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July 26, 2009

From Fear to Faith     Genesis 15
We are examining how to have a faith relationship with God through the book of Genesis.  Here humans first discover that God wants to know them in a personal way and lead them to greater life.  In all the Old Testament, the greatest example of personal faith in God is Abraham.  To learn how to have a faith like Abraham, we start by asking, “Who was Abraham?”
When we first meet him, his name was just Abram.  Abram means “exalted father” and probably was a common name of the time.  God will change Abram’s name to Abraham which means “father of many”.  Abram lived in an area called the Ur of the Chaldees, part of the old Mesopotamia region, which is now in Southern Iraq.  This was a center of a rich civilization with a university and library.  People there worshipped the moon.  Abram was probably a moon worshipper, not a follower of God.  We know very little else about him other than these things.  But that is not important.  For us, Abraham’s example begins with God’s call!  

God finds Abram, not the other way around.  We don’t know why God chose Abram, He just did.  Listen to the very first conversation God had with Abram in Genesis 12:1-5,
1The 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.  3I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  4So 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.  5He took his wife Sarai, his nephew Lot, all the possessions they had accumulated and the people they had acquired in Haran, and they set out for the land of Canaan, and they arrived there.

Abraham models personal faith in God because he teaches us how to obey the call of God on our Life.  He does it in 3 steps: 1) Leave and go!  2) Be blessed!  3) Be a blessing!  
First, God calls Abraham to leave and go!  Listen to everything Abraham had to leave; his country, people, relatives and his father’s house.  He had to leave all these things behind, turning away from them.  This is not just a physical leaving.  Leaving his old life meant leaving all his old loyalties, comforts and traditions.  Everything familiar to Abraham must be left behind; old habits and securities, old parameters of business and lifestyle, and especially old sinful ways of living without God.  No more turning to the moon, because now he must look beyond the moon to the Creator of the moon.  No more doing what his neighbors or co-workers do, because now he must do what God tells him to do.  No more dependence on his own knowledge, talents or local resources, because now he must become dependent on God’s knowledge, strength and resources.  Abram must put the old way of life without God aside.

Many of us have done this too.  When we heard God’s call on our lives, we had to put away the old way of life without God; the old behaviors, habits and ways of thinking.  Of course, for all of us, that old way of life without God was not working, was never helpful and was getting us nowhere fast.  I hear from many of you who have struggled with drugs, alcohol, gambling, anger, sex, feelings of inferiority, depression, (the list goes on and on of human failing and suffering).  You don’t want them anymore.  You are glad to leave them behind.  I talk with men completing Christ-centered rehabilitation programs.  They speak of their prior addictions and destructive lifestyles.  Then they tell me of how their lives have changed as they learned to live in Christ every day.  They left behind the old way without God, and discovered the blessings of life in God.  One man spoke of his drug life and the loss of his job, marriage, family and all things dear to him; then of the resurrection of his marriage and family and life after learning to live day by day in Christ.  They are not done yet learning in that program and know they have a long way to go with Christ.  But they are all so changed and grateful for the change.  They left the old country and are going with God!
This doesn’t just happen for drug addicts, but also for work addicts, success addicts, popularity addicts, and anyone who tries to cram something else into that place in their lives reserved only for God.  This happened to me and many others here in Christ.  I was glad to leave behind a life without the Lord.  I wanted to follow Jesus to his new life.  Think about God’s call on your life.  What have you left behind?  Where did God call you to go?  We have experienced the joy of leaving life without God, and then to go ahead in God’s direction!

So we leave, but we don’t just leave to go nowhere.  We have somewhere to go following God.  Abraham had very clear directions of where to go from God.  He was going to the promised land.  He had to follow country directions to get there, not city directions.  Do you know the difference between country and city directions?  City directions come from MapQuest or Google maps.  They tell you which street name to turn on in so many miles.  Country directions require that you have to get going on the road to understand them, because they don’t make sense until you experience them.  Here is a country direction to get to a campground: “Take a right just past the old water tower and then go left at the fork in the road.  Once you come to the old bridge, turn immediately left before it and you will be there at the campground.  It is like paradise out there.”  Abram heard country directions from God - go along the Euphrates River, turn left at Aram, and look for the great tree of Morah at Shechem, then you will be at the Promised Land.  One step of faith follows another.  You can’t get there until you follow each direction by itself.  That is the way we discover our direction from God.  God does not map out all the steps along the way because He wants us to trust Him personally.  Life with God is not a formula or set of rules.  Other religions give us rules.  God gives us Himself.  God wants to walk with us and show us where to turn and what to do, so we can discover His best for us.  He tells us only what we need to know to keep going in the right direction.  I can’t tell you how many times over the years I drove past Apple Valley on Rt. 66 years ago, then on Interstate 15.  I never knew all those times that I would one day be living here, following God’s call on my life.  I even came to Apple Valley one time when I was 5 or 6 years old.  Who knew 50 years later that I would be living here?  The Lord did as He planned for all this to happen.  We trust the Lord to lead us where we will discover His greater life, where we will be blessed and be a blessing.  Go ahead!  Leave life without the Lord and turn to follow God’s directions.  Take the steps of obedience that lead to His promises.  Live out the new parameters of reliance upon God.  Discover the person God always created you to be.  Leave and go!  Follow God!

Sure, leaving the old and familiar causes all of us to fear the future.  None of us like change too much.  I don’t think I could get you to change what you eat for breakfast.  I can barely get you to change where you sit on Sunday mornings here in worship.  I have a hard task to get you to consider that there might be another way of doing church than what you have done for decades.  We don’t like change.  Steps of faith cause us to fear.  It makes it a whole lot easier if we know what the benefits will be if we change.  God knows that, so when He calls us to go to a new place, He tells us what the blessings will be.  The first step is leave and go to follow God.  The second step is to go to discover the blessings of God for our lives when we follow Him.
God told Abraham, “I will bless you.”  Go in the promises of God for your greater future.  Discover the confidence of faith in the Faithful God.  Abraham was given a lot of incentive to leave his old country and life to go to receive God’s gifts for faithfulness.  God told him that he would do these things for him:  Make him a great nation.  Bless him many times over.  Make his name great.  He will become a blessing, because, those who bless Abraham will be blessed, but those who curse Abraham will be cursed.  Indeed, everyone on earth will be blessed through Abraham.  Today, we are blessed because of Abraham’s faith and blessings from God.  Yet the blessings came to Abraham only after he followed God’s direction.  He had to step out in faith first.  He had to walk away from his old life and follow God to the new life.  Abraham walked in the promise of God for these blessings and then discovered that God always keeps His promises.  Have you discovered that to be true?  I have.
The sure promises of God give us confidence over our fears.  We can step out in faith when God calls us to follow Him.  In Genesis 15:1-7, we hear God calming Abraham’s fears with His promises.  1After 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.”  2But 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?”  3And Abram said, “You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir.”  4Then 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.”  5He 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.”  6Abram believed the LORD, and He credited it to him as righteousness.

For Abraham, following God was worth the cost of leaving his homeland.  Abraham did not look back and had no regrets of following God’s call.  Abraham only had regrets of the times he did not follow the call.  Though he and his wife were barren in old age, God blessed them with a son from whom came the mighty nation of Israel.  God blessed Abraham with many livestock and much wealth.  His name was known throughout the Eastern Mediterranean.  Through him we all were blessed as he is the father of our Faith.  He became Abraham the father of many and all who follow God by Faith.  Paul speaks of him as the father of our faith, as one who “believed the Lord and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  Abraham followed God and was blessed.
The Lord gives us many promises to encourage us to follow Him and be blessed.  He promises us that He will never leave us nor forsake us.  He promises us that He answers every prayer we pray in Jesus’ name for our best.  He promises us that He is always with us when we meet together in His name.  We find strength together in Jesus.  He promises us that we can escape from any temptation when we follow Him out of that temptation.  He promises us that we will find greater and abundant life in Him.  He promises us that nothing can take us out the protection of His strong hands.  He promises us His Holy Spirit to guide us, mature us and bring into our lives more love, joy, peace, patience, goodness and so much more.  We have the promise of God to encourage us to follow Him.  When we follow Him, we discover that Jesus always keeps His promises.  (Raise your hand and say Amen if this is true in your life.)
When we leave life without God and follow Jesus to His promised land, we receive so many blessings.  One of the great reasons we receive these blessings is so that we will be a blessing to others, just like Abraham.  Third, be a blessing!  Ray Stedman wrote, “This is God’s design for the Christian.  Your life will be vital with that vitality that God himself possesses.  Then many others will be blessed through you.  That is universal usefulness.  God will take any one human being and touch the world in some sense through him.  This is a vast and marvelous promise, is it not?  Perhaps now you can see that in these brief words to Abram of old, God has encompassed truth about life that is written in the pages of Romans, Ephesians, Galatians, and Corinthians—in all of the New Testament.  It includes all God offers to do in us through Christ.  Note that it is all of God.  Abram was to do nothing except obey, God would do everything else.  If Abram would but set his face toward the land, leaving the old things behind, God would do the rest.”  Universal Usefulness!  When we leave life without God, follow His call, we are blessed by the Lord to become a blessing to others!  When we obey God, He blesses us to be a blessing to others.
My life as a father has been an incredible call to universal usefulness.  When my wife and I did not know if we could have children, God blessed us with three great children.  Children require a lot of attention, time and energy.  There is no such thing as just “quality” time with children; it is all about quantity of quality time.  In following the call to be a father, I learned a lot about becoming a man of God.  I learned how great it is in the long run to leave my selfish ways and go with giving.  In the process of giving, God blessed me with so much and more so I could become a blessing to others, not just to my own children, but to their friends and then to the community as a little league coach, a better pastor, learning to be ‘father’ to the surrounding community and to neighbors too.  I am doing exactly what I want to be doing.  And the benefits are so many spiritual children, spiritual grandchildren, (I know I have many, and now many spiritual great-grandchildren) and a family in Christ to enjoy for eternity.  In many ways, I am a like a father here to you of COV.  I am in the image of our Great Father God, to show you His love and great truth for your life.  The Lord blessed me to be a blessing to you.  And this is not just true for professional ministers.  We are all ministers of Christ as we have leave our lives without God to follow Him, receive His blessings, and become a blessing to many.  You have been blessed by God to be a blessing to each other.  You have been gifted by the Lord to be a gift to each other.  How have you been gifted?  How are you blessed?  Share those gifts to receive the full joy God intends you to have together.  You have been blessed not just for this family of COV together in Christ.  You have been blessed to be a blessing to so many more.  There are many hurting people around us who don’t know that God loves them so much.  They have no hope without Jesus.  I spoke to one of those hurting people this week.  God blessed me so I could be a blessing to that person.  God gave me the opportunity to share His love with that person.  You can do that.  We are greatly blessed by the Lord so we can bless others with Jesus.
Abraham became our great example of faith with God, because he left his old life without God, followed God to the promised land, received God’s blessings and became a blessing to others.  In Hebrews 11:8-12, we hear how Abraham became this great father of faith,  8By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going.  9By faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise.  10For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.  11By faith Abraham, even though he was past age—and Sarah herself was barren—was enabled to become a father because he considered Him faithful who had made the promise.  12And so from this one man, and he as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on the seashore.

We will talk more about this amazing man of faith in weeks to come.  Today hear the lesson of faith that Abraham learned.  Let us leave life without God and go to follow the Lord in all our lives.  Let us trust in the promises of God and be blessed as we obey Him.  Let us become a blessing as we have been blessed to change the lives of those around us for God’s greater good.
Let us pray: Thank you Lord for giving us a boundless, joyful future.  Turn our fears into faith in you.  Keep our ears open to Your call.  Keep our feet firmly following on Your pathway.  Keep our arms wide open to receive Your blessings, and then may we freely share them with others.  We pray in the name of our most gracious Lord Jesus, Amen.
Questions for Reflection & Study:
· When have you left the familiar for the unknown?  What happened?  Did the move work out for good?

· What blessings have come your way when you have decided to follow God’s direction and not remain comfortable in your old lifestyle?

· Do you have any regrets about following God’s call in your life?

· Where do you feel God is calling you now to make a change in your life?  What are the first steps you need to talk to follow His call?

