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Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost

August 8, 2010
Genesis 15:-1-6; Hebrews 11: 1-16
Our epistle lesson for today, as you all know because I just read it, is from the book of Hebrews.  To be more specific, it is from the Book of Hebrews, chapter eleven and that is significant.  If you are not aware of this, Hebrews chapter eleven is known as the “great faith” chapter or the “great faith hall of fame.”  It is called the “great faith” chapter because the author highlights some of the great, biblical heroes of our faith:  Abraham, Sarah, Moses, Isaac, Jacob, Gideon and a whole list of others.  He writes about the remarkable accomplishments of these men and women all of which were achieved because of one thing:  faith.

However, I have to tell that I find this chapter somewhat peculiar.  I don’t know if you have noticed this or not in your reading of this chapter but as you read it, it presents the faith of these people as being, well, about as close to perfect as you can get.  So, when looking at the Hebrews text, it would be easy to conclude that none of them ever wavered in their faith.  They never stumbled, they never slipped up nor did they ever show even the slightest hint of messing up ; not even for a moment.  However, and here is what puzzles me, when you look at the Old Testament and read the narratives on their lives, it reveals quite a different story.  The record of the Old Testament shows that at some point, all of them wavered and had doubts; every single one of them.  It kind of begs the question “Given what the Old Testament shows us about these people, how is it that the author of Hebrews presents this picture of such perfect faith?”
That’s an interesting question.  And, it is especially interesting in light of our Old Testament lesson for today because we have a clear example of exactly about what I’m talking.  If you look at the Hebrews reading on the back of the bulletin, you will find the section of the “great faith” chapter that deals with Abraham.   What you will see is an Abraham who accomplished great thing all “by faith.”  He picked up his family, all his belongings, his cattle, his sheep, his servants, everything and moved without knowing where he was going and he did this by faith.  Abraham made his home in a foreign land among strangers and lived in tents because God promised to make him a great nation and he did this by faith.  Even though he was past childbearing age and even though his wife, Sarah, was barren, he became a father at the age of 100 and he did this by faith.  What an example?  One cannot look at the greatness of Abraham’s faith without being a little humbled, can he?  Here was a great man of faith who always trusted in what the Lord said.  At least that’s the way Hebrews seems to present it.

Look, however, at our Old Testament lesson.  The Lord God comes to Abraham and says to him, “Do not be afraid, Abram.  I am your shield, your very great reward.”  Wow!  “Don’t be afraid.”  Why would Abraham be afraid?  Is he not a great man of faith?  After all, his name made it into Hebrews 11 and the “Faith Hall of Fame.”  He shouldn’t be afraid.

But, the text is clear.  Abraham was afraid and as we catch up to Abraham here we find him in the midst of some very serious doubts.   God had made him some pretty big promises and Abraham didn’t see that they were being fulfilled.  This great man of faith doubted.  The question is, “Why?”
Well, remember what God had promised him.  Back in chapter 12 God, solely by his grace and mercy, chose Abraham to be the bearer of the promise of the Savior.  “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  All people will be blessed through you.  God’s plan to bless all nations, his plans to save the whole world ran straight through Abraham.  God would take Abraham, this one man, and through his offspring, he would make the nation of Israel and from Israel, the Christ would come and all nations would be blessed.  This was more than just a promise to give Abraham a bunch of children and grandchildren.  Abraham, by the grace of God, found himself as a critical component in God’s plan of salvation for the entire world including you and me.

However, there was one problem, and it wasn’t a minor problem at that.  When God gave his promise to Abraham, Abraham was seventy-five years old and he was childless.  Abraham’s wife Sarah was barren, meaning, she was never able to have any children and at her age, she never would.  The promise that he would become a great nation required a child, a son. Nevertheless, this was the Lord’s promise to Abraham and so, based on that promise, Abraham packed up and moved to the Promised Land trusting that the Lord would keep his word and give him a son.  Good for Abraham.  In that we should commend him for his faith.

By the time we get to chapter fifteen, however, Abraham is ten years older.  He is eighty-five.  The son promised him had not yet come.  Abraham wasn’t getting any younger and neither was Sarah, and, I don’t know too many 85 year old married couples who are having children.  After a decade of waiting, doubts began to creep in to his mind.  “O Sovereign Lord, what can you give me since I remain childless. . .  You have given me no children. . .”   In other words, “God, you made me a promise and after ten years . . . I’m not holding out much hope of fulfillment.”  Where is the man who left his homeland to travel to a distant place even though he did not know where he was going?  Where is the man who, when he finally does get a son, offers him as a sacrifice at the Lord’s bequest?  Where is the great man of faith we read about in Hebrews?  Will the real Abraham please stand up?  Is he a great man of faith who accomplished great things for the Lord or, a normal man who often feared and had doubts?   The answer is, my dear friends in Christ. . . both.

Now, you may be wondering how that can be.  How can he be both a great man of faith and a doubter?  Well, let me begin by stating that the Scriptures do not contradict themselves.  Both accounts of Abraham are totally and completely accurate.  Abraham was, as Hebrews says, a man of great faith.  And, as Genesis shows us, on more than one occasion, Abraham also suffered from doubts and fears.  So why can the author of Hebrews speak of him so highly?  Well he can for one reason only:  Christ Jesus.  My dear friends in Christ, what we read in the Hebrews account is the way God views those who, as Genesis puts, “he credits as righteous.”  God granted Abraham the faith to believe and trust in the promise of the Savior to come and by that God-given faith Abraham trusted in the salvation promised through that Savior.  Because of that, God saw Abraham’s faithfulness as perfect, as if he never doubted at all.

My dear friends in Christ, this is so important for us to understand.  The sacrifice of our dear Lord Jesus on the cross, the blood he shed hides all the imperfections of our lives before the eyes of God.  Let me say that again so that we are absolutely clear:  the blood of Christ covers all of our imperfections, even our imperfect faith. This is what the gospel, the good news of Jesus, is all about.   For those who have faith, for you who have faith, God does not see you as one who ever doubts but as one who never wavers.  Why?  Because when he looks at you he sees only Jesus who never wavered.  

St. Paul puts it this way in Colossians 3:3 and I think this really clarifies the whole thing for us.  “For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.”  The life that you live, and if it is a life like mine, it is a life full of sin and doubt, has by the grace of God been completely wrapped up in Jesus.  Your life of sin, unfaithful and doubt is hidden in Christ.  When faith grasps hold of the gospel, God sees only Christ our Lord and his sinlessness.  God the Father sees you and me through the prism of Jesus and so, hidden in Christ, he sees us as perfect.  

And consider that.  Consider the picture God sees of you because of faith.  He sees a Jesus whose faith was perfect and never wavered.  He sees a Jesus who trusted his Father in all things with no setbacks, no misgivings and no doubts.  He sees a Jesus trusted that God would deliver him even as he faced the cross.  Imagine that, as his Father turned from him and as the nails pierced his hands and feet he still looked to heaven with his final faithful prayer, “into your hands, I commend my spirit.”   Jesus’ lived a perfect faith to the end and by grace through faith, his perfect faith is credited to us, or, again as Genesis puts it, “it is credited to us as righteousness.” 
This is what is so marvelous about the gospel.  With my life hidden in Jesus, God in heaven sees me as perfect.  Likewise, with your life hidden in Jesus, he sees you as perfect.  That’s God’s reality, yet, my bet is that many here today struggle with doubts about your own faithfulness.  Do you sometimes doubt that you are strong enough?  Do you doubt how firmly you believe?  Do you sometimes think, “I could never be an Abraham?”   The truth of the matter is that you are already like Abraham.  I know I am.  He had good “faith days” and “bad faith” days.   I have good faith days and bad faith days.  He had times when he fully trusted in the Lord and times when, due to the weakness of his flesh, he struggled with trusting God’s promises.  I have times when I fully trust in the Lord and times when, due to the weakness of my flesh, I struggle with trusting God’s promises.  Abraham was a flawed, sinful human being who, despite his flaws, was chosen by God to be the recipient of his grace.  That’s what I am and that is what you are.  Abraham, you, me . . .  we are all the same.  We are all sinners forgiven by God for the sake of Jesus Christ.  
I guess the question is, “How do we deal with our doubts?”  Actually, to be more precise, the question is, “How does God deal with our doubts?” Notice what he does with Abraham. God did not chastise or berate Abraham.  He did not say, “Come on Abraham, why can’t you be more like Noah?  Gee whiz, look what he did. He built a boat in the middle of the desert for me!”  No.  That would be like a father telling his youngest son, “What’s the matter with you?  Shape up and be more like your big brother.”  Where’s the comfort in that?  Where’s the Gospel in that?  There is none.  Rather, God gently reminds Abraham that he has not forgotten his promises.  
For Abraham he took him and showed him the heavens.  He reaffirmed his word of promise because for God, a promised delayed is not a promise denied.  “Look at the stars Abraham, count them if you can. I will make you a great nation.”  God strengthened Abraham’s faith.  God reasserted his promise and think for a moment about what Abraham thought from that point forward every time he saw the night sky.  Do you not think that each night when he looked to the heavens he was reminded of what God told him?  Of course he was.  He heard God’s word of promise, he believed and God credited to him as righteousness.  In the eyes of God, as the Hebrew author shows us, Abraham lived his life as if he had no doubts at all.

Do your doubts about your faith at times plague you?  They do us all.  However, understand that when we confess our doubts to him, he does not treat us harshly.  He will not turn away his children who come to him and say, “Lord, I’m afraid.”  Remember, as Isaiah tells us, “A bruised reed he will not break, and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out.” Look at the promises God has made for you and be comforted.  Look at his cross.  Look at your crucified and risen Savior, Jesus Christ and remember what I always tell you:  it is not the strength of your faith which saves you; it is the strength of your Savior.  I’ll repeat that because it is so important to drill this into our heads,  “It is not the strength of your faith that saves you; it is the strength of your Savior.” Faith does not save you, Jesus does.  Jesus saves you by the same power which held him to the cross.  Jesus saves you by his shear strength and his will to bear your sins, even your sins of doubts, in order to make you pure and holy before God.  

Remember what he promises, “to all who received him, to those who believed in his name he gave the right to become the children of God.”   If God, who would not spare even his own Son, but gave him up for you - how will he not also, along with his Son, graciously give you all things?  He took care of your doubts; he nailed them to the cross.  This, God promises you.

Could you ever be in the “Faith Hall of Fame?”  Do you doubt it?  My friends, what Jesus did for you was so perfect that you are in the “Faith Hall of Fame.”  His blood truly places you in the ranks of Noah, Moses, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Name any of the faithful from Scripture and Jesus has set your name among them.  So great is our Savior, so great his love and don’t ever doubt it.  To God be the glory.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.

