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Last week, we got through four words, let there be light. So we are going to need to pick up the pace a little bit if we are going to get through this book in 13 weeks! But here’s the cool thing about last weekend, it is the realization of how much can be packed into even the most seemingly statements in Scripture. So welcome to Week 2 of Long Story Short. If you missed last weekend, I would strongly encourage you to go to the website and watch last weekend’s message as we talked the first incident of creation and also download the reading guide. We are reading through the Bible together and there is a reading guide with a reading plan with some narration that helps fill in the gaps.

So last weekend, God created. After He created light there was everything else and so there was land and water and trees and insects and animals and then the crowning achievement of his creation, Adam and Eve. And it was all good. And it took us like three chapters to mess it all up. God had given Adam and Eve inexhaustible resources and an abundance of food. They had everything at their fingertips but they reached for the one thing that God said to stay away from. And at that moment, everything fell apart. But it is so interesting because even in that moment, God made the first move. He walked into the Garden and said, ‘Adam, where are you?’ And He extended unexpected grace as He killed an animal to cover their shame and their nakedness. And then He offered them this curious promise. He said one day, the offspring of the woman will crush the head of the serpent. 
Which brings us to our text today. We are going to be in Genesis 12. Before we jump into that though, I want to acknowledge that there is a lot that happens between Genesis 1 and Genesis 12. And there is a lot of really difficult, uncomfortable stuff that happens in those 11 chapters. There is a worldwide catastrophic flood because God was ticked at his creation. There is a man who lost everything because God removed his hand of protection from him. There is even a moment when God tells a guy to go kill his son. So all of a sudden, already we are confronted with huge questions. Like why does a good God allow bad things to happen to good people? And did God really regret his making of humanity and if so, how are we supposed to process that? And why in the world would God ever ask somebody to do something that we know today is morally wrong? What do you do when you run into places in Scripture that you don’t like and you don’t understand? Well that would take an entire sermon series just to tackle that one question. But because the hard questions aren’t going to end and the difficult stuff isn’t going to stop as we continue our journey through the Bible, let me just give you a few ideas to get you started. 

One, always keep the big story in focus. Always keep the whole of the story of God in view when you are wrestling with things you don’t’ like and you don’t understand. What we are trying to do in these 13 weeks is take the whole of the story and the whole of God’s character. His grace and his wrath, his jealousy and his love, his justice and his mercy because those things all work in harmony together. So when you hit those places that are difficult, interpret them through the whole of the story and the whole of his character. 

There is a principle of biblical interpretation that says let Scripture interpret Scripture. So we are hoping that over the course of these 13 weeks, we can give some tools to do that.

The second thing I would encourage you to do, do this in community. This series, Long Story Short, was not meant to be tackled alone. We are not meant to wrestle with the dangerous truths of Scripture by ourselves so get in community. Jump into a small group. And not just community with one another but ask the Holy Spirit to be part of the process with you. Because the same Spirit that inspired the writers of Scripture will illuminate their words to you today. 

So sometimes when I hit things in Scripture that I don’t like or understand, I will just say, ‘Holy Spirit, will you help me understand this?’ And sometimes He speaks and I get clarity and sometimes I leave even more confused than I was to begin with. But invite the Holy Spirit into that process.

Finally, just get some perspective. Get some help. Go to some resources. We will put some books and some commentaries on the Long Story Short website that can help you get the background of the historical and cultural context and that will help with some of the disconnects. Granted, some of you are already doing all of these things and there are still things that are confusing. The reality is the story doesn’t change. There is still a flood we have to deal with. There are still all kinds of difficult things in the Bible that we have to come to grips with. But I do believe there is a simplicity on the far side of complexity and what we are hoping to do in these 13 weeks is get us a little closer to that place.
So today we jump into the second inciting incident, the Promise. Last weekend, Pastor Mark said that God is bigger than big and He is closer than close. And I believe that statement is still true of the incident that we are going to talk about this weekend. That God’s promises are bigger than anything we could ever imagine or hope for and that God’s promises exist in categories that we don’t even have and yet the way He fulfills them is in the most personal and intimate ways possible. 

Genesis 12

12 God told Abram: “Leave your country, your family, and your father’s home for a land that I will show you.

2-3 I’ll make you a great nation
        and bless you.
    I’ll make you famous;
        you’ll be a blessing.
    I’ll bless those who bless you;
        those who curse you I’ll curse.
    All the families of the Earth
        will be blessed through you.”

Promises are funny things. Promises are meant to inspire hope. They create these categories of expectation. They come with a certainty that something will actually come to pass. Promises are promising. But one of the things I have discovered is that a promise is really only as good as the person making the promise. The content of a promise really isn’t as important as the character of the promise maker. 

I was six years old in the first grade when President Reagan was shot. So I sent a get well card to the White House. In return a few weeks later, I got, on White House stationary a letter from the President himself thanking me for that card. And I could not wait until Friday to take that to show and tell at school. My best friend Janie a few days later told me that she had also written to the President and sent him a bag of jelly beans because it was a well-known fact that President Reagan loved jelly beans. And she said that in that letter to the President, she told him about me. So when the President wrote back to her, he sent her a bag of jelly beans for herself and also a bag of jelly beans for me and promised that she was going to bring those to school the next day. So I was so excited, the next day comes, Janie forgot them. The next day, Janie forgot them. This went on for weeks! Until my mom finally tried to break the news to me that the President did not send any jelly beans. And I was appalled at my mother’s lack of trust in my friend Janie. My mom said, ‘Sweetie, Janie just has a big imagination.’ And once again, I was appalled at my mom’s lack of faith and I defended my friend. A few years later, Janie confessed to me that really she was just jealous that I had gotten a letter and she was trying to one-up me. The promise she made was great! But the character of the promise maker, questionable. I do want to say that Janie remains one of my best friends to this day and I would stand by her character with my life. But promises really are only as good as the person making the promise. And God makes a promise here that is bigger than big. He steps into the mess that we created in order to clean it up. And just like He did in the Garden, He comes with the first word. He comes making the first move and He comes making once again a promise to people that don’t expect it and honestly don’t deserve it. He tells Abram to leave his land and leave his relationships and leave his inheritance. Leave your place, leave your people and leave your future to go to a land in which I will give you people in which you will leave a legacy. 
This is a very fascinating moment in human history because all three major world religions point to this moment as the starting point. Judaism, Islam and Christianity all point to Abraham and say he is our guy. He is our founder. He is the beginning. And point to this moment and say this is where it all started. So wherever you are this weekend in your faith journey, maybe you don’t know what you believe about Jesus or you don’t know what you believe about Christianity, you sure don’t know what you believe about the church, I just want to encourage you that the story we are looking at today is worth paying attention to because of its profound significance. This story, if nothing else, should peak our interest.

So God says go to a land that I will show you. We need to pause and think about the significance of this land piece for a minute because I think a lot of times, we think that faith is something that is very internal or very mystical, that there is not much that is tangible and physical about it. Yet God is calling Abram to a very specific place. There is something very physical and tangible in this promise and it is significant. When we look at this land of Canaan that God calls his people to go to, it is a land bridge between Asia and Africa. To the south were the thriving kingdoms of Egypt and to the north and east were the civilizations of Mesopotamia. God called his people to the crossroads of the ancient world. Whoever controlled that piece of land controlled the spread of news and ideas and commerce. And as a friend of mine would say, the great question for the people of God in the Old Testament was would they be obedient at the crossroads. And if they were obedient at the crossroads, they flourished. If they were disobedient, they were exiled or occupied. I mentioned that because that one piece of understanding is extremely helpful as we see the dance of people in and out of this land over the course of the Old Testament. But I also mention it because I think that question is significant for us today. For all of us who are part of the National Community Church family here in the DC metro area, we stand at the crossroads of information and technology and culture and politics and international affairs. Will we be obedient at the crossroads? And for all of you who are listening via podcast, a part of our extended family, wherever you are, the crossroads of life that you are at, are you obedient at the crossroads? God puts his people in specific places for specific reasons for specific seasons. 
And then He says you will also be a great nation. This one is weird because Abram doesn’t have any kids. He and Sarah have not been able to have kids and he is old. He is 75 and yet God says I am going to make you into a great nation. And finally God promises him a legacy. Through you all the peoples of the earth will be blessed. Through you all the families of the earth will be blessed. This is ridiculous. This man now has no land. He has no inheritance. He has no family and God promises through you all the families on earth will be blessed. 

Who is this God and what is He doing? 

A little backstory on Abraham. In Scripture here we are reading Abram. God later changed his name to Abraham. That is how most of us know him so I’ll go with that version of his name. Abraham was not a Christian. He was not a Jew. He was a pagan. He most likely worshiped the moon god or maybe a family deity as was the custom in that area at that time. So there is no evidence from everything we can see, Abraham does not know God. He is not a worshiper of God. He is not a seeker of God. Abraham has done nothing to get God’s attention or to gain God’s favor and yet God still shows up and offers him an invitation to be a part of his story.
What I see here is that God steps in and offers an invitation based on God’s purposes, not Abraham’s perfection. Listen to me, if you don’t hear anything else today, hear this. God always makes the first move. It doesn’t matter what you have done. It doesn’t matter how far you have drifted. God extends an invitation to you based on his purposes, not your perfection. There is not anything we can do to make ourselves look good enough to gain the attention of God. The lineage of Jesus alone bears this out. You look at the people that are in the ancestry of Jesus and it is full of liars and cheaters and murderers and adulterers and swindlers. It is about God’s purposes, not our perfection. I’m just so grateful that the heroes of this book are people that are real people with real flaws because that is somebody I can relate to. God extends his invitation based on his purposes, not our perfection. 

And even after this moment, Abraham still doesn’t get his life cleaned up. He lies about his wife and he also sleeps with his wife’s secretary. So maybe it is time to stop trying to clean up your mess and just leave that to God and respond to the invitation He has given. God’s invitation is based on his purposes, not on our perfection. 

But then Abraham has to make a choice. Let go of every anchor of your identity, your land, your people, your future, your inheritance. Let go of all of that. Abraham had to make a choice and it came at a cost. He had to go to a place he had never seen based on the direction of a God who he had never met. He had to take a step and I would offer that it was a step of courage, not a step of certainty. It was a God he had never met telling him to go to a place he had never seen and God wasn’t even giving him directions yet. He had to take a step of obedience based on courage not on certainty. Abraham was not certain of where he was going. Peter wasn’t certain he could walk on water. Esther wasn’t certain she could save her people. Daniel wasn’t certain he would come out of the lion’s den. Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were not certain they would survive the fiery furnace. Paul wasn’t certain that he would survive a trip to Jerusalem but they all went. Not because they were certain of the outcome but because they had courage to trust.

My question for us today is what is God calling us to do that we have not been obedient to because we are waiting on certainty when He is asking us to act on courage. Maybe it is a decision to be part of that missions team or be a part of the A1:8 cause or maybe it is about joining a small group or getting involved in a ministry or maybe it is about following Jesus. Maybe it is about how you give and how you invest your finances. Maybe it is about not waiting on certainty but stepping out in courage.
I want to be very clear, I believe the most important decisions in life should be the most informed decisions. That is why we do things like the Alpha course. The Alpha course is a practical introduction to the Christian faith. It allows you to bring all your questions to the table. No question is too big, no question is too small, no question is too impertinent. We want you to have all the information you can possibly have and get all the answers you can possibly get when you are trying to make a decision about what you do with Jesus Christ. But at the end of the day no matter how much we do that, questions still linger. It doesn’t erase all the uncertainty. We just rattled off some big hard questions at the beginning of the message today. Questions linger that will never be 100 percent certainty. That is where faith steps in. We read that Abraham embraced God and embraced his promises because of faith. Faith is our bridge to certainty. I think a lot of times we think that we have certainty and then we have faith. We wait until we have all the answers and all the doubts are gone and all the uncertainty vanishes and then we have faith. But it is really the other way around. Hebrews 11 says faith is the reality of things hoped for, the proof of things not seen. It is not that you have proof so therefore you have faith. It is that you have faith and then the proof comes. We don’t have faith because we have certainty. We have certainty because we have faith. So it is taking that step of courage, a step of faith that allows the certainty to come in. There is no way that Abraham could have been certain trusting in a God he had not seen to go to a land that he did not know. Yet he took a step of faith.
The next thing we see in the story is that our attempts to play God are futile. So God gives this promise and Abraham goes and he waits. And then God shows up again and gives the promise again and Abraham waits. God drags him out of his tent and says count the stars in the sky. Oh you can’t quite do it? That is how numerous your descendants will be. Abraham is old, his wife is barren. So he does the logical thing, he sleeps with his wife’s servant. At his wife’s suggestion. We don’t have enough time to unpack the dysfunction in this story! But just trust me when I say that this practice was really not uncommon for this culture and this time. But even though it wasn’t an uncommon practice, it wasn’t God’s plan. They took matters into their own hands. They tried to play God. They tried to force God’s hand, and the outcome of that was not what God had promised. So they waited some more. 

What do you do when God’s actions don’t match his character and promises? And maybe an even harder question is this, how do you know the difference between taking a step of courage and faith and playing God? Because sometimes it is not real clear which is which. I think God’s timing is often incredibly frustrating and that causes us to wonder what we are supposed to be doing in this moment. Sometimes we can become paralyzed because we don’t know if God is asking us to take a step of faith so that I am participating in his plan or am I going after a story of my own making trying to force his hand? 

Ryan and I waited seven years for our little fireball Sawyer to arrive. Some of you have waited much longer than that and some of you are in that waiting place now. It was seven years of confusion and questions and prayers and disappointments and doubts and anger and we came to a moment in that time where we had to make a decision about what the next step was. We were presented with options like IUI and IVF and I remember Ryan and I had to make a decision. Are these options given to us as steps of courage and faith or would we be trying to play God by doing that? Not because we believed that there was anything inherent to those technologies about playing God but for us in our story and what God was calling us to do. What did it look like? I think when you are in that place of trying to decide what is a step of faith and courage and what is playing God, I think some questions that can be helpful include what is your attitude towards God. What do you believe is God’s attitude towards you? Do you believe He is for you or do you believe He is against you? What does your communication look like with God? Have you been obedient to the last thing God asked you to do? After a lot of wrestling with those questions and prayers and counsel, Ryan and I decided that IUI was the next step for us and it was a step of courage and a step of faith. But sometimes it is hard to know the difference.
By the way, if you are in a place right now where you are walking through infertility, we have a small group called Shiloh for those who are wrestling with infertility and with pregnancy loss and I would encourage you to reach out to that leader on the website or email me and I will get you the information. We waited seven years. Abraham and Sarah waited 25 and they were old. But when they tried to play God in the midst of a frustrating holding pattern, their attempts were futile.

But here is what’s so good about God. Even when we mess up, his grace still steps in. His grace is stronger than our failure. His grace is stronger than our mistakes. And even though our attempts to play God are futile, no failure is final or fatal. So God still makes good on that promise and Isaac was born. 

And then the last thing we see in this story is that God’s promises always involve sacrifice. And I’m speeding ahead very quickly but in Genesis 22, God tells Abraham to take his son Isaac, the one he has waited so long for, the one who had been promised for 25 years, to take his son, his only son, the son that he loved so much and sacrifice him. And it was only when the knife was poised above the throat of Isaac that God steps in and says no don’t do it, I have provided a ram in the thicket. There is no way that we can on a human level understand or maybe even excuse this story. We can understand it in terms like God wants to make sure that we love Him more than we love what He gives us, that we care more about the Promise Maker than we do the promise itself. But when you take a step back from this singular story and see the big picture, I think what God is doing here is saying Abraham, if your life is going to be a blessing to all people for all time, then your life is going to have to reveal something of that blessing. It is going to have to give a glimpse of what that blessing will be. It is going to have to give a glimpse of what redemption is going to look like. It has to be a glimpse of the sacrifice that my Son Jesus is going to make. 

God had made this promise that was bigger than big. Your descendants will be too many to count and I will bless all the families on earth through you. And the way that God fulfilled that proved to be closer than close. God says this is the way I’m doing it. Through the line of Abraham, there will come one named Jesus who is God in human flesh, who will come personally to the earth, who will come personally into the mess, that will hang personally on a cross and walk personally out of the grave so that anyone who confesses that Jesus is Lord and believes in their heart that God raised Him from the dead will be saved. Through the descendants of Abraham, Jesus Christ has become a blessing to all people in all time in all places. 

When Peter preaches about Jesus in Acts 3, he points back to this promise that was given to Abraham and says this is it. This is the promise that God gave. When Paul preaches about Jesus in his writings to the Galatians, he references the promise that God made to Abraham and said Jesus is the fulfillment of that promise. The promise was bigger than big. It couldn’t be comprehended but the way God showed up and fulfilled it, closer than close, as He came wrapped in the skin of his own creation to subject Himself to the care of his own creation so that He could win back the creation that had fallen apart.
God extends his invitation based on his purposes, not on our perfection. But the experience of those promises also require us to take a step. And it is often a step of courage, not a step of certainty. God is still bigger than big and He is still closer than close. And I would argue that He is as close to you right now as He has ever been. And to you He is extending that invitation, not because you are perfect but because He has purposes that He has ordained for your life. And that will take a step of courage today and I want to invite you to take that step. 
Father we thank You that You are a good God and that You have invited us into your story to play a role and it is not because we are good enough or we are smart enough. It is because You have ordained purposes for us. God I pray today for everyone that is at one of our locations and they need to step into the story that You are writing. It pray that You would give them the courage that they need right now, Holy Spirit that You would come close to them and that You would stir their hearts and that they would know that You are calling them maybe to places that they have never seen and to trust a God they have never met but today will be that moment where, like Abraham, they make a decision to go. God I pray that You would give them the courage today. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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