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The Journey of Faith

1. Begins with God speaking

2. Continues with God reassuring

3. Ends in the land God promised

The story of Abram:

Abram was a man with a plan—a man with vision.  He was married, but had no children.  He was very rich, but something was missing.  He wanted to make a name for himself that was bigger than flocks and herds.  He still lived with his father.  He had a vision of moving out and away—striking out boldly on his own.  He had a vision of his name being carried on long after he was dead.  He wanted a legacy!  He envisioned himself in a new land.  He knew that though he would begin as a foreigner, but through hard work and determination, someday the land would be his. 

Abram needed a partner to get this done.  He needed the backing of someone more powerful than he was to accomplish this.  So he went god-shopping.  He looked at the gods native to the region he was in and the region he wanted to go.  They were mostly animistic—god in the power of nature stuff.  Abram wanted someone who had more universal power to help him accomplish his plan.  So he decided that he would call on the LORD God, the Creator God from way back.  And so he approached God with an offer.
“LORD God,” Abram said, “I have this plan.  I want to be really big.  Really big.  I know you have power to do anything, so I tell you what.  You make me a big deal in the pages of history, you give me the land to the south of where I am now, the land of Canaan, and I in return will tell people that I wouldn’t have been able to do it without your help.  And I’ll be really good, worship you and give you praise and do whatever things you might require of me from time to time.”  

Abram had a vision.  He named his goal.  And then, using the power of God and a relationship with him, Abram claimed that goal.  First he found his future.  Then he found the God that could help him achieve that future.  He made a deal.  He made a decision, and went down in history as the biggest daddy of them all!  Right?  
WRONG!  But that’s the way that modern America would write that story.  That’s the way that people think that religion—yes even Christianity—works.  But when you look at God’s Word and the way that he recorded the events of history, including the account of Abram this morning, then you see something entirely different.  It is the story that is repeated time after time throughout the pages of Scripture.  It is the journey of faith.  This morning, we’ll look at this particular account in Genesis 12 to understand the way that God deals with human beings.

Verse One:

1 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.
The LORD speaks first.  Why does he choose to pick Abram?  There is no reason given.  He simply chooses him and then speaks to him.  And he gives him a command: Walk!  Walk away from everything that is home to you—country, kin and immediate family—and go.  And the destination given to Abram?  God doesn’t say.  He just says, “the land I will show you.”  That’s not a lot to go on there.  That makes it a difficult command to follow.  

So notice what God does before Abram even has a chance to say a peep.  He makes a poetic promise right on the heels of his command.  Verses Two and Three:

  2 "I will make you into a great nation     3 I will bless those who bless you, 
       and I will bless you;


 and whoever curses you I will curse;
       I will make your name great, 

and all peoples on earth
       and you will be a blessing.  

 will be blessed through you." 
Look at all of those things God promised to do for Abram.  God will make Abram into a great nation.  God will make Abram’s name great.  Abram will be a blessing to every family clan on earth because God wanted to bless the whole earth through him.  God would curse anyone who took Abram lightly or shrugged him off as a nobody.  God mentions nothing of what made him choose Abram.  He doesn’t give a single reason why he’s making these promises to Abram.  God just unloads blessing after blessing free for nothing because he wanted to.  

The command of God is followed by his undeserved promises of blessing and those promises create trust in the heart of Abram.  And now he has the ability to follow the command that God gave him in the first place.  Abram responds to God, trusting in God’s promises, and follows God’s command.  Verses Four and Five:
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. 5 He 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.
From Haran to Canaan was about a month’s journey—possibly longer.  And yet one whole month of difficult journeying is summed up with “they set out and they arrived.”  The details are not important because this is not a story of the Journey from Haran to Canaan, but instead the story of the Journey of Faith.  And we know all we need to know at this point.  In the Journey of Faith, God speaks first, promises free for nothing, and creates trust which enables the hearer to respond in faith to the command given.  
Are you ready for the next part?  Verses Six and Seven:

6 Abram traveled through the land as far as the site of the great tree of Moreh at Shechem. At that time the Canaanites were in the land. 7 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.
Shechem is not on the border of the land that God showed Abram.  Shechem is in the middle.  Abram does not stop at the border and wait, he follows the lead of God right into the heart of foreign territory.  It’s not fun to be in foreign territory.  You don’t feel quite right.  Everything is not only new, it’s entirely different from everything that you’ve known.  You stick out like a sore thumb.  You don’t know your neighbors and may be even a little skeptical of them.  They are certainly skeptical of you.  

And so what does God do once Abram is sitting in the middle of an uncomfortable situation in the land God has taken him to?  The LORD not only makes a promise, but he appears personally to Abram.  How reassuring!  To have God himself make a special appearance and then to give a new promise on top of it all!  Abram looks around and sees Canaanites.  God promises him that his offspring will be given this land by God.  He may be a foreigner, but his offspring would not only be natives, they would be the rightful owners of the property.  

And once again after God makes a promise, Abram responds to the promise.  He builds an altar.  He builds a structure to commemorate God’s appearance and promise.  He builds a place for substitute sacrifice.  It showed that he trusted not only God’s free promise just made to him, but God’s free promise to mankind back in the Garden of Eden—the promise of a Savior who would be a substitute sacrifice for sinners.  

And this pattern of responding to God’s promises continues in the final verse of our text, Verse Eight:

  8 From there he went on toward the hills east of Bethel and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east. There he built an altar to the LORD and called on the name of the LORD.
Whenever Abram moves, no matter where his temporary shelter is placed, Abram makes a more permanent structure of stone—an altar to the LORD.  And there at that altar in the land that God had promised, he proclaimed aloud in words and silently in actions everything about the name of the LORD.  

Abram’s Journey of Faith has the same characteristics as each of our Journey’s of Faith.  Our Journey began with God speaking to us.  He spoke to us in his Word, through our parents, a pastor, a teacher, a coworker or friend.  He spoke a command, telling us to leave our native land, the land of work righteousness, where you work very hard to make God happy enough with you to let you come to heaven.  Instead he tells us to go to something completely foreign to our way of thinking.  He tells us to the land of grace, the place where his Son, Jesus—the promised offspring of Abram through whom every family would be blessed, has done everything in our place.  He tells us to believe in him—a command. And then he gives us promise after promise to create the trust that is needed to listen to him.  He begins with a promise that the water of baptism has washed away all of our sins and made us his child.
We did not chose him.  He chose us.  He chose us for no reason.  He initiated the conversation.  He made promises he didn’t have to.  That’s the way that he has always operated.  He created the ability for us to respond to his promises, the ability to trust him, to believe him.  

And now we find ourselves in the long journey in foreign territory.  All around us are things that make us wonder if it’s all really true, if God does keep his promises.  We are constantly moving from pride to despair.  We have money and possessions and are blessed greatly in material things and we begin to think, “It’s because I am a good business man or woman and am very money savvy that I have these things.”  Or we scrape by to make ends meet and think, “Why does God give everyone else good things, but make me constantly chafe under the burden of financial difficulty.  Maybe if I was a better Christian he’d bless me more.”  

We are healed from a terrible condition and we think, “It is because I believed in God that he healed me.  It is because he likes me better because I’m his child that I lived while others died.”  But when we face sickness that does not go away, or death robs us of a love one we think, “What have I done that God has chosen to punish me in this way?”  
Our children grow up to be successful and well-adjusted, liked and loved by many and we pat ourselves on the back and think, “I’m glad I did that Love and Logic thing.  I’m an exceptional parent.”  Or our kids turn out to be utter disasters and we then blame ourselves for all of their problems and figure we should have done more.

We look at places where we have our act together and someone else is falling apart and we think on some level that God must be just a bit happier with us for at least having the courtesy not to be complete mess.  And then when we’ve fallen down hard and made a complete a miserable mess of things, we doubt that God could ever forgive us for doing something so completely repulsive.  

But in a journey where doubt or pride is at every turn, God comes to us with his presence and reassures us with his promises.  He talks to us in his Word to strip down our self-righteousness and then rebuild us with his free for nothing grace that reminds us that it’s all about what he has done for us.  He comes to us in bread and wine so that we can taste, touch and smell forgiveness as he promises us that all of our sins have been forgiven through his sacrifice.  

And then we respond to all of his promises and reassurances by proclaiming what he has done.  We build places to gather and remember the long history of God’s faithfulness, to hear the journeys of those who have gone before and be encouraged by seeing that God has always kept his promises to them and so he will always keep his promises to us.

No matter what our individual journeys through this life may bring, it will always be a journey of faith—a journey of trusting what God has promised. But ultimately we know that our journeys will all end exactly where God promised—in his Promised Land.  God had promised that we will live with him in a place where we should have been foreigners because of our sins.  God has promised that we will arrive safely in heaven with him.  It is the final destination of the Journey of Faith.  Our journey will end with us seeing that God has taken the trust he created in our hearts and credited it into our account as perfection deserving of eternal life.  

But in this life, enjoy the journey.  See where you have been.  Remember how God started the journey by coming to you in his Word.  See where you are.  Take all of your challenges and concerns and place them into the context of God’s promises in his Word.  Come to the Lord’s Table and be personally reassured that everything really is OK.  See where you’re going.  Look forward to the end of the journey.  Look forward to going home where the journey of promises made will end with every promise fulfilled.
AMEN.
