“Who, Me?”

Genesis 12:1-9

January 3, 2010

Read Genesis 12:1-9

We begin today a sermon series looking at “where did we come from?” The overall point is that God’s story of redemption and salvation is told through the lives of his people. Though we may cover some names and dates, the important thing the glean from all of this is how God has acted, how God is acting, and how God will act to bring to completion the promises he has made – to mankind throughout history and to you and me specifically today.

God’s Love and Promises Last Through The Generations

We start with Abram, who will later be known as Abraham. The early identity of the people of God is rooted in this one person. If we take a moment and look at the recording of the prayers and stories the people passed from one generation to the next, they begin with Abram. Consider how the people of Israel described themselves.

If Israel had a “Star Spangled Banner” moment – that is, a national anthem – it would be found in Deuteronomy 6:4, the great “Shema”, part of Moses’ farewell sermon, in which he declared, “Hear, O Israel, the LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.” Then, in the explanation as to “why” they should obey those commands and how to pass them along through the generations, Moses instructed the people,

“When the Lord your God has brought you into the land that he swore to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you—a land with fine, large cities that you did not build, houses filled with all sorts of goods that you did not fill, hewn cisterns that you did not hew, vineyards and olive groves that you did not plant—and when you have eaten your fill, take care that you do not forget the Lord, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. The Lord your God you shall fear; him you shall serve, and by his name alone you shall swear.” (Deuteronomy 6:10-13 NRSV)

Moses told the people to remember God gave you this land, just as he had promised their ancestor Abraham hundreds of years previously. 

When they delivered the first fruits of the harvest to the sanctuary, the people were instructed to recite a prayer found in Deuteronomy 26. (Think of this like the Apostles’ Creed: a short declaration of what we believe.)
A wandering Aramean was my ancestor; he went down into Egypt and lived there as an alien, few in number, and there he became a great nation, mighty and populous. When the Egyptians treated us harshly and afflicted us, by imposing hard labor on us, we cried to the Lord, the God of our ancestors; the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. The Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with a terrifying display of power, and with signs and wonders; and he brought us into this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. (Deuteronomy 26:5-9 NRSV)

They told and re-told the story of God’s actions generations before as their own story. The story began with God’s promise to Abram. “This is what God has done with my family, with me.” 
Why should we care in 2010? In a “what have you done for me lately” world, this is our story, too. History did not begin when I was born; nor will it end at my death (if the LORD tarries). I need to know this story to know where I fit; I need to share this story with my children so they can know where they fit. 
When they had entered and conquered the Promised Land, at the end of Joshua’s time of leadership, he called them to remember who it was responsible for the fulfillment of the promises. 

“And Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: Long ago your ancestors—Terah and his sons Abraham and Nahor—lived beyond the Euphrates and served other gods. Then I took your father Abraham from beyond the River and led him through all the land of Canaan and made his offspring many. I gave him Isaac; and to Isaac I gave Jacob and Esau. I gave Esau the hill country of Seir to possess, but Jacob and his children went down to Egypt. Then I sent Moses and Aaron, and I plagued Egypt with what I did in its midst; and afterwards I brought you out. When I brought your ancestors out of Egypt, you came to the sea; and the Egyptians pursued your ancestors with chariots and horsemen to the Red Sea. When they cried out to the Lord, he put darkness between you and the Egyptians, and made the sea come upon them and cover them; and your eyes saw what I did to Egypt. Afterwards you lived in the wilderness a long time. (Joshua 24:2-7 NRSV)

I spend time walking through these accounts in order to demonstrate how God’s faithfulness began with the promise to Abram and was fulfilled – in God’s time – over the many generations that followed. Over and over, the people are reminded to remember God’s promises and faithfulness. The God whom they worshiped, the God whom they followed, the God with whom they were in covenant, was bigger than any one generation. 

Do you remember how Joshua concluded his address to the people? 
“Now therefore revere the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness; put away the gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. Now if you are unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.”” (Joshua 24:14-15 NRSV)
God is faithful. Revere the Lord. Serve him. That’s what Abram did. That’s what our family does. That is what you do. Teach your children.


God takes the initiative.

Also notice that God takes the initiative and humans respond. Both with our Old and New Testament lessons today – Genesis 12 and Matthew 4 – it is God who is taking the first step and humans respond. With Abram, the LORD spoke to Abram. In the New Testament, Jesus said to the two brothers, “Come, follow me.”
I often hear people say they are searching for God. I wonder about that. I do not doubt their sincerity – I wonder about what it is they are seeking. More often than not, they are not looking for God, they are looking to find a servant who will allow them to act like a god. They want a god who satisfies their wants, they want a god who obeys their will, they want a god whom they can direct and makes them happy. When confronted with the one true God, they recoil at the idea of a God whose call demands a response.

God’s call demands a response. How difficult that is, to “come, follow me.” I know this. I have traveled with my family on vacation. I will say, “Come, follow me.” They want more details. They want to know where we are going, how we are going to get there, what we are going to do and eat along the way, and what we are going to do when we get there. They want to know where are the bathrooms stops. 

(In fairness, I am a little sympathetic. If I am traveling by myself, I tend to drive and drive and drive and stop only for gas.)

We want to have as much control as we can over our own situation. Unfortunately, that is not how Scripture portrays God’s method of operating. Jesus said, “Come, follow me.” The LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land I will show you.”  
It takes faith to follow God. It takes faith because the ends are not clear and are not always designed for my immediate happiness. Sometimes the ends are for my children, for my grandchildren, for their grandchildren. 

God’s Love and Promises are for you and me.

Some of you may be thinking, “If we are going to talk about where did we come from, shouldn’t we start at Genesis 1?” There is a certain amount of merit to that question and I do not simply want to brush it off. 

What about the first eleven chapters of Genesis? They set the scene for why it is amazing that God’s plan for all of humankind start with one guy. Those early chapters are about God’s good creation and how the sin of man kept moving us farther and farther away from God. 

· Adam blamed God and Eve for his eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.” Nice. I can only imagine what was the conversation when they got home from that meeting. The upshot was that direct communion with God is lost and husband and wife are estranged.

· Cain murdered his brother, Abel. Brotherhood was lost.

· Noah was instructed to build an ark because “The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually.” Community was broken.

· After the first post-flood harvest, Noah got drunk on the wine, his youngest son saw and mocked to the others, but the others covered him up. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

· Then, we get the hubris of humanity trying to create a world without God. “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves.” The tower of Babel. The consequence of forgetting God.

Brokenness, dispersion, conflict and futility: that was the scene when the Bible introduced Abram. God’s grand scheme for the redemption and reconciliation of all mankind begins with a conversation with one man.

The strange thing is: we understand what it is like to live in the midst of brokenness, dispersion, conflict and futility. If we look past the electronic toys and instant mobility that have characterized our experience, we see that things are not a whole lot different now than they were in Abram’s time. 
The question we have is: does God still call? Does God still care? 

Those are not academic questions. It is one thing to put a theological spin on history, but it is meaningless unless I am somehow connected. Whether or not the Bible tells us God loves me – and it does – do I believe God loves me? 

Here, we can find comfort in Abram’s story. There is nothing particularly noteworthy about Abram’s existence – as compared with others of his time – with the exception that God chose him. Prior to chapter 12, Abram was born, he got married, and he was childless. He had a home, was surrounded by extended family, and had a job. Before God spoke to Abram, there was no description of superior physical, mental, or spiritual prowess. There was no description of heroics, intrigue, or charisma. Abram was just a guy. 

At this point, we do not even know what kind of a guy he was: reflective, aggressive, outgoing or introverted, impulsive or cautious, we do not know. 

In that sense, we are no different than Abram. 

Well, you say, God appeared to Abram. Yes, that is what the Bible says – later. The first encounter was very simply: “Now the LORD said to Abram…” So, even though we can say very little with certainty, we do know Abram recognized God’s voice. Abram had wrestled with the questions of “do I believe in God and do I believe God cares about me?” Abram heard the LORD’s voice and responded.

What about you? How have you wrestled with those questions? Do you believe God is real? I am not asking whether you can understand or accept the concept that there may be some force beyond what we can see; I am asking whether you are convicted “the LORD is our God, the LORD alone.” Are you listening for his voice? Are you struggling trying to get to know him? Are you willing to follow his command to go?

Those are hard questions. We like the idea of a loving God; we are not as comfortable with the reality of a sovereign God. It is ok for God to tell Abram to go from his country and his father’s house; but what if God told me? I know my first response would be, “Who, me?” 

But I also know this: Just like Abram, I will see God if I am faithful and respond. I do not mean that I can work my way into the throne-room of heaven. I do not have the expectation that I will have a visible encounter with God. Rather, faithfulness yields eyes to see God’s hand at work. If I am looking for God’s hand at work, I will see God’s hand at work. I am amazed at how cloudy is the future and how clear is the past. What, to me, felt like one of those games where you tilt the board to make the ball roll around a maze, looks like a straight line when I see it from God’s perspective. I can see how God has directed my path in my own life. I can see it in my family’s life. I can see God’s hand working in the lives of the people of this congregation.

God’s promise to Abram is for you and for me. God’s fulfillment of the promise to Abram in Jesus Christ is for you and for me. God’s kingdom – redemption, salvation, and resurrection through the grace of Jesus Christ – is for you and for me. It is for us, for our children, and for all who are far off. 

“And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” Abram’s descendants include Jesus Christ. In Jesus, all the families of the earth are blessed. It brings us to this table.  

Friends, when we gather together for worship, when we recite the Apostles’ Creed, when we “do this in remembrance of me”, we are taking steps of faith that yield eyes to see God’s hand at work. When we share our stories with other believers, when we share our stories with those who do not yet believe, we can trust that God is using us to extend the blessing of Abraham’s family to all the families of the earth. 

Conclusion

As we begin this new year and as we think about what we are going to do, let us take time to remember the God of all generations, his call and his promises. Have confidence that God is sovereign, God’s will prevails, and that the Kingdom of God is near. And, be sure that the God who told Abram to go, the God who invited Peter, Andrew, James and John to “come, follow me,” cares about you and cares about me. He does not leave us in the midst of brokenness, dispersion, futility, and despair. God is faithful to his promises, and is blessing all the families of the earth through Jesus Christ. 

When we follow him, we will see him. God said “go.” Abram may have thought, “Who, me?” But the Bible tells us:

“So Abram went, as the LORD had told him.” 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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