Today, we will continue our walk through the book of Genesis by looking at 16:1-22:19.  This is large text that contains a number of different stories centering around the person and life of Abraham.  As we saw last week, God chose Abraham and determined to use him, and his offspring, as a means of blessing the entire world.  However, this incredible act of grace did not immediately end all of Abraham's problems.  Rather, as we saw last week and will see this week, Abraham battled and struggled with a number of issues – both internal and external.  Nevertheless, even in the midst of these struggles and issues, God carried out His plan and used Abraham and blessed Abraham.  As we walk through these stories, we will see a number of wonderful truths as well as some challenging truths.  These stories are here to tell us about God (both his might and his faithfulness) as well as ourselves (how we should respond to God, act in the world, etc.).  If we can understand these chapters rightly, we will have a much better understand of both.  

I. God can, and will, do what He says He will do.   

As we step back and look at the grand scope of this narrative, the first things that jumps out at us is that God is working out His promises and accomplishing His purposes through, in spite of, and in the midst of, any and all circumstances – both good and bad.   Throughout all these stories, we see both the faithfulness and the power of God on full display.  

First of all, we see God's faithfulness in the fact that His promises to Abraham keep coming up – they are central to everything and affect everything.  In chapter 17, we see God reaffirm His covenant promises to Abraham (17:1-8) – at least 25 years after originally giving them!  He even “ups the ante” a bit by actually changing the patriarch's name from Abram to Abraham.  God was making clear to Abraham that the passing of time had not, and would not, change His plans and purposes.  They were sure.  Then, God informed both Abraham (17:15-21) and Sarah (18:9-15) of the imminent birth of Isaac.  Even to the blessed couple, this was laughable!  But God reiterated that His plans and purposes would be accomplished.  They were sure.  Later on, even in the face of Abraham's sin with Abimelech (20:1-18) – which mirrored his previous sin with Pharaoh – God used the situation to bless Abraham.  Despite Abraham's shortcomings, God blessed him – just as He had promised He would (12:2).  God's promises are sure.  He does what He says.  And near the end of our text, we actually see the beginning of the fulfillment of God's promises as Isaac is born (21:1-7).  In this incredible event, there is a resounding declaration that God is faithful.  He will do what He says He will do.  

Second, we see the incredible power of God.  We see this clearly in God's declaration of the future.  He tells Abraham and Sarah they will have a son before it ever happens – and then it happens.  And He even predicts Ishmael's destiny (16:11-12) – and then it happens.  God can predict these events because He is in control of them and bringing them about.  He is mighty.  And we see this most obviously in the fact that He causes a 100-year-old man and a 90-year-old woman to have a child naturally.  Even though they lived longer than us, this was still a miraculous, you-have-to-see-it-to-believe-it moment even for that time period.  Abraham and Sarah's laughter shows that such a thought was ridiculous.  And yet, it happened.  God did the miraculous, and He did the impossible.  He kept His promise, and He carried out His purpose.  The reason God will do what He says He will do is because He can do what He says He will do.  

So the first thing that is clear from the text is that God can, and will, do what He says.  He is faithful and mighty to carry out His purposes and promises.  This is incredibly encouraging because even though our circumstances are no doubt very different, we all need to remember and trust the faithfulness and power of God.  As we look around at everything that is horrendously wrong with our world, we need to remember that God is in control and is working out His plan.  As we see the wicked all around us wreaking havoc and disregarding God, we need to remember that God has promised their eventual destruction.  As we suffer the effects of sin and see our brothers and sisters all around the world suffering the effects of sin as well, we need to remember that God has promised to keep us and ultimately deliver us.  As we battle our own sin and struggle with the sinfulness of other brothers and sisters, we need to remember that God has promised to make us holy, and He is doing that even now.  God has promised to rescue and redeem this world.  He has put His plan in place and is carrying it out right now.  And He is able to see that plan through to its end, and He will see it through to the end.  We must understand that God is both faithful and mighty – as this text makes clear.  

II. God is for His people – no matter what.

And alongside this reality that God is faithful and powerful is another reality that is equally comforting to us – namely: God loves and cares for and bears with and blesses His people.  Because of His promises to them, and for the purpose of upholding His own name and character, God takes care of His people.  We can see a number of ways this is demonstrated in the text.  

First of all, throughout this section, we see God bearing with, and showing mercy to, His people in the face of their weaknesses and shortcomings.  Numerous times we see Abraham and Sarah failing, and numerous times we see God not abandoning them.  First, in chapter 16, we see the happy couple scheming to bring about God's promises on their own.  Even though God told them He would give offspring, they are trying to do His job for Him – and the result (even though the plan works!) is frustration and anger and bitterness.  This is not faith at all.  And yet, in the very next chapter, God calls to Abraham and reiterates the promises and the covenant.  He does not give up on Abraham.  Then, again, right after God reaffirms the covenant (and right after Abraham obeys the command to circumcise his house), Abraham and Sarah both respond to God's declaration about Isaac's imminent birth with laughter (17:17-19; 18:9-15) – not faith.  Once again, we do not see them believing.  And yet, God does not curse them or cast them off.  Rather, He continues His work in and through them.  He responds to their lack of faith with more blessing rather than anger.  And then, in chapter 20, we see Abraham repeating his previous sin by failing to trust the Lord's protection and lying about his wife.  Once again, it turns out badly as Sarah is taken and it is only God's miraculous intervention that delivers her.  And yet, just as He did the previous time, God uses the situation to bless Abraham and Sarah (20:1-18).  It is astounding to see the many ways in which the Lord shows grace to the chosen people – because they are chosen and not because they deserve it or have earned.  As we consider this reality, it is extremely encouraging because it reminds us that the blessing and favor of God rest not on our behavior but on God Himself.  He is faithful, He cares for us, and He bears with our weakness – blessing us even in the face of it.  

We also see God listening to, and caring about, the desires of His people throughout this text.  In response to Abraham's repeated pleadings on behalf of any righteous people in Sodom (18:22-33), God rescues Lot from the city's destruction (19:29).  Then later, when Sarah asks Abraham to eject Hagar and Ishmael, God actually comforts him with the news that Ishmael will be a great nation also – just not the promised, chosen nation.  Though these are small realities, they definitely show us that God cares for His people.  He is not ignorant of the way His people feel.  Just like the last point, this is extremely encouraging for the people of God because it helps us understand that, at the very least, God cares about what we are feeling.  He cares about the things that worry us and distress us.  And He hears His people when they call to Him.  We have a loving Father who cares for us – not a dictator who disregards us.  

We also see the reality that God is for His people by seeing the way in which God protects His people in this text.  The majority of the Sodom and Gomorrah story is taken up with recounting the way God miraculously protected Lot and got him out of the city safely.  2 Peter 2:7-8 reveals that Lot was a “righteous man”, so God's protection of him reveals God's protective care for His people.  We also see this in God's protection of Abraham and Sarah during the Abimelech episode, as we have already seen (20:1-18).  Throughout such (possibly) dangerous circumstances, we see God keeping His people safe – preserving them so that His purposes might be accomplished.  In the same way, we can trust the Lord's protection.  As the psalmist writes, “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will abide in the shadow of the Almighty.  I will say to the Lord, 'My refuge and my fortress, my God, in whom I trust.'  For he will deliver you from the snare of the fowler and from the deadly pestilence.  He will cover you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness is a shield and buckler.  You will not fear the terror of the night, nor the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in darkness, nor the destruction that wastes at noonday” (Ps. 91:1-6).  We are safe in the Lord's hands.  In the midst of everything that rages around us and threatens us, the Lord will keep us safe – just like He kept His people in this text.  

We also see God's care in the mere fact that He blesses His people.  As we have already seen, in 21:1-7, God gives Abraham and Sarah a child though they were very old.  This is a clear sign of God's blessing.  And in 21:22-34, we see Abraham making a covenant with Abimelech that they will live in peace.  While it might seem inconsequential, this is actually God blessing Abraham by giving him favor with the major leaders of the day.  By having peace with Abimelech, Abraham is kept safe and left alone.  This favor from Abimelech is another sign of God's blessing.  

In short, all through these stories, we see this same basic reality: God blesses His chosen people and everything they do.  He is gracious to them in the midst of their weaknesses.  He works through them to carry out His purposes.  He hears their prayers and answers them.  He pours grace on them.  He truly is for His people. 

For those of us who are part of God's people today, this is incredibly wonderful.  God has not changed.  Just as He blessed and cared for and bore with His people in grace and mercy so many thousands of years ago, so He still blesses and cares for and bears with His people in grace and mercy today.  Rejoice in the fact that your weaknesses and struggles do not cause God to cast you off or reject you.  Rather, He is gracious and bears with you.  Rejoice in the fact that God is aware of your desires and cares about them.  Rejoice in the fact that you are safe in the hands of God.  He will let nothing happen to you that does not first pass through His hand.  Rejoice that God's blessing rests upon you because you are part of His people.  God is for His people.  

III. God will punish the wicked. 

A third thing we see very clearly in the text is that the Lord punishes sin and, more specifically, will punish the wicked.  He does not just punish sin but sinners.  This point is made most emphatically with the account of Sodom and Gomorrah.  As the story unfolds, it becomes very clear that God is destroying these cities because of their terrible wickedness.  In 18:16-21, we see God telling Abraham that He is going to Sodom and Gomorrah to see if their wickedness is as great as He has “heard”.  Interestingly, God portrays it as if people have cried out to Him and He is addressing the sin because of their cries.  Obviously, God knew about the sin, but this reveals once again that God hears the cries of people.  Then, in 19:13, after the men of Sodom have revealed themselves to be terribly wicked, God tells Lot – through the angels – that He is going to destroy the city.  And then, in 19:23-29, we see God carry out His word and destroy the cities because of their wickedness.  God rained down fire on the cities and totally obliterated them.  They were reduced to nothing.  As we have seen time and time again in these early chapters of Genesis, God sees, hates and punishes sin.  He never lets it slide or fails to notice it.  He is absolutely holy, and every sin does receive just punishment.  

Once again, as we step back and consider this reality, we see that it is incredibly relevant even today.  For those who have never repented of their sins and trusted Jesus as their Savior and Lord, this is a reminder that there is punishment coming.  God's wrath is upon all who refuse to follow Jesus Christ, and that wrath will rain down upon them at some point unless they turn and repent.  In Luke's gospel, we read of Jesus using the destruction of Sodom as a reminder to His followers that the revealing of the Son of Man (i.e. the second coming of Jesus Christ) will bring similar judgment and wrath.  Judgment is sure.  Peter told his readers that the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah was “an example of what is going to happen to the ungodly” (2 Pet. 2:6).  If you have never repented of your sins and trusted Jesus as your Savior, then repent and believe.  If you do not, God's wrath will fall on you – just like it fell on Sodom and Gomorrah.  And it will be terrible.  

For those who have repented and trusted in Christ, this is still relevant as well.  We should rejoice that such wrath will not fall upon us because it should!  As we can see throughout this text, Abraham is a sinner – just like the people of Sodom.  The only thing that makes him different is the sheer grace of God.  In the same way, the only thing that makes our fate any different from the people of Sodom is the sheer grace of God.  We should bask in that grace and glorify that great God.  Moreover, this is an encouragement that the wicked will not win.  No matter how much they seem to be succeeding around us, there is wrath to come.  God will be victorious, and there is hope.  And also, this should motivate us to speak the gospel to those who are lost.  There is no chance of them avoiding the wrath of God.  As those who have been saved ourselves, we should be first in line to tell those around us that there is a way of salvation.  The fate that awaits the lost is terrible and sure, so we should take the gospel to them as earnestly and fervently as we can.  

IV. We should respond to God with faith and obedience.

As we have seen, this text tells us a great deal about God.  It tells us much about His character as well as the way He relates to His people.  But, by means of both positive and negative examples, the text also tells us a great deal about ourselves.  More specifically, it shows us how we should respond to the God we have been describing.  

First, the text makes very clear that trusting ourselves, instead of God, will lead only to frustration, despair and hopelessness.  First of all, as we have seen in 16:1-6, we see an attempt by Abraham and Sarah to act on their own wisdom and ability rather than trusting the Lord.  In a way, they tried to “do God's work for him” - trusting their own labors instead of Him.  According to Paul, in Galatians 4, this episode with Hagar is an example of trying to be right with God by our works instead of by our faith (Gal. 4:21-31).  But, as Paul makes clear, relying on our works (and what we can do) leads only to slavery.  It leads only to despair – just like it did with Abraham and Sarah.  The plan worked just like they thought it would – but the result was not what they hoped.  If we trust our own labors, we will find ourselves trapped and hopeless and frustrated.  We also see this in the example of Lot.  As we saw last week (Gen. 13), Lot chose his land based on his own observations and desires – even though it put him in a dangerous place among wicked people.  In this week's text (19:12-14,30-38), we see the result of His foolish decision – he is terrifyingly close to God's judgment and wrath.  His family was put in terrible danger because of his foolish choice.  He trusted his own wisdom, and it was disastrous.  His future sons-in-law were killed, his wife was turned to a pillar of salt because she longed to go back to Sodom, and his daughters resort to tricking their own father so as to sleep with him and have children.  It is a pitiful, pathetic picture of their seeking to continue a line in their own strength.  And the result of their efforts were two groups of people who were in perpetual struggle with God's chosen people, Israel.  Lot is another example of the hopelessness and futility of trusting our own abilities and wisdom rather than trusting in the Lord.  If we are going to trust ourselves and our works and our abilities, we are going to be lost.  There is no hope in that.  

On the other hand, we have the picture of Abraham to show us that the proper response is obedient faith.  As we have already seen, Abraham struggled in a number of ways, and his faith wavered in a number of ways.  However, through it all, some semblance of faith resided in him.  As Paul tells us, “In hope he [Abraham] believed against hope that he should become the father of many nations, as he had been told, 'So shall your offspring be.'  He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body, which was as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old), or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah's womb.  No distrust made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised” (Rom. 4:18-21).  In the face of great obstacles and circumstances that made it reasonable for him to doubt, Abraham trusted God's word – not his circumstances or his emotions.  He believed.  In spite of his many weaknesses and failures, in the end, Abraham trusted.   

And, ultimately, he obeyed to the point of obedience – even obedience that seemed to endanger the very promises of God.  Our text this morning ends with an incredible display of faithful obedience by recounting the story of Abraham preparing to sacrifice his chosen son, Isaac (22:1-19).  The text tells us this was a “test” of Abraham (22:1) – to see whether he truly trusted God.  It is clear from his actions that he did.  And the author of Hebrews confirms this: “By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was in the act of offering up his only son, of whom it was said, 'Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.'  He considered that God was able even to raise him from the dead, from which, figuratively speaking, he did receive him back” (Heb. 11:17-19).  Abraham believed and Abraham obeyed.  In the end, he once again shows us that the only way to properly respond to God is with genuine faith and completely trusts God and His word and His promises.  Like Abraham, we must cast ourselves upon the Lord and obey Him – fully confident that He will save us and bless us.  And, in the end, God will bless such obedience.  

V. If we trust and obey, we will be delivered and blessed.

The final piece of our text that we should notice is the final piece of the text itself.  After Abraham demonstrates his faith in the Lord by taking Isaac and laying him on the altar and fully intending to kill him, God intervenes and stops Abraham and spares Isaac's life.  Moreover, He provides a ram that is slain in Isaac's place – serving as a substitute (22:11-14).  On a general level, this serves to show us that God will bless faithful obedience.  Abraham trusted and obeyed, and God blessed that (22:15-19).  Likewise, if we trust Him, and obey Him because we trust Him, the Lord will bless us also.

But, more specifically, this also points us to the glorious reality of how such a thing can be.  We have already seen – in the story of Sodom and Gomorrah – that God punishes sinners.  But we have also seen that He rescues His people.  How can that be?  If His people are sinners and God punishes sinners, how can they be delivered?  How can God possibly justify saving His people and still remain holy and just?  The answer is found in the substitute.  Just as God provided a ram to take the place of Isaac, He has provided a Lamb to take the place of each one of us.  As Paul told the Romans, God sent Jesus to die as a propitiation for our sins – so that He might be both just and the justifier (Rom. 3:21-26).  Jesus died and was raised from the dead – and everyone who believes in Him is saved.  If we trust and obey, we are delivered and blessed.  If we do not, we are not.  

Conclusion

As we come to the table, we are face-to-face with the ultimate reality of all of life.  If you have never repented of your sins and trusted Christ as your Savior, then repent and believe.  He died on the cross as a substitute for everyone who would follow Him – taking the wrath of God in their place so that they would not have to take it.  Repent and believe, and you will be saved.    

And for those who have trusted Christ, rejoice in Him as you come to the table and take communion.  Rejoice in the fact that you are delivered.  Magnify your Savior and rejoice that God's favor and blessing are upon you because of what He did – and is still doing.  God is carrying out a glorious plan of redemption, and that plan is going to be fully carried out.  You are part of it, so rejoice.  And as you go from here, demonstrate your faith by walking in obedience.  Read His word and meditate on it and store it up in your heart so that you believe and obey.  Let us go forth from here in faith and obedience.  Amen.  

