This morning, we come to a very pivotal part of the book of Genesis – and of the Bible as a whole.  In the first 11 chapters of Genesis, we have a very grand, wide-angle lens picture of what was happening in the world as a whole.  Rather than having a specific focus, the first 11 chapters have a broad and general focus.  Even though the stories are specific and focus on specific people, they have direct relation to the world as a whole.  As we come to our text this morning, that changes because, as we will see, God Himself focuses His attention on a specific person and, in turn, the specific nation that will come from that one man.  

The main reason this section of the text is so pivotal and crucial is because it plays such an important role in God's grand plan of salvation as a whole.  In short, in this text, we will see that God's plan to redeem the fallen world as to choose one man, Abraham, and use him and his offspring to be a source of blessing to the whole world.  In this section of Genesis, we see this reality introduced.  Throughout the rest of Genesis, we will see this reality expanded.  In the rest of the Old Testament, we see this reality explained and carried out.  And in the New Testament, we see this reality fulfilled.  Seeing that whole picture, we can begin to see the importance of this text.  

So, as we turn our attention to these chapters (11:27-15:21), we will walk through them and see what they reveal to us about God, His plans, ourselves and the world.  

I. God's Grand Plan of Salvation is to Bless the World through Abram's Offspring (11:27-12:9)

The beginning of our text this week is actually one of the most crucial sections in the Bible when it comes to understanding God's grand plan of redemption.  In fact, much of that plan will fail to make sense if we do not understand these verses.  So, knowing that, we must understand them correctly.  

First of all, the introduction of this new section serves to show us that there was nothing special or unusual about Abram or his family (11:27-32).  In fact, as the text describes them, they were a very normal bunch – marrying, giving birth, moving, dying and just living life.  Later on, we even learn that they were not followers of the true God but worshipers of other gods (Josh. 24:2).  The point of this introduction is to make clear that there was nothing in Abram or his family that merited any sort of special attention or affection from God.  Rather, they were a typical family going their typical way in the world.  

However, God had radically different plans for Abram.  The text tells us, “Now the Lord said to Abram, 'Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you.  And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.  I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (12:1-3).  This word from God is incredibly important and we should examine it appropriately.  First of all, we should note that God initiates this call and this relationship.  Abram did not seek it.  It was a sovereign act of God to initiate this conversation.  Second, we should take note of the explicit command God gave: He told Abram to leave his family and land and go to the land God would show him.  In short, God told him to step out in faith and obey.  Third, God made explicit promises to Abram.  Specifically, He promised to give Abram land (go...to the land that I will show you”), offspring (“I will make of you a great nation” - also reiterated in 12:7), and blessing (“I will bless you...and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”).  God promised Abram that his faith in God's word (and his faithful obedience to it) would be rewarded with a great land, great offspring, a great name and great blessing.  

And, in a paradigm-setting way, Abram obeyed: “So Abram went, as the Lord had told him...” (12:4a).  He took his family and his possessions and traveled to the land of Canaan.  And, once there, he pitched his tent, built an altar and called on the name of the Lord.  Abram obeyed the Lord and stepped out in faith.  

In these few verses at the start of chapter 12, we have the foundation for everything else in the rest of the Bible.  This account makes clear exactly how God is going to fix the horrible effects of Adam and Eve's sin.  After giving man ample opportunity to prove that he could not fix or save himself, God initiated His plan of redemption with the call of Abram.  He centered all of His plans and purposes on one individual – Abram.  From this one man, God purposed to create a nation who would serve as a blessing to every other nation.  From this one man, God purposed – on an even grander level – to rescue the created order and to redeem the human beings who had rebelled against Him.  

The importance of this section of our text really cannot be overstated – simply because the rest of Scripture, and really the rest of history, from this point on is the unfolding of this promise.  The rest of the Old Testament lays out the short-term fulfillment of this promise in the physical nation of Israel, and the coming of Jesus Christ represents the crowning moment of this promise.  As Paul told the Galatians, “Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring.  It does not say, 'And to offspring,' referring to many, but referring to one, 'And to your offspring,' who is Christ” (3:16).  Ultimately, these promises are fulfilled in the God-man, Jesus Christ and his life, death and resurrection.  The grand promise of land and blessing and a great name and a people too numerous to count come through Christ.  And the rest of the New Testament, as well as the rest of history up to this day, is the full fulfilling of the promises in Genesis 12:1-3.  God is carrying out His plan and purpose – the same plan and purpose declared to Abram in this text. 

II. God's Plan is Sure and Certain – It Cannot be Thwarted by Anything or Anyone.

While the first part of our text makes clear what the plan of God is, the the rest of our text serves to tell us two things: 1) the fact that the plan is absolutely certain to succeed and 2) how we should respond to the God who has initiated such a plan.  So, first, we will look at the way this text reveals the certainty and solidity of God's plan.  In short, the series of stories in chapters 12-15, though they are very different, all serve to make one resounding point: God's plan (as seen in 12:1-3) will not be thwarted or interrupted by anyone or anything.  In a way, each of the stories presents a unique challenge to God's sovereign plan, and one-by-one, those challenges are overcome.  

First of all, we see that God's plan is not thwarted by the sins and foolish choices of His people.  In 12:10-20, we read of Abram going down to Egypt because there is a famine in Canaan.  As he got close to Egypt, Abram decided to lie to the Egyptians and tell them Sarai was his sister and not his wife, so that they would not kill him and take her.  Even though we are not told explicitly in the text that this was wrong, the silence of God is deafening, and it is clear that Abram made a foolish choice.  It become even more clear by looking at the results: Sarai is taken in as part of Pharaoh's household!  So now, because of Abram's “wisdom”, he is stuck in Egypt (outside the promised land), and his wife has been taken as one of Pharaoh's wives.  This seems to be a threat to the plan of God.  How can Abram become a great nation if his wife belongs to Pharaoh?  How can he possess the promised land if he lives in Egypt?  The plan seems to be in danger.  And yet, the text makes clear that God can overcome even this obstacle.  By sending plagues on Pharaoh's house, God makes the truth known to Pharaoh.  Pharaoh rebukes Abram, gives Sarai back to him, makes him leave and lets him keep all the stuff he had been given on account of Sarai.  Even though Abram lied, God uses the situation to bless him.  Just as God promised, he cursed (with plagues) the one who cursed Abram by taking his wife (Pharaoh).  The point of this account is not to encourage lying on the part of God's people but rather to make clear that God's plan and purpose did not rest on Abram's behavior and character but on God's call and character.  This story makes clear that the purposes of God are sure and certain because they depend on Him and not on us.  

In the next section of the text, we see the same reality of God overcoming a possible problem with the plan as we read of Abram and Lot separating because they have too much stuff (13:1-18).  After leaving Egypt, Abram returns to the place where he built an altar before, and he calls upon the name of the Lord.  Once again, we see Abram in right relationship with the Lord.  Soon thereafter, there is strife between Abram and Lot's herdsmen, so they decide to separate.  Abram gives Lot the first choice, and Lot chooses the best looking land for himself while Abram takes the other land.  Once again, on the surface, this seems to be a threat to the plan and promise of God.  How will Abram possess the land if Lot possesses part of it?  It seems like the selfishness of Lot is hindering the plan.  And yet, as was the case in Egypt, God makes clear that His plan is sure and certain.  He does it, first, by reiterating to Abram that the entire land will belong to him.  And he makes it clear, second, by allowing Lot to be taken by invading, enemy kings (14:1-12).  Once again, the point of these stories is to demonstrate that God is in control, and His plan is certain to succeed.  Even though Lot selfishly chose the best land for himself, God made clear that the plan to give it to Abram would be carried out.  The purposes and plans of God are sure, and even the selfish desires of men cannot thwart them. 

Even the story of the invading kings in chapter 14, to which we just alluded, makes this point.  The point of listing all the kings and their armies is to make clear that this was a large, intimidating force of people that invaded the land.  Once again, on the surface, it seems that this is a threat to God's plan.  How in the world is Abram supposed to survive and become a great nation and possess the land if armies like this are roaming around?  But such a thought fails to take into account the reality that God is with Abram.  After describing the victorious rampage of the kings, the text tells us that Abram chased after them with only 318 men and defeated them (14:13-16).  The point is not to highlight Abram's might or bravery but rather to make clear that Abram has the blessing of God upon him.  Abram is victorious because God is with him, and the plan of God is sure because God is carrying it out.  Incredibly, in this story, we see God giving this one man, Abram, favor and power in the very land that his people will one day possess.  As he returns from his victory, Abram is received by the King of Sodom (who had just been defeated) and Melchizedek, the King of Salem.  Melchizedek – who is intended to point us forward to the ultimate seed of Abram, who would also be his King and Lord, Jesus Christ – blesses Abram and receives tithes from Abram as a priest of God Most High.  Through this scene, we see the beginnings of God fulfilling His promise by giving Abram favor and power and blessing in the land.  God's promises are certain and sure.  Even the actions of powerful men like kings and powerful entities like nations cannot thwart His plans.  

And the final part of our text also serves to highlight the certainty and surety of God's purposes and plans.  To sum up His sure promises, God reiterates his promises: to protect Abram (15:1), give Abram an heir (15:4), and to give Abram the land (15:7).  And in response to Abram's repeated queries (15:2-3,8), God actually seals His promises by giving Abram a glimpse of His sovereignty and making a covenant with Abram.  First, God shows Abram His sovereignty by telling Abram what will happen in the future (15:13-15): Abram's offspring will be slaves in a foreign land for 400 years, God will judge the nation that enslaves them, they shall leave the land with great possessions, they will return in the fourth generation, and Abram will have a good, long life.  And then, to seal even this prophecy, God enters a covenant with Abram (15:17-21).  This is symbolized by a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passing between the severed pieces of 5 different animals.  The significance of this is that God is binding Himself to be destroyed like the severed animals of He does not keep His word.  Specifically, the text closes with God reiterating that Abram's offspring will possess the whole land.  God is committing to this and making clear to Abram that it is certain.  Just as we have seen throughout this text, so we see again at the end: God's promises, specifically His promise of the land, are sure and certain.  They cannot be thwarted.  

As we contemplate this reality – a reality that has come up already in the book of Genesis – it is encouraging because it reminds us that we can have confidence in the plans and purposes of God because they are as sure now as they were then.  God has not finished fulfilling the promises He made to Abram.  The task is still ongoing.  And this text is encouraging because it reminds us that even in the midst of all kinds of distractions and struggles, the plan of God is marching on.  It is sure, and it will be completed.  The plan of God is not derailed by suicide bombers or wars or tsunamis or oil spills or elections or dictatorships or anything of that kind.  It is easy to forget that the most important thing going on in the world right now is something that never makes it on to CNN or Fox News.  God is building a people for Himself – a people who are joined together by sharing the faith of Abram in the true offspring of Abram.  This people is drawn from every nation and tribe and people on earth to form one, new nation.  The plan of God is absolutely certain, and He is still fulfilling His promises to Abram by calling people to Himself.  And His ultimate goal, which will be a reality, is that the earth will be full of the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the seas.  There will be a new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells.  There will be eternal praise for the Lamb who was slain to make it all possible and for the Father who gave His Son to make it all possible.  This plan is glorious, and it is being carried out around us even now.  

That said, this begs the question: are we doing our part in the carrying out and realization of this plan.  The fact that God's plan is sure and certain should not hinder us from doing our part.  Rather, it should motivate us to do our part!  God, who reconciled us to Himself, has given us the ministry of reconciliation.  We are ambassadors for Christ.  So are we engaging?  Are we so distracted by all of the things going on around us that we have neglected the most important task?  We must make sure that we are responding appropriately to the God who has put this sure and certain plan in place.  And this text makes this clear by not only highlighting the certainty of God's plan but also highlighting the proper way for us to respond.  

III. The Proper Response to this God and His Plans is Faith, Worship and Obedience.

As we consider these stories, we realize that they are not only making points about God but about the right and wrong ways to act before Him as well.  As we look at the text, we see both negative and positive examples – all intended ultimately to warn us and teach us about the way we should act.  

So, first of all, the text gives us the negative example of Abram in Egypt.  As we saw earlier, God uses the episode to bless Abram.  Nevertheless, this is not meant to cause us to take God's blessing for granted.  Abram does not seek God's wisdom about going down to Egypt.  Once there, he fails to trust the Lord's protection that had just been promised to him in 12:1-3.  And even though God blessed Abram in spite of his failure, we do see Abram struggle with the effects of his decisions.  Specifically, we read of Hagar (who is a source of great strife in Abram's life) that she was an Egyptian servant – most likely acquired during this sojourn in Egypt.  Even though God used Pharaoh and the Egyptians to bless Abram, Abram's actions are clearly portrayed as the faithless schemings of a man who was not trusting in the sovereign protection of God.  Following God involves entrusting ourselves to Him rather than trusting our own plans and our own “wisdom.”  

We also see the negative example of Lot's behavior regarding the land in chapter 13.  When Lot is given the choice of land by Abram, he took whatever seemed best for him.  He did not consider his uncle, and he did not consider the words that God had declared regarding who would possess the land.  Rather, like Eve with the fruit, Lot chose his land based on what he saw (13:10).  He chose what appealed to his senses and seemed good to him.  And he did this even though it involved settling next to people who were “wicked, great sinners against the Lord” (13:13).  Lot followed the desires of his flesh, and it was disastrous for him.  The only reason he is not destroyed is because Abram rescues him.  Much like Abram in Egypt, Lot shows us that trusting our own wisdom will inevitably turn out badly.  The book of Proverbs says, “There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death” (Prov. 14:12 & 16:25).  Rather than following our own wisdom, we should follow the word of the Lord, because it is the only true source of wisdom.  God had revealed Himself to Abram, and He has revealed Himself to us.  We should heed the word, and obey.  

But alongside these negative examples are several positive examples given to us by Abram.  Throughout the text, he gives us a wonderful picture of true faith and the obedience that results from it.  First of all, in a demonstration of his faith in the Lord's word, he obeys the Lord's command to leave his family in the very beginning of the text (12:4).  Then, throughout the text, we see Abram calling on the Lord and worshiping the Lord (12:8; 13:4,18).  And after he returns from defeating the invading kings in chapter 14, the king of Sodom offers Abram all of the bounty from his victory.  But in an amazing display of faith and trust, Abram refuses it, declaring: “I have lifted my hand to the Lord, God Most High, Possessor of heaven and earth, that I would not take a thread or a sandal strap or anything that is yours, lest you should say, 'I have made Abram rich'” (14:22-23).  Because of his fervent belief in God's ability to provide and keep His promises, Abram refuses to get his blessing and his riches anywhere else.  And then, ultimately, as God prepares to make a covenant with Abram and reminds him of the promises, we read, “And he [God] brought him outside and said, 'Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you  are able to number them.'  Then he said to him, 'So shall your offspring be.'  And he [Abram] believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (15:5-6).  This is the central text in Abram's life regarding how to respond to the Lord.  It is quoted numerous times in the New Testament because it was the perfect response to God and God's promises.  Though there were pitfalls and struggles along the way, Abram believed God, and because of that faith, God counted him as righteous.  

As we consider the sum of these examples for ourselves, we are driven to this reality: the only proper way to respond to God and His promises is with true, sincere and total faith.  And, because we are living after Jesus Christ has come (unlike Abram), we now know that such faith is placed not just in “God” but in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.  This is the only way to be in a right relationship with God.  Good works can never make us righteous – we must have faith.  As Paul told the Romans, “...if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God.  For what does the Scripture say?  'Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.'  Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due.  And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness” (Rom. 4:2-5).  And later, Paul also writes, “...the words 'it was counted to him' were not written for his [Abram's] sake alone, but for ours also.  It will also be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Rom. 4:23-25).  Like Abram, we must begin with faith – faith in Jesus Christ and what He has done.  

And, then, like Abram, we must walk in obedience because of the faith that we have.  Abraham's faith was not a dead faith but a living, active faith that drove him to act and obey.  In fact, the faith of Abraham that leads to action is really the only kind of faith that matters.  As James told his readers, “Do you want to be shown...that faith apart from works is useless?  Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac on the altar?  You see that faith was active along with his works, and faith was completed by his works; and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, 'Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness' – and he was called a friend of God” (James 2:20-23).  According to James, Abraham's faith was “fulfilled” by his actions.  He believed and he obeyed.  In the same way, our faith should move us to obey.  We should believe and obey.  We should read the Scriptures, so we can know what God has commanded.  And then, because we trust Him and His word, we should do the things He has commanded.  This sort of obedience faith is the only faith that matters.  

Conclusion

As we come to the table, I hope that you can come both encouraged and challenged.  God is – even now – carrying out a glorious plan of redemption.  Moreover, His plan is sure and it will never be thwarted or stopped.  If you have repented of your sins and trusted in Christ, you can come to the table and take communion with joy because your God will win and all will be well.  If you are not a Christian, you have no such hope because God's plan involves destroying those who do not follow Christ.  Do not take communion because you refuse to follow Christ.  Instead, repent of your sins and trust Christ so that you might be saved.  This is your only hope.  Amen.  

