Genesis 15:1 to 6 – 9.30 am

May the words of my mouth and the thoughts of our hearts be acceptable to you O Lord our strength and our redeemer Amen

This mornings theme is the patriarchs which literally means the father or ruler of a tribe or family, and I'm going to concentrate on Abram and his wife Sarai who I shall refer to as Abraham and Sarah from now on. 

Abraham was not only the father of a family and tribe he is also father of the Jewish nation, the first patriarch, indeed in chapter 12, he becomes the father of all nations. 

The first mention of Abraham is in Genesis chapter 11 verse 27 where we are told that his father's name was Terah and that Abraham had two brothers one of whom was the father of Lot, Abraham's nephew, and it was Abraham's father who took the family to Haran.

Now verses 1 to 3 of chapter 12 are very significant, because this is where God selects Abraham to be the father of all nations, and I'm going to read them.

“Now the Lord said to Abraham, go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you”. 
“I will make of you, a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing”. 
“I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”.

We may be thinking why did God select Abraham, well undoubtedly it was because of his exceptional faith in God, because no sooner had God told him to leave the country he was brought up in, probably the only country he knew, than he set out into the unknown, to a country he knew nothing about, indeed when he set out he didn't even know it's name.

These days I admire people who go as missionaries to Africa for instance, but at least they know what sort of country they are going to before they set out. 

But Abraham had to rely totally on God when he set out for a foreign country, and not only that when he started his journey he was 75 years old, a time to relax, not a time to start a new life in the unknown; as I said Abraham's faith in God was exceptional.  

In chapter 13 we hear that Abraham went through the land of Canaan, which his father was going to take him to but never did, and then on to Egypt eventually going back and settling in the land of Canaan, whereas Lot his nephew settled in the plains near Sodom.

In chapter 14, we are told that a number of tribal kings waged war against Sodom and Gomorrah and defeated them taking the people of Sodom into captivity, and at the same time had captured Abraham's nephew Lot. 

When Abraham heard about the capture of his nephew Lot he gathered all his armed men 318 in total and went in pursuit of his nephew and he won a great victory even though his army was very small, and took Lot and all his people and belongings back to his own home.

It was after the defeat of the kings that he met one of my favourite characters, the priest Melchizedek who blessed Abraham and who then gave Melchizedek one tenth of everything he had chapter 14 verse 20.

Also on his way home he met the king of Sodom in verse 21, and told him that he could have all his people and goods back. 

But the king of Sodom said no, I'll take all my people back but you can keep all the goods. 

Now it would have been totally acceptable for Abraham to keep all the goods because he had won them in war, but instead he refused because God had helped him defeat the kings so that he could rescue Lot, not to make Abraham rich by collecting the spoils of war.

Now Abraham showed considerable obedience to God in refusing to keep the goods, as I said the usual thing is to keep the spoils of war not to give them away.

In a modern day situation it's like a man who finds a large sum of money that somebody lost, and when he found it of course he took it to the nearest police station and explained what he had found, and of course not everybody would do that. 

However the police would have told him that every effort would be made to find the owner, but if in three months we don't find them, then by law the money is yours. 

Being a modern day Abraham the man receives notification that the owner could not be found so he goes to the police station, and tells them to donate the money to the Thames Valley Hospice, because that would be what God would want. 

And in this case, as in Abraham's case, both men would have put other people's needs before their own.

We now come to our reading starting at verse 1 of chapter 15 which starts by God telling Abraham not to be afraid, so why was Abraham afraid. 

I think it was because he had won a battle, probably by surprising his enemy, but was afraid because he realised that with such a small army he couldn't win the war.

But God said to him I am your shield, and from that moment through his deep faith in God, being afraid, was not mentioned again. 

We know that having faith in God for the majority of people is an impossibility, indeed it's a miracle that we have any faith baring in mind all that is against faith, after all how many people do you know who have risen from the dead other than Bible characters, but it's faith that lets us believe.

Abraham had faith to Leave his father's house and take his family and follow God to an unknown destination in a foreign country. 

He also had faith to go out and fight an army that had just conquered a nation with only 318 warriors, and now on God's word he stops worrying about several kings who are probably very angry at loosing all those people and goods to such a small force. 

Abraham's faith was a miracle, a miracle that we also enjoy to a lesser or greater extent. 

God also told Abraham that he would reward him and that his reward would be very great. 

Now you will remember I read out the first three verses of Chapter 12 where God said that he would make Abraham a great nation, which Abraham believed, but he also realised that it couldn't happen if he didn't have children.

We now come to a difficult part because in our culture Abraham's son by his slave Hagar would be his child. 

So it would seem that while he was happily married to Sarah nevertheless he had relations with his slave Hagar whose son he didn't recognise as his own.

My eldest daughter Amanda lives in Dubai and she has a friend Kerry who she met in Jordan when she was their studying Arabic. 

Her friend is a white Caucasian woman who was born in Liverpool and who has a broad Liverpudlian accent.  

She married an Emirate man and they are happily married with three children. Now Arab men practice polygamy and many have more than one wife.   

On her wedding day she made her husband promise that he wouldn't have another wife, and knowing Kerry as I do it was probably on the threat of death if he did. 

Other religions and cultures are different to ours, and we shouldn't judge them by our standards unless they want to join us.

Turning back to our passage, God said that Hagar's son shall not be your offspring and as we know Hagar's son was named Ishmael. 

And that Abraham's son and heir by Sarah was of course Isaac who was born to Sarah in her old age, but that is in the future in chapter 17.

Continuing our reading from chapter 15 at verse 5 God brought Abraham outside and showed him the stars and then told Abraham that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars, and although he was one hundred years old and Sarah 90 years old he believed God when he said Sarah will have a son. 

In verse 6 we are told that because Abraham believed the Lord when he said that Sarah would have a son at 90 years old God reckoned it to Abraham as righteousness.

Here right at the beginning of the Bible we have the beginnings of St Paul's doctrine of, “Justification through faith.” and Justification means, “Pronounced or treated as righteous”. 

St Paul writes that for a Christian justification only comes through faith, i.e. Romans 5:1 or Galatians 3:24.

Justification for Christians cannot be earned through our own work, it is God's gift of grace freely given to those who have faith and trust in Christ as our saviour who frees us from the guilt of sin and who grants the necessary righteousness to gain eternal life.

In Genesis 1:6 Abraham is pronounced as righteous and is therefore in a right relationship with God, which we too can also achieve through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.

As we sit let us pray,

Lord you lead us by ways we do not know, through joy and sorrow, through victory and defeat, beyond our understanding. 

Give us the miracle of faith to see your guiding hand in all things, that being neither lifted up by seeming success, nor cast down by seeming failure, we may press forward wherever you lead, to the glory of your name. 

Amen.  [  

