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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart

My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Counterfeit Gods - #3
Hopes, Dreams & Ambition
I guess we all have things that we’re striving to achieve or to gain – at least I hope we have! Ambition and goals are good things and most of us spend much of our lives trying to make our dreams come true. Nothing at all wrong with that!

Unless, of course, that ambition becomes your god! I wholeheartedly affirm and support people having vision and goals & dreams – without them it’s unlikely that you’ll ever achieve much, however small the dream might be! But that dream, that goal, however big or small, however noble will always, ultimately fail to satisfy you completely. It will eventually fail to deliver and will break your heart, if not in this life then in the next!
For our bible passage to help us understand this I was to look at the great father of our faith – Abraham. In so many ways God sets Ab out for us in the Bible as our great example, but there is one incident in his life when God where the basis of his hopes and dreams were tested more than any other. That time was when God called him to sacrifice his son Isaac.

We need to do a little context work as we start: Gen 12
God had unilaterally chosen Ab out of all the people on the earth and given him a promise – if he would trust him and obey him faithfully then God would make his family into a great nation, a nation through which every other people group on earth would eventually be blessed.
The first requirement on him was to be willing to leave home, work and family; the only problem was that God simply said ‘OK, I want you to leave home’ but wouldn’t tell him where the destination was! But this was no problem for Ab. Probably the promise alone was enough for him. 
So far so good! But things weren’t quite that simple. The promise that Ab believed and trusted God for was dependent on him having children, and until that point he and his wife Sarah had been childless. Maybe he thought that that was about to change – but it didn’t! And many years passed, Sarah went through the menopause and Abraham got into his 80’s and still no child! Without the son then the promise was just that – a promise! Everything hinged on him having a son. 

Perplexed he and Sarah decided to have a child by a surrogate mother, but though a son was born God made it clear that this wasn’t the one through which the promise would be fulfilled.
And so they waited, and waited and waited – until all human hope of a child was gone. What was God thinking? What had become of the promise he was so certain God had made? What would other people thing of him, and perhaps more crucially, of God? 

Everything seemed to hinge on this son and heir being born – but at 90 and 100 respectively it really wasn’t going to happen. Ab had given up everything, staked his reputation on that promise! So much had rested on the son being born; he really was everything to Ab, his goal, his ambition, his dreams all rested on this son. Except he had no son!!
But then, with all human hope lost God intervened! One day Sarah, aged 90 began to feel something was different, she’d never had the feeling before. Could it be? No, don’t be stupid! But the feeling and sensations grew. Maybe she was sick a few times and maybe rather sheepishly she made her way down to Boots to get a testing kit. Well the last part was made up, but can you imagine how she felt wondering if she was pregnant at 90! Can you imagine the conversation with Abraham as she broke the news to him! Can any of us even begin to imagine the feeling and emotions that he must have felt that day? Well yes, if you’ve suffered the agony of years of childlessness!

The pregnancy went well and eventually the baby was born – and yes it was the son! Man, how they laughed that day! – 21v6. How happy they were and so they named him ‘laughter’, or Isaac.
No one had ever longed for a son as much as Abraham. I know that childless couple long for a child, but not with as much riding on it as Abraham! Everything in his life, past, present and future hinged on this child. Almost every decision he’d taken for the last 30 odd years were on the basis that this child would be born. It’s probably impossible for us to comprehend just how important this one was to Ab.

No wonder he’s overjoyed!

But his joy raises a legitimate very searching question: Where did God now fit into his thinking and priorities? Had he followed God and given so much up for God, or was it really because of the son God had said he’s give him? Was God just a means to an end?
Searching question because when we want something that much it is very easy to actually worship the gift and not the giver; all the attention goes on the gift and we look to the gift as the giver of our joy and meaning. It’s a very real danger for us all!
Well, a few years had to pass before that question is answered and we discover, (and Ab discovers for himself, where his priorities lie. In Gen 22 we have another call from God to Abraham recorded for us and this time it is a very different one – v2. ‘Take your son, your only son, the one you love…. And sacrifice him as a burnt offering’  
This was the ultimate test! There is no doubt in God’s mind how much the boy meant to Ab – ‘your son, your only son, the one you love’. As Isaac grew up Ab had poured his life into his boy; he meant everything to him, everything – affection that probably bordered on adoration. 

So easy for any parent to do that. Out of love for the child they build their life around them, every decision is made with the child in mind – all in the name of love and being a good parent. But the danger is that the parent’s life and meaning becomes so interwoven in the child that the child takes the place of God to them. The child becomes an idol.

So the test is – ‘Who’s first now Ab, me, your child or your dreams of international significance? Has God become a means to an end or was God really still the most important thing to Ab?

Relate the story from this point. – Journey to Horeb, son, kindling and fire – but no sacrifice. ‘God himself will provide a lamb’; last minute intervention from God.
The reality of Abram’s faith in God, trust in God and total commitment to God was made manifest in his willingness to act and obey. It was more than words – he would have done it. His trust in God was such that he believed that even if he had to sacrifice Isaac God would somehow still make good the promise to him. He passed the test, God was still number 1! 

This was a test then about loving God supremely, above and before anyone (his son) or anything (his hopes and dreams). 

It might seem like an extremely tough way of treating Ab, and his son Isaac who, let us not forget was right at the heart of this and maybe had his eyes open, looking at his father as he lifted the knife! But what God was doing was putting Ab through the furnace so that his love and respect for God would shine to Him, his son and all of us that read the story. 
Who’s to know how things would have gone with Ab had God not brought him to this point of sorting out priorities? It’s not unlikely that he would have fallen completely into idolatry of his son – the danger signs were there. So God graciously saved him from that sin. 
Let’s bring some particular application to us: we all face similar dangers to Abraham. We all have things or people that can all too easily take God’s place in our affections and influence. Children, parents, wife, husband – or homes or jobs or careers. 
None of these things are wrong, in fact all are good, but each has the capacity to take the place of God without us even realising it. Of course we want to be the best parents we can, the best spouse we can be, the best employee; of course we want to gain promotion and have a nice home. But the very rightness and virtue of those things mean that we are more likely to be blind to the fact that they have actually taken the place of God. We reason it away by saying ‘But I want to do my best for …’ Commendable – but dangerous.

Thus sometimes God will take us to a place where we have to make a choice to make, to reveal to us what is really #1 in our lives. What seems so hard is actually very kind. 
He may then ask you to walk up the mountain to sacrifice. Will you do it? Someone has said that ‘You don’t realise that Jesus is all you need until Jesus is all you have’!
