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Transtorming lives for the glory of God




Date: 18th September 2011
Series name: genesis – ‘The Beginning of Everything’
Sermon # in series: 27
Sermon Title: To be or not to be!!
Bible Reference: Genesis 17
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.


   
Genesis 17:3-27

Last week we looked at God graciously coming back to speak to Abram, to call him in from the spiritual wilderness, to pull him out of the 13 year rut he’d been in. 

Tonight we move on from that to see what God asked of him and Abram’s response.
Last week I focused on the title God gave himself ‘Almighty’ and I only mentioned in passing the specific instruction he gave to Ab – ‘walk before me and be blameless’. We need to return to that command, and especially the word ‘blameless’ because it’s crucial/key to understanding the rest of the chapter – and, not to put to fine a point on it, the entire sweep of redemption history from then until now! 

‘Blameless’ doesn’t mean without sin or fault. It means wholehearted, it means to be unreservedly committed, it means to be fully devoted to God and a life passion of becoming like Jesus. It was, if you like, to be everything that Abram hadn’t been for the last few years! 

It’s like God is saying ‘Abram, stick close to me, walk with me, hold my hand and willingly, gladly let me lead you, completely’ It’s like a trusting child who puts their hand in the hand of the parent and lets them guide them through the crowds in a busy street.
Some people think this kind of devotion to God is restricting. As if to be wholehearted to God limits us, our fun and enjoyment. But that’s just perverse and so far from the truth it can only come from Satan. 

It’s clear from this chapter that the reason God says this is because he wanted to bless Ab, to lead him into a better life, to give him more and to keep him safer than he would otherwise be. Life lived God’s way, lived walking with God and being wholly committed to him was the path to the greatest joy and happiness.  

Don’t listen to the lie of Satan and this world that he controls that God cramps us up! God wants your best – every time. Why does a parent say to child ‘Stay with me, hold my hand, stay close?’ It’s for the child’s safety and benefit.
And that’s certainly the case here for Abram – just look at these wonderful promises that God reaffirms. ‘I will confirm my covenant with you and will greatly increase your numbers’. ‘Confirm’ - these aren’t new, but after 13 years of spiritual dryness and 25 or so years of waiting, to have God say that he hasn’t forgotten the promise would be just mind-blowingly brilliant for Ab.

At this news Abram fell face down - V3. It’s worth noticing that he didn’t just stand with his hands in his pockets, or arms reverently folded. Encountering God again put him on his knees! Not ‘slain in the Spirit’ but a physical response. Let me just say that we really shouldn’t be frightened of this! For sure, we’re all different characters, but even the most reserved of us tend to wave our arms around, cry, clap, point, or whatever when our passions are aroused (angry, sad or happy). Football, TV, music. It’s natural, it’s human! How much more then when meeting God! I’ll never tell anyone what to do – but why is it that in church, in the present of Almighty otherwise demonstrative people seem to disconnect their emotions? I don’t want to make a big thing of it – but just to say, it’s OK to react to God and his word! It’s OK to react in worship, and for those reactions to be part of our worship! Because that’s what Ab was doing here – his kneeling was worship. The more we encounter God here (in church) the more we can expect the unexpected! 
So Ab is in a state of worship and gratitude and love and wonder awe to God, and God goes on ‘Ab, this is my covenant with you, this is what I promise you; I will do this’ What exactly does God say this time?

· Name change: Abram to Abraham. Signalled a new beginning, a new stage in Ab’s life. Abraham = ‘Father of many nations’. He’s signalling that the birth of the promised son is about to happen.
· Children; not just children, but whole nations, and even kings would come from his family line.

· Land – v8, Canaan given as a possession for him and his family to live in.

This was God’s promise & I’ll try to come back to it in a few moments because there’s something important I want to show you about this – especially the land. But there was something for Ab to do also. From v10-14 we have God clear and specific instruction regarding circumcision. To benefit from, to be included in the covenant promises every male descendant had to be circumcised – v10. There was no ambiguity, no exception to this. 
What was the deal with circumcision? You see, circ wasn’t unique to the Jews; they weren’t even the first to do it, other people groups already practiced this. Some have suggested it was for hygiene, others as a mark of Jewishness. But bearing in mind that other also practiced it and I think we should conclude that it was more than this. 

I believe it is closely linked to God’s command to Ab to be ‘blameless’ wholehearted, completely dedicated to God. This command effectively meant to sever commitment to all other loves and circumcision is a very appropriate symbol of that. In the NT the believers in Jesus were no longer required to be physically circed, it does say that we are to have circumcised hearts; hearts that are totally dedicated to God, not to have other loves. Hearts that are ‘blameless’.
Now I don’t want to be silly or crass about this but it is often said that men are driven by their loins! For the main mass of men the attraction and opportunity of a pretty woman is about as strong as there can be. I’ll let you fill in the rest! The point I’m suggesting is this – God’s people are to have a new leader, we are not to be self pleasing pleasure seekers let by our feelings and emotions. Abram, and every God worshipper since, has been called to have a new master. The mark of circumcision would be constant reminder to him of his commitment to God.

Absence of circumcision held severe consequences – v14. If you, or any of your descendents do not put me first, if you will not follow me whole heartedly (symbolised in circumcision) then you step outside and forfeit the covenant blessings. 

What does all this say to us today? Do we need to be circumcised? NO! Colossians 2:11 speaking to gentile believers ‘In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ’ What happened to you and I when Jesus saved us was a spiritual circumcision; the day that you trusted Jesus, committed to him Jesus marked you out as his. Your mark is not circumcision but the Spirit. The importance and significance though is the same. We are called to walk with the lord and be blameless. 
Are you? Are you whole hearted? Are you separate for Christ?

After God stopped speaking Ab’s response was immediate - V23. It was a hard thing God asked him to do, physically painful. But he did it and that’s the sort of response he wants from us also.

Now let me just briefly say a bit about the land because that was the other big part of God’s promise. It’s a big issue today because the tensions in the Middle East are largely fuelled by this question of the land. Big question is ‘Does the nation of Israel have a divine right to the land now?’
Reading this passage there is simply no question about it is there – they certainly do. BUT, we must never read the OT without reference to the NT. The NT interprets the Old and the Old the new. I haven’t time now to deal with this fully, but for me passages like Ephesians 2:11-19 which speaks about jesus making one man out of two, breaking down wals and barriers (in essence saying there is only one people of God not two, and that all the true believers, Jew of non Jew are together inheritors of the promise. There is according to the NT only one people of God – who are made up of people of all ethnicities who believe the promises of God and place their faith in Him. That is why Abraham was declared righteous (Gen 12), and it’s the same for us. Abr and us get right with God the same way. It’s not circ – that came after and was a sign! 
This means that the land isn’t just for circumcised people, but for all the people of faith – because God’s own words says we’re all included in the promises now.
There’s one other thing: I believe it is significant that Ab himself wasn’t simply looking for a parcel of land here on earth, even Ab was looking for something better – it’s the reason he didn’t build there -  Heb 11:9, 10, 13. Too much emphasis is placed on temporary land and not enough on eternal land and how we get there.

Sadly, tragically, many, if not most, of those who today fight over the land will never inherit it, because they do not believe. They have not circumcised their hearts, they will not live blamelessly before the Lord.  
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