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Hear now the Word of the Lord:

The Lord had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you. 


2 "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.  3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you." 


4 So Abram left, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he set out from Haran. 








Genesis 12:1-5

After this, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision:

"Do not be afraid, Abram.  I am your shield, your very great reward." 

2 But Abram said, "O Sovereign Lord, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?"  3 And Abram said, "You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir." 

4 Then the word of the Lord came to him: "This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir."  5 He took him outside and said, "Look up at the heavens and count the stars — if indeed you can count them."  Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 

6 Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness. 






Genesis 15:1-6

When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to him and said, "I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless. 2 I will confirm my covenant between me and you and will greatly increase your numbers." 

3Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, 4 "As for me, this is my covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations.  5 No longer will you be called Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made you a father of many nations.  6 I will make you very fruitful; I will make nations of you, and kings will come from you.  7 I will establish my covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your descendants after you.  8 The whole land of Canaan, where you are now an alien, I will give as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you; and I will be their God." 

  






Genesis 17:1-8

May God add His blessing to this reading of His Word.
Today we start of a new sermon series entitled “Real People,” in which will look at major figures from the Bible, and the important spiritual lessons we can learn from them.  
I’ve called this series “Real People” for two reasons – first, because we Christians believe that these biblical men and women really lived – they were REAL historical figures; and second, because these people are described to us in ways we can relate to – they have both successes and failings, virtues and weaknesses, that allow us to understand them as the real people they were.  And by learning from their stories and experiences, we can be helped to grow in our own faith.

Today we begin our series not with the first person introduced in the Bible – I’ve decided not to take these in strict order of appearance – but with the man considered the founding figure of three of the world’s great religions – Father Abraham.
I think we all probably know how important Abraham is to the Jewish people, as the first of the Patriarchs – that is, Abraham and the next four generations of his descendants who symbolized the relationship of God with his Chosen People.  The story of Abraham occupies 14 chapters of the Book of Genesis – from chapters 11 to 25; while the remaining 25 chapters are entirely concerned with Abraham’s children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.  
Then throughout the entire rest of the Old Testament and even into the New Testament, God is often referred to as “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”  Clearly, Abraham was and is important to the Jewish faith.
But we probably are less aware that within the Muslim faith Abraham is also held in highest esteem, considered one of God’s great prophets who established the foundation for Islam by denouncing idolatry and polytheism.  Muslims, too, often refer to him as Father Abraham (or Ibrahim, in Arabic).  

And many Christians are not aware of the great importance Father Abraham has for us.  His significance to our Christian faith is shown in the fact there are 72 references to Abraham in the New Testament; he is mentioned by Jesus, Paul, James, Stephen and the writer of Hebrews, especially in the context of being a model example of faith in God.

In the Book of Romans, for example, Paul writes:
What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter?  2 If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about — but not before God.  3 What does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness." 



Romans 4:1-3

And again later in Romans 4, verse 16…
… the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham's offspring — not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all.  
So, Abraham is Father Abraham to Christians as well.  

But as important as Abraham is to people of faith – to Jews, Christians and Muslims alike – we actually know very little about him.  
We don’t know Abraham’s mother’s name or anything about his early life – other than that his father was called Terah; that they were descendants of Noah’s son Shem (which is where we get the title “Shemites” or more commonly “Semites”); that Abraham’s name (which means “father of many”) was originally Abram (which means “mighty father”) before God changed it to reassure Abraham of his promise to give Abraham and Sarah descendants; and that his people were tribal nomads from the area near the great city of Ur of the Chaldeans, in southern Mesopotamia, in what is now Iraq.  
In fact, the first we really hear about Abraham is when he is already 75 years old – when we’re told in Genesis 12 that God speaks to Abram, tells him to go where he is led, and that in return for this obedience God will make him into a great nation and bless him.  And Abram pulled up stakes and went – certainly quite a step of faith for anyone, but especially for a 75-year-old. 

When we say that almost nothing was known of Abram before he was 75, we need to recognize how very strange this is for a major biblical figure.  Most major characters in the Bible are introduced as children – or even before they’re born.  Ishmael and Isaac are introduced before their births; Jacob and Esau apparently wrestled in Rebekah’s womb; Joseph creates problems with his brothers while a young boy; Moses is hidden in the bullrushes as an infant; David soothes King Saul and fights Goliath while still a child; and both John the Baptist and Jesus himself appear as characters well before they are born.

But Father Abraham?  The Father of the Jews, the Father of the Muslims, the symbol of faith and faithfulness to Christians?  Bible figures don’t get much more important than Abraham, yet the first we hear of him he is a 75-year-old childless nomad who hears God speak him and uproots everything to follow the divine call – in return for the promise that he will be blessed, that his name will be made great, that he will father a great nation, and that all peoples will be blessed through him.

Other than this special divine message and his willingness to obey, Abram is not especially righteous.  He is not especially anything.  Not even especially godly as far as we can tell.  At least not until he hears the call of God at age 75.
Perhaps the one factor that most defines Abram and his wife Sarai (who would later be called Sarah), is that they are childless.  In a culture where being childless was considered a curse from God, Abram and Sarai were without children, and this childlessness would become in many ways THE factor that would dominate their lives.  
Reading the whole story, it would seem that the chief motivation for Abram’s obedience likely was not awe of God, or that God promised him greatness and blessing and the opportunity to bless all peoples.  It would appear the primary motivation for this elderly childless couple was that God promised to give them children – which is what it means when God says he will make Abram into a great nation.

The importance of this matter is reflected in all three of the passages I started with – from Genesis 12, 15 and 17.  In Genesis 15, especially, Abram comes right to the point with God and says:

"O Sovereign Lord, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?"  3 … "You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir." 

4 Then the word of the Lord came to him: "This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir."  5 He took him outside and said, "Look up at the heavens and count the stars — if indeed you can count them."  Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 

6 Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness. 

It is only when you understand exactly how important having a child – especially a son – was to Abraham that you can really appreciate today’s Old Testament lectionary passage that Ron read earlier – how earth-shattering it was for Abraham that, after God had finally given him a son, he then later tells him to sacrifice Isaac.  And Abraham is willing to obey. 

The critical importance of the promise of a son to Abraham and Sarah is why Jews are fond of saying that Judaism did not begin with a nation or even with a religion – but with a family.  And this is why even today family is so important to most practicing Jewish people. 

And in return for this promise of greatness and – especially – of children, Abram must do two things.  He must go where God sends him – even though he starts off not knowing where that will be; and he must believe that the God who is sending him is the one true God.

This is how Abram becomes the Father of Monotheism – that is, the belief in one God instead of many smaller gods, which was the common belief in Abram’s day.  By hearing God, and by agreeing to accept that the God who is speaking to him is the One, True Creator God, who is without equal, Abraham became the father of monotheism.  In a world of idolatry and many gods, Abram came to the remarkable conclusion that there was only one true God, who was invisible and not physical, who created the heavens and the earth, and who should be obeyed.  

Understand that in the Bible narratives there had been people before Abraham who believed in one God.  Clearly Adam and Noah had believed in one God, but sometime after Noah polytheism had become the norm, so that by the time of Abram’s father Terah many gods were being worshipped, and the idea of just One God would have been considered absurd.  

But Abram, who would become Father Abraham, did not find the idea of only One Great God absurd.   He believed in the God who spoke to him, and so established the monotheism that became the basis for Judaism, Christianity and even Islam.
From this point on, even in polytheistic cultures which had many gods, there was recognition that this idea of only one God – which started with Abraham – was something quite different.  In fact, in later cultures, they would often refer to the Hebrew God as the “Most High God,” to differentiate their One God from the many other gods of other religions.

But Scripture indicates that Abram – who would become Abraham – was the first person after Noah to express belief in only one God, and that in fact he found the idea of believing in one God to be quite obvious and straightforward, once God spoke to him.  Over and over, starting in Genesis 15, Scripture tells us:

Abraham believed God, and it was credited it to him as righteousness. 
This is the faith of Abraham.  In fact, this is one very good definition for faith – hearing God and believing him; then doing what he says to do.

This is what Abraham did.  He heard; he believed; and he did what he was asked to do by following God.  For him, apparently, it was quite simple.  And that is why Abraham is sometimes called, “The Father of Faith.”
You see, we forget sometimes that God did not give Abraham the Law – that is, a set of complicated rules and rituals – to follow.  Abraham was not told he could not eat pork, or that he had to keep the seventh day of the week holy, or any other rules.  

The Law that we always associate with the Jews of the Old Testament did not come until almost 500 years after Abraham, during the time of Moses.  The Covenant with Abraham was not “Obey my Law and I will bless you.”  The Covenant with Abraham was simply, “Have faith in me and follow me, and I will bless you.”  
With Abraham, Faith comes first – not the Law; not works.  Abraham’s faith created monotheism and the Jewish people with their monotheistic religion, and it laid the foundations for the Christian faith, almost 500 years before the Law was given through Moses.
Abraham faith was simply to believe in God, to accept God as his only God, and follow him.  
And that simple faith was credited to Abraham as righteousness.  And he proved his faith by picking up and following God, by believing God would fulfill the promise to give him as son, and later by accepting God’s command to sacrifice Isaac and ALMOST going through with it before an angel of the Lord stopped him.
Abraham’s faith.  Hearing God, believing him and following him.  As simple as that. The lesson we all need to learn. 

But what if you don’t always hear God very well?  What if you’re not clear where he’s telling you to go?  What if having faith doesn’t work out so simply for you as it seems to have worked out for Abraham?

It reminds me of the story of a young seminary student who was asked to bring a meditation sermon to the chapel of an inner city rescue mission, where his audience would be homeless men and women.  The young man thought he would inspire his listeners by reading and commenting on Rudyard Kipling’s poem, ”If” – which starts, “If you can keep your heard when all about you are losing theirs, and blaming it on you” and then goes on with similar high expectations.  But when the young man had finished reading “If,” one of the homeless, alcoholic men in the front row asked, “Yeah, preacher – but what if you can’t?” 

The story of Abraham seems to be like that.  Yes, Abraham had great faith and believed God.  But what if we can’t?

Well, one of the reasons the Abraham story is so powerful and so important for us is that there is more to it than just the faith part; more to it than just hearing and believing and following.

The fact is that if you read the WHOLE story of Abraham and Sarah, you’ll find their faith was not always so perfect, either.

One of the first stories we have about Abram after he follows God to the promised land, in Genesis 12, is that he and Sarai go down to Egypt to flee a famine in Canaan.  While there Abraham lies to the Egyptians and tells them Sarai is really his sister instead of his wife, because he’s afraid they’ll kill him and take Sarai because she’s beautiful.  So the Egyptians DO take Sarai into the palace of the Pharaoh to make her one of Pharaoh’s wives – until they find out Abraham has lied to them, and both he and Sarai are sent away.
So you see, apparently Abrams’ faith was not always so perfect, at least not in this case, as he did not think God could protect him and Sarai, so he chose to lie and endanger his wife.  And Abraham later pulls the same stunt AGAIN – lying to Abimelech king of Gerar and telling him, too, that Sarai is his sister.  

NO, Father Abraham had his down moments, too.
And on more than one occasion, Abram seems to be questioning God’s promises, as in Gen. 15: 8, when he says to God, “O sovereign Lord, how can I know that I will gain possession of this land you have promised.”  Apparently sometimes even Abraham’s faith wavered.
Another example of Abraham and Sarah having a less than sterling moment is in Genesis 16, when they both seem to have tired of waiting for God to give them a son as promised.  So they take matters into their own hands and Abraham sleeps with Sarai’s handmaiden Hagar – who promptly produces a son, Ishmael – and all sorts of household squabbles and problems ensue, until God intervenes. 

So you see, even Abraham – father Abraham, who had faith that was credited to him as righteousness – was not perfect.  He sometimes doubted, he clearly questioned, and on at least two occasions he lied because he doubted God would protect him.  

No, even Abraham’s faith was not perfect.

And that fact is good news for us, and it should reassure us.  Because if even Father Abraham’s faith – the great faith that has been an example to Jews and Christians for 4000 years – could sometimes falter and be forgiven, then how much more can we believe God will also accept our faith – even if it sometimes falters and is not always perfect.
So even with his faults, Abraham’s faith is a model for us – a model of hearing God, believing Him, and following where he leads us… while still being very human.  

And I think we can especially celebrate the victory of Abraham’s faith because we have certain advantages that Abraham never had…  

· We have the Word of God, written for us, to guide and direct us in our faith.  Abraham had no such Scripture.  

· We have the person of the Son of God, Jesus, who came to earth as a real, historical person to redeem us, and who is testified to by those who saw and knew him.  Abraham died long before Jesus came.
· And we have the Holy Spirit, who lives in us and through us full-time, to teach and inspire us, to testify to us about Jesus who was God’s Son, to give us faith and hope. 

So while we honor Father Abraham as the original Father of Faith, respecting him for his obedience to God, we also need to see that neither Abraham nor his faith were always perfect.  And in this knowledge it is fair to believe that God does not expect our faith to always be perfect, either.

But we also need to see that we have advantages Abraham never had, to encourage and strengthen our faith.  And with Abraham as a model, and with the added benefit of the Son of God, the Spirit of God and the Word of God in our lives, we, too, can have great faith.  Perhaps even a faith that would make our Father Abraham proud.  

Amen.
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