Sermon for 30th Jan 2011 – Promises, Promises - Gen 12:1-9; Jn 1:14-18

Take ‘Grace Outpouring’

Let’s pray…

So, we continue our E100 series by looking at the call of Abram. In the Discipleship Course this week we have been talking about the structure of the Bible, and how some scholars have one can view the Bible as if it were a play with a number of acts.
 The first act describes creation, and the second act incorporates the Fall, most of which we have read about this week. Act 2 ends with the curtain dropping on a great big mess… with the Fall sin has entered the world and suddenly there is trouble – there’s been murder, a terrible flood, destruction and the tower of Babel etc. However, we join the play as the curtain rises again on one man – Abraham – and this 3rd act bring us to God’s grand rescue plan – that God would form a people, Israel, through him, to be a light in the world, in order to demonstrate God’s love and goodness towards His people, and through them ultimately, all people.

It is helpful to know the context of Chapter 12. The previous chapter contained a long family history… ‘when so-and-so was so old, he fathered so-and-so…’ Continuing the family line was of great importance in ancient times. It meant passing on not just your name, but your heritage as well to an heir, and also hopefully ensured that you would have someone to care for you in old age. Being without an heir was a terrible stigma. And so we see this long family tree leading to Abram and there grinding to a halt. His brothers go on to father children, but vs. 30 just says, ‘Sarai was childless because she was not able to conceive.’

Although this would have been a terrible blow, there is always hope… For our God is a creative God – we were reminded last week that God spoke and the world was created. God words enable something to arise out of nothing. And so, hope lives wherever God is at work – Ps. 25 says: 

‘No one who hopes in you will ever be put to shame.’ (vs. 3)

In fact, the Psalms are full of reminders of the hope that God gives, even where all else has failed and are a great place to turn if life is feeling tough.
 

And into Abram’s particular situation God speaks… And, rather disconcertingly, God begins by asking Abram to do something. Now, I don’t know about you, but when I am hoping God will speak into my life – I kind of want him to start out by saying something reassuring and comforting before he asks anything of me. However, God kind of does this the other way round – he is building up to speaking promises over Abram that will shape his life forever but before he can be shaped by them he has to leave some stuff behind. 

Just turn for a moment to the person nearest to you and introduce yourself to them – and what I’d like you to do is not just to do so using your name, but also by using some other facts about yourself that form part of who you are - your identity (not your role or job, your identity as a person) – I’m Catherine and I… 

[pause!]
What sort of defining factors did you use? 

Where you live?

Where you were born?

Something to do with your relationship to others – Mum, Dad, daughter, friend…?

Race?

None of the above? If I had prompted you, do you think you might have used some of those factors? They can be quite strong components of our identity and how we think about ourselves… And yet God says to Abram: 

“Go from your country, your people and your father’s household…”

God is asking Abram to step out from the umbrella of his earthly family tree in a hugely significant way, in order that God might do something new and amazing with this small family unit. That might sound shiny and exciting in the abstract, but in reality, it is a big ask.

Not only is Abram asked to leave home, but then he is also asked to leave his people, the folk he has grown up with, those who make up his community. And beyond that, Abram is asked to leave his land, the culture and nation that he was born in. He has to leave behind all those things that we so often cling to for security and identity in order to venture into the unknown. To do such a brave thing requires a great deal of trust in the one who is asking you to leave.

Now some of you may have already done this – left family and friends, community and nation in order to follow God’s call. Why would he ask this of anyone? I think there are a number of reasons – firstly, sometimes we are called to leave behind those things that are the source of our security in this world, in order that we might find security in him alone, and secondly we follow God’s call, trusting that his purposes will be worked out, and that somehow he is in the business of blessing his people, including us. 

It is interesting to note that Abram’s job is just to ‘Go’, but everything else from here on in is God’s responsibility – Abram has to keep moving faithfully forwards with God, but the work from then on is God’s. God says, 

‘Go… to the land I will show you…’

“I will make you into a great nation,     

and I will bless you;  I will make your name great,     

and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you,     

and whoever curses you I will curse;  

and all peoples on earth     

will be blessed through you.” 

How are you at promises? I like to think that I’m slightly better at them now than I was when I was little. However, when I was little, quite a lot of the promising that went on was in the playground – “do you promise?” – “I promise” – “really?” etc… and every week I promised – (and if you know it, feel free to join in…) “I promise that I will do my best, to do my duty to God, to serve the Queen and help other people and to keep the Brownie Guide law.” 

Hmmm… not sure about you – but I’m not sure I kept many of those kind of promises – and rather cynically, I can’t help noticing that the number of promises I make has now dropped hugely, mainly because I’ve become more convinced that keeping promises is a precarious business. 

And yet, we need to be careful that we don’t subconsciously treat God’s promises in the same kind of way – ‘yeah, I know the Bible says that, but… really?’ Remember that when God speaks, things happen… These promises to Abram are statements of truth – I will… and he will – these are solemn and yet wonderful words, because they not only completely affirm Abram in who he is going to be through God’s grace, but they also talk about the great blessings that will come to him – he will have a land given to him, and he will have descendants to live in that land; he will be protected by God and will be known by name forever. God’s promise of blessing is not the kind of blessing you get when you sneeze – but the kind of blessing that shapes nations, because this blessing will be so significant it will overflow into the lives of those around him. This blessing is not just to make Abram feel warm and fuzzy, but it will significantly point other people to God. 

God is setting out the first stage in his Redemption Plan. Abram’s descendants will take on his new identity as God’s people, demonstrating the precious relationship of blessing and intimacy that God longs to re-establish with those he has created. Even though Abram has to leave so much behind, this is a not an end, but a great beginning for him and it centres around blessing. If only we primarily thought of God as a God who loves to bless, I’m sure it would help in our relating to him and our sharing him with others. (As an aside – if you are interested in thinking more about God being a God who blesses and how that can change a community, let me recommend this brilliant book, ‘The Grace Outpouring’
 which documents just such a ministry.) 

As we go on in the passage we notice that the writer without any fuss just says: “So Abram went, as the LORD had told him” – and in this, Abram reminds me of the first disciples – Jesus asks his followers to leave all that was familiar to them and to follow him and they just do… Marvellous. So, Abram and his immediate family set off and they travel. 

Last time I preached I talked about the warm controversy around the word ‘journey’ being used to describe the Christian faith – one of the home groups has since decided that the word ‘Adventure’ might be helpful as an alternative! And certainly Abram embarks on quite an adventure, and his initial travels are alluded to here. As he arrives in the land that has been promised to him, God reiterates his promise, but this time, he doesn’t just speak – we are told ‘The LORD appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.” So he built an altar there to the LORD, who had appeared to him.’ (vs 7) The Lord appeared… it is easy to read this kind of thing and keep moving on – however, this is the first appearance of God described in this way after the fall. Of course we don’t know what that was like, but it must have been pretty awesome – literally – no wonder Abram created an altar – this was a moment he never wished to forget, this altar being a place of worship to our faithful God as well as Abram’s commitment to remember God’s promise even though it is yet to be fulfilled.
 How often do we want to wait until promises have been fulfilled before worshipping?

As we read on in Genesis, we don’t get to the end of the adventure and find that ‘they all lived happily ever after’. In fact Abram and his family go on to mess up in any number of different ways as we read on this week, however, God remains faithful to his promises. Even though they may seem to be in jeopardy at times, God continues to remind Abram of his original promise. Abram’s job is to continue trusting that God will in fact honour his word, and because God’s timing isn’t ours, that trust was tested hugely as the years passed. But many thousands of years later, in the Book of Hebrews in the New Testament, Abraham is remembered for his faith, his courage in leaving behind his identity and walking into God’s new identity for him, he and his wife Sarah are remembered for their ability to keep holding on and trusting in God (Hebrews 11:8-12).

Can we relate to Abram’s adventure? It may be that you have never fully committed your life to Jesus, but you have a sense that he is calling you to step out from under the umbrella of your family tree and to become a new creation in him, where your heritage, though important, becomes only part of a much bigger picture. If that is you today, then let me encourage you to grab either me, or Kelvin, or a member of the prayer team after the service and get us to pray with you. 

It may be that you are a Christian and have a sense that God is calling you to leave behind those things that feel safe and secure in order to serve him in a new way or a new place? That may be on a grand scale, a stirring of your heart that could take you in a whole new direction, or it may be something that feels smaller, but yet still requires courage. Grand or small, having to depend solely on God can seem a scary prospect, but it enables God to fulfil his side of the promise – that he will never leave us or forsake us, that his presence will be a blessing to us and will enable us to reveal his blessing to others. 

Or perhaps you feel that God has forgotten you? That promises once made over you have never yet come to pass? Let me reassure you, if it is possible to do so without sounding clichéd… Even though we may mess up in any number of different ways, God doesn’t - his promises stand firm forever… Remember, God doesn’t make mistakes… So, let me encourage you, wherever you are at today if you need some support, prayer, courage, please do get the prayer team to pray with you. 

Let’s pray…
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