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Bible Reference: Genesis 17:1-2
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.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.

   
Gen 17:1-2.

Chap 17 stands in great contrast to the sad and sorry episode of 16. Here we have God coming to Ab again to renew and seal the covenant he’d previously made with him. Ab is now 99 yrs old. Between 16:15 and 17:1 lie 13 silent yrs. (Ab was 86 when Ishmael was born, 16:16.) Thirteen years have elapsed since the sorry mistake with Hagar. What has been happening to him during that time? Can we know? Not conclusively, but I believe that from the opening words of the Lord in Ch 17 we can gain a pretty clear impression of what those years had been like for Ab.

What is it the Lord says to him? ‘I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless.’ which literally means ‘Walk in my ways, do the things I would do, go where I would go, say the things I would say. Keep to the path, don’t deviate to the left or right.’ To be ‘blameless’ means to be whole hearted, sincere, single-minded.

This is similar in effect to what Lord says to Josh, Josh 1:7-8.

Why does the Lord say this? Well it is clear that Ab has not been doing this! Why else would he say it?

1) Words of Rebuke
The last mention of Ab is him taking things into his own hands. Result was an enormous mess, broken relationships, hurt, etc. Whilst we read of Hagar going back home there is no mention of Abram’s reaction to all this. There is no mention of remorse, sadness or repentance from Ab. It seems from this and from what the Lord says here that Ab never really recovered from that episode and for 13 years things had not been right.

After the turmoil of the time around Ishmael’s birth & early years things got back on level keel; sure, things were not as good as they had been in the past, but could he ever realistically expect them to get back to how they were? It is true that he had no particular blessing, but he had no judgement either! He’d settle for what he had and was probably grateful for it. I think, taking the whole picture into account, that Abram had settled for second best, the stuffing had been knocked out of him; he’d put his carpet slippers on and settled down for an easy time. 

It is so very easy for us to fall into the same condition as Ab was there. Maybe some sin or mistake casts a long shadow over us and we feel that we can never get back to how things were. A guilty conscience deadens us to the living, vibrant power of the Holy Spirit within us. Or it can be that we do the same thing for so long that we’ve dug ourselves into a rut. Things are not bad, but not brilliant either. Our lives can be nice and steady. No particular highs, but no particular downs either! So we’re ‘encouraged’!!
I have to tell you, in case we’ve forgotten, that this is a deadly spiritual condition to be in. Ab wasted thirteen years before God came and brought him out of it. Laodicea was neither hot nor cold and the Lord said it made him sick! How is it with you and I tonight?

If too many get like this it will affect a whole church - so mutual responsibility to each other! 
I’ve sensed that this theme/warning has come up several times in the last few weeks. ‘Will you go too’? Maybe the Lord knows that as we move forward into the next few challenging months/years we need to be especially wary of this danger.
The Lord tells Abram to ’Walk before me and be blameless’. He had been doing his own thing for too long. In these words then lies a rebuke, a reproof to bring Ab up short, to get him to get out of the rut of routine and back into the dynamic of a close, open and honest walk with his God; one where God could use him to accomplish his purposes. ‘Where is the blessedness I knew?’ So there is gentle rebuke/reproof. 

2) Words of grace
With Abram in such a state it was God that takes action. Like he found Hagar by the well, it is God who comes to Ab. He may have been in no man’s land spiritually, but God still loved him. His plan had not altered; he has more work to do with him yet. Love is patient and long suffering. Ab certainly tested that love! But he also proved it! Time and again even this man of faith faltered and failed along the way, and each time God picked him up again. Here we find it seeking him out again, to renew the promise, the desire of Abs heart - a son from Sarai. These words are then the result of God taking the initiative, just as he did when he first spoke to Abram. 

When we were saved why was it? Because God in love took initiative to come and find us, and speak to us; before ever we sought him He had sought us. We love him because he first loved us.

But how grateful we can be that he doesn’t just leave it there! Time after time he comes to us to speak. There may long gaps of seeming silence, which may be our fault, or, as we’ll see, the result of Gods doing something special in our lives. But he never finally leaves us. Time and again he takes the initiative, so special are we to him.
Feeling lukewarm, lethargic? Ask God to come again by holy Spirit; open your heart to him, completely, unreservedly. Ask him to warm your cold heart from a spark to a flame.
As he does there is invariably there is a measure of reproof and correction, but don’t let this put you off; it is simply because he wants the best for us.

3) Words of encouragement. 

Did you notice what God said? ‘I am God Almighty! Walk before me, wholeheartedly, steadfastly.’
He had not been walking before him, wholeheartedly etc. Ab’s problems had started when he took matters into his own hand, when he had taken over from God in order to get things done. Now it’s as if God says ‘Look Ab, you don’t need to do that! You can trust me. I, the one who calls you, can do anything, just trust me! No more of this self effort strategy!’
This is not just any old person who is asking Ab to obey him and trust him. This is God, El Shaddai, the Almighty, all powerful one. If Ab walked with him he could safely leave it to Him to order and provide. Cp Ps 37 ‘Delight yourself in the Lord and he will give you the desires of your heart.’ How wise and kind God is here by dealing with the root of the problem. His problem had been that he thought God needed a helping hand, that he had better take the initiative before he got to old. Now it is as if God says ‘Ab If I’ve promised something, I can do it, you need not worry about it yourself; I will do it, it isn’t all down to you!’

Maybe this is another reason why God waited 13 years before coming to Ab, to leave Ab until it was a physical impossibility for him to do anything! Mans extremity is so often Gods opportunity. If he wants to do something, or if he has promised we can trust him to do it! 

We worship the same God; we serve the same God; he is El Shaddai, the Almighty. If something has to be done, He will ensure it gets done! If he has said he will do something he will do it! Nothing is impossible for him.

Let me finish by taking you to Zechariah. Zechariah is one of the least known books of the Bible. He ministered as contemporary to Haggai, after the Jews returned from Babylon. His particular ministry was to encourage to people to build the Temple. The were many problems and difficulties. Many of the people were disenchanted. Haggai had tried, with limited success to motivate the people, but the problems just seems to big, they rose like mountains. It was through Zech that God gave a timeless word of encouragement, so appropriate to what we are looking at here. Read Zech 4:6-9. The work will be done, but it will be by the power of God.

We must never forget this in our work for the Lord. It is no excuse for laziness, but great encouragement to push on with the work God gives us to do, regardless of apparent results.

Sing:  
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