumcision pictures the bloody judgment oath that Yahweh took back in chapter 15 in walking through the pieces of the slaughtered animals.  But circumcision also pictured the threat of being cut off from the community.  The message of verse 14 is this: cut off your foreskin or be cut off from the covenant community.  The way to avoid the divine judgment of God’s wrath was to take the sign of God’s judgment that foreshadowed the divine judgment that God would subject himself to on the cross. In fact, circumcision as a picture of judgment is found in Colossians 2:11, where the crucifixion and death of Christ is referred to as the “circumcision of Christ.”   So while a picture of divine judgment, it was in fact as Meredith Kline says, a “death passage as the way unto life.” 

Finally, circumcision represents the removal of uncleanliness.  Jeremiah 4:4 says this: “Circumcise yourselves to the LORD; remove the foreskin of your hearts, O men of Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem, lest my wrath go forth like fire, and burn with none to quench it, because of the evil of your deeds."  Circumcision of the heart means the removal of evil deeds, and so circumcision of the body is to be a picture of that deeper heart circumcision.  

So perhaps the big question at this point is what circumcision has to do with us.  How does it relate to us?  Well very simply, just as circumcision was the sign of the covenant for Abraham, and then continued on as the sign of the Mosaic covenant, Baptism is the sign of the New Covenant that we are now under.  Baptism has replaced circumcision.  Let me prove this in two ways.  First is the biblical argument.  Read with me Colossians 2:9-12.  “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, 10and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority. 11In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, 12having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.”  Look at the first phrase of both verse 11 and verse 12 to see the connection.  “In him you were circumcised…having been buried with him in baptism.”  How were you circumcised in him?  You were baptized.  Paul is telling us that we underwent circumcision by being baptized.  You and I don’t need to be circumcised in order to keep covenant with God because we underwent circumcision when we were united to Christ, and both here in Colossians 2, and even more explicitly in Romans 6, it is our baptism that is said to have united us to Christ.  We’ll take a look at that passage in a moment, but for now I just want you to see the correlation between baptism and circumcision.  That’s the biblical argument.  

My second argument is a theological argument, which by the way is ALSO a biblical argument, just not from looking at one passage of Scripture, but in the larger ways that the Bible speaks similarly about circumcision and baptism.  Baptism corresponds perfectly with each of the 5 meanings of circumcision that I listed above.  Let’s go over those briefly.

First, just as circumcision was the sign of entrance into the covenant, so too is baptism the sign of entrance into the New Covenant.  Baptism was to immediately follow conversion.  Baptism is something that is required of all believers just as circumcision is required of all of the physical offspring of Abraham.  Baptism was a core component of the great commission.  Usually when we think about fulfilling the great commission we think about the evangelism series we just went through.  Well remember that there were three components of the Great Commission.  First is to preach the gospel, third is to teach them to obey Christ’s commands, but the second component is to baptize.  And Peter is so tightly connecting baptism to conversion that when he is asked what people must do in response to the gospel, he says the following in Acts 2:38 – “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.”  Being baptized, just like being circumcised was previously, is a command from God, and is a sign by which you identify with Christ in the New Covenant.  In New Testament theology, there’s no such thing as an unbaptized Christian, and by that I don’t mean that you can’t get saved without baptism – because you are saved prior to baptism just as Abraham was justified before he was circumcised.  What I mean is that you identify yourself as a Christian by taking the covenant sign of baptism.  If there are any of you who are trusting in Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and have not been baptized, please let us know, so that we can baptize you.  This is why we have been asking people to be baptized before they take communion; because if you haven’t taken the sign of entrance and identification with the covenant, it doesn’t make sense to take the ongoing sign of the covenant, the Lord’s Supper.  And lest you think that’s an artificial requirement, let me ask you to consider that just as the entrance sign of circumcision corresponds to the entrance sign of baptism, so the covenant meal sign of the Passover corresponds with the covenant meal sign of Communion, and in Exodus 12:48 only those who have first been circumcised can participate in the Passover covenant meal.  We have our next scheduled baptism on October 18, but if you want to take the other covenant sign of communion, the Lord’s Supper with us before that, we will find a way for you to be baptized before then.  We will next take the Lord’s supper together on September 13, so please come see us if you have never been baptized.  It would be our great joy to do so.  Baptism is a biblical requirement of those who profess Christ.

Second, baptism, like circumcision is a visible word that represents our union with Christ in his death and resurrection.  Both when we undergo baptism ourselves, and when we see others go under the baptismal waters, isn’t your heart stirred as someone is brought up out of those waters, representing their being raised to new life in Christ?  That’s the effect it should have on us – a reminder in a picture of our union with Christ in his death and resurrection.  

Third, baptism is also summarized as the covenant itself.  In Romans 6:3-4 says this:  “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?  We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death in other that just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.”  We were buried with him BY baptism.  A few commentators have tried to say that this is only talking about spiritual baptism, not the physical act, but the majority of commentators find no exegetical support for that position.  The Roman Christian reader of this letter would immediately understand Paul to be speaking of water baptism here.  I understand why some would be hesitant to affirm this as being about water baptism, because it seems to suggest that we are saved by baptism.  But that’s not at all what Paul has in mind here.  Rather, because baptism in the mind of the apostle and the early church is so closely connected to conversion, baptism becomes a synecdoche, or a part that represents the whole, of the entire conversion event.  Regeneration, faith, repentance, definitive sanctification, and baptism are all summarized by Paul as being “baptism.”  

Fourth, baptism like circumcision is a picture of judgment.  Certainly you can see that phrase buried with Christ in baptism as representing a death.  This is what Romans 6:5 says of us in baptism:  “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his.”  In Christ, we have undergone judgment.  And in Mark 10:38, Jesus refers to his upcoming death as a baptism.  Church, do you think of your baptism the way that these passages would want you to think about it?  Do you see what it means to be united to Christ in his death?  This is a little bit of an aside, but I think it is a critical component to understanding how the Christian should think about sin.  Can we look at Romans 6 for just a few more moments?  Look at verses 5-11.

5For if we have been united with him in a death like his (by baptism, remember that just a few verses prior), we shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his. 6We know that our old self was crucified with him in order that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be enslaved to sin. 7For one who has died has been set free from sin. 8Now if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 9We know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him. 10For the death he died he died to sin, once for all, but the life he lives he lives to God. 11So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.

Do you see what Paul is getting at here?  Because you have been united to Christ’s death in the conversion event, you have died to sin.  Sin no longer has mastery, control over you.  Our old self, who we were before we were in Christ, has been crucified, why?  So that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, that we would no longer be enslaved to sin.  For one who has died has been set free from sin.  And what therefore?  Verse 11.  So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and a live to God.

Do you feel like there are sins that have mastery over you?  Men, do you believe that your lust has control over you?  Ladies, are you tempted to believe that your fears cannot be resisted or conquered?  That you’ll never be free from anger?  Or pride?  Listen to the Word of God: you have been set free from the power of sin.  The Old self who WAS enslaved to sin has been crucified.  It’s dead.  Sin does not have dominion over you any longer.  I know that are tempted to say, it sure feels like it does.  I know that feeling.  That helpless feeling of “will I ever change?”  here’s what God has to say about you – you are free from it; now you just have to go act like it.  Stop acting like a slave to sin, because the price of your freedom has been paid.  This is the way Paul deals with sanctification.  He begins not with the commands to obey, but with the indicative declaration of who you are in Christ, and only then does he move to the commands for obedience. In Romans 7, Paul will explain why he still continues to sin, but here in chapter 6 he wants each of us, the holy Spirit wants each of us to feel the freedom that belongs to the children of God.  Church, you are free!  So live and walk in that freedom to glorify God with your lives.

Finally, baptism like circumcision represents the removal of uncleanness and sin.  Acts 22:16 – “And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name.”  The baptismal waters represent the washing away of the impurity of sin, just as circumcision represented the cutting off of uncleanness.

So are there differences between baptism and circumcision?  Yes.  The biggest difference, and this is why we practice believer’s baptism, or credo-baptism, rather than infant or paedo baptism, is because despite many continuities between the Abrahamic and New covenant administrations of the covenant of grace, there are discontinuities as well.  As much as I’d want to go over those discontinuities right now, I just won’t have the time, so I’m going to instead type up all of these thoughts and post them on our blog this week, and we will also send those thoughts around to care group leaders for them to distribute.  I know there are some of you who come from a paedobaptist perspective, and so we very much want to share with you our reasons for remaining credobaptist, even as we affirm one of the key supports for paedobaptism by connecting baptism and circumcision.  I hope you’ll find my arguments compelling.   

And this brings us briefly to the final point of the message, the obligation of the covenant.  This is the one point that I’m bringing that goes out of the order of the text, but I thought this would be a good place to close the message.  Look back at Genesis 17: 1.  “The Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless.”  We have elsewhere said that this isn’t a covenant where continuation in the covenant depends upon obedience but only on God’s gracious disposition.  It’s a Royal Grant treaty, not a covenant that depends on the obedience of the vassal.  That’s all true.  Unlike the Mosaic covenant, which depended on the obedience of the people in order for them to remain in good standing with God, these promises went to Abraham apart from works.  That’s precisely what Paul says about this covenant in Romans 4:9-12:  “We say that faith was counted to Abraham as righteousness. 10How 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, 12and 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 only righteousness that Abraham needed to be justified was the righteousness that came to him through faith, that is the righteousness of Christ.  Christ’s own obedience and perfect keeping of the law is credited or imputed to Abraham and to us who place our faith in Christ.  You don’t get the blessings of the covenant because you obey.  You get them because you believe.  We are counted righteous, justified, by faith alone apart from works.  This is the nature of the royal grant covenant, in both the Abrahamic and the New Covenant administrations of the covenant of grace.  We don’t get in because of our works, and we don’t stay in because of our works.  It is entirely of grace.

But.  And this but is critical to understand.  But there are obligations.  God came to Abraham and called him out of darkness, and gave him promises, none of which were earned or deserved.  And then without any reference to commands for Abraham to obey, God took upon himself the curses for the breaking of the covenant without any conditions being placed on Abraham.  And it’s the same for us when we were saved.  God came to you and called you out of darkness, and regenerated your heart apart from anything you did on your own.  He worked in you.  You didn’t create this.  You didn’t seek this.  He came to you and said let there be light, and there was light, and you believed, and you had to believe because once you’ve seen the beauty of the son, you can’t not believe in him.  You beheld his glory because God opened your eyes and made you see.  But just like Abraham, once you’ve beheld his glory, you fall on your face, and you worship, not just with your prostrate posture but with your whole life bowed down in surrender.  You walk before him.  What does it mean to walk before the Lord and be blameless?  It means that you walk in front of his gaze, like a sheep walking under the caring, watchful eyes of a shepherd, or a child running and free in front of the protective gaze of a dad.  And it’s not just any walk – it’s a walk of blamelessness, of holiness.  You don’t obey in order to be a sheep.  You obey because you are his sheep.  It’s what sheep do.  They walk before their shepherd.  Obedience is not simply an obligation to those in covenant with God, though it is that; obedience is the resultant fruit of covenant with God.  He is the covenant King, and to be in covenant with him requires submission to his Lordship.  Obedience isn’t a burden when you’re in gracious covenant with God.  It’s the only thing that makes sense.  This is why Ephesians 2:10 says “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, that we should walk in them.”  Don’t misunderstand that passage.  That passage is not a command to do good works.  It is a declarative statement that we will do good works, because God has so worked in us that good works inherently flow as a result of the sovereign grace of God.  You and I do good works because he’s created those good works that we will surely do as his workmanship.  All we do is walk in them, and we walk because his sovereign grace has caused us to walk in them.  In fact, what appears in the English translation up in Genesis 17:1 as a command, “Be blameless” could just as rightly be translated “Walk before me and you will be blameless.”  That second command in the Hebrew can be read as a consequence of the first imperative, and not as an imperative on its own.  Being blameless is a necessary consequence of walking in covenant with God.  If you walk in covenant with God, you should walk in holiness, but the nature of sovereign grace is such that the same grace that saved and justified you will also sanctify you, and cause you to walk in righteousness and holiness.  Sovereign grace from beginning to end, not as a result of works so that no one can boast.

And sovereign grace is why provision has been made for our disobedience.  We will surely not be without sin.  I’m not.  You’re not.  And God knew that we would not be, even as we are instructed to walk before him and be blameless.  That’s why he took the curses upon himself, so that we could still be in covenant with God.  He sent his son to bear the curse for our breaking covenant.  Galatians 3:13-14.  “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree"— 14so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith.” And that is the good news of the covenant of grace.  Let’s pray.
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