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I. Three Common False Views of God

A.  Super-Soft Grandfather

– "God is a benevolent gentleman with a long, flowing beard whose primary job is to be nice."

– "God is good.  He is bound to forgive us.  That's his job." – Catherine the Great

– What's wrong with this view? This God has no justice.

B.  Deism

– God is so transcendently great and big and glorious and mighty, why would he even notice, much less have concern for, such a small and insignificant thing as a human?

– What's wrong with this view? This God is impersonal.

C.  Mutual Back-Scratching

– This is common to polytheistic religions; the gods are limited to certain spheres or domains (e.g., the sea, the harvest, war, death, etc.), so when you need something from a particular domain, you appease the appropriate god with a sacrifice or other bribe.

– The "Christianized" version of this generally looks something like, "If I read my Bible and go to church and do good things and avoid bad things, God will not let me get cancer or lose my job or have conflict in my marriage or bad things happen to my kids or anything else bad."

– What's wrong with this view? This God is a needy, high-maintenance God (or gods).

II.  The Biblical View of God

A.  God Cannot Be Manipulated (Acts 17:24)

– In Acts 17, Paul is speaking to polytheistic, mutual back-scratching Greek folks.

– When he says, "The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not dwell in temples built by hands," Paul is saying that the true God is not swayed by bribes and manipulation like the false so-called gods.

B.  God Does Not Need Us (Acts 17:25)

– Paul continues, "And he is not served by human hands, as though he needed anything."

– "God does not need you.  He certainly does not need me.  He does not need our praise bands.  It is not as if God gets to Thursday afternoon and starts saying, 'Oh boy, I can hardly wait until Sunday when they crack out those guitars again.  I'm feeling pretty lonely.  I need to be stroked up here.'  He does not need our worship.  He does not need our money.  He does not need us.  He does not need anything" (46).

– When God interacts with us (and he most certainly does interact with us, contrary to view #2), he doesn't do so because he needs something that we can offer him.  The otherness and transcendence of God is what makes the fact that he does interact with us at all that much more amazing.

C.  We Need God (Acts 17:25)

– Paul goes even further, "He [i.e., God] gives to all life, breath, and all things."

– Everything that we have, even down to the very breath you just drew in, comes because God gives it to us.  Every hair is numbered (even if the number is dwindling), every sparrow that falls is seen, everything that happens does so under the sovereign decree and perfectly seeing eye of God.

D.  What This Means

– In order for us to have a relationship (or any kind of meaningful interaction) with a God who cannot be manipulated, who does not need us, but rather one that we need, sovereign grace has to come from him to us.

– At different times and to different people in the Bible, God makes promises of what he will do for and through them.  These promises are called "covenants," which are like binding contracts; in this case, the two parties involved are clearly in a superior-inferior relationship.

III.  The Promises to and Covenant with Abraham

A.  The Promise (Genesis 12:1-3)

– Although sin entered the world in Genesis 3 and everything went horribly wrong thereafter, God speaks to a man named Abram/Abraham.

– God tells him to leave his home in Babylon and go to Israel, and God makes promises to him.

– God promises that he will become a great nation, that he will be blessed, that he will have a great name, and that all peoples on earth will be blessed through him.

– Abraham has done nothing to deserve or prompt these promises; God is simply acting sovereignly and unconditionally.

B.  The Promise and the Covenant (Genesis 17:1-10)

– God makes these promises, but he also makes a formal covenant with Abraham.

– On God's part, he will be the God of Abraham and his descendants, he will give him and them the land, and great nations will spring from Abraham.

– On Abraham's part, he and his descendants are to remain faithful and loyal to God alone and to have the sign of the covenant on all male children (circumcision).

C.  The Ratification of the Promises and Covenant (Genesis 15:8-18)

1.  Ceremony

– Abraham obeys God and takes animals, cutting them in half, and placing the pieces separate from one another with a walkway between.  Abraham is then put into a deep sleep.

– Abraham has a vision in which a torch and a firepot pass between the animal pieces.

2.  ANE Covenants

– Normally, when a covenant was made in the Old Testament times, this procedure of animal pieces was followed.

– Both parties in the covenant would walk between the pieces, which would be the same thing as saying, "You may treat me like these animals if I fail to live up to the terms of the covenant."

– In Genesis 15, only God walks between the pieces.  Abraham is in a deep sleep.  God himself takes the full responsibility for keeping the covenant.  That is sovereign grace.

D.  Keeping the Promises (Genesis 22)

– God made promises to Abraham, who in his and his wife's old age, hadn't had children.  When Abraham was 100 years old, he and his wife Sarah had Isaac, the son God promised to give them.

– When Isaac is about 13, God calls Abraham to take his son and all the preparations for a sacrifice to Mount Moriah.  Instead of taking along a lamb or other animal for the sacrifice, God tells Abraham to sacrifice Isaac.

– God does not let Abraham kill his son (even though Abraham believes God is able to raise him from the dead); rather, God provides a ram to sacrifice in Isaac's place.

– On the one hand, God is comparing Abraham's devotion and loyalty with that of the pagan religions around him; they would sacrifice their children to their idols.

– On the other hand, God is making the point that killing Isaac won't please God.  God has to provide the sacrifice, just as God alone took the responsibility of the covenant in Genesis 15.

– "The God who is there does not demand that we sacrifice our children; instead, in sovereign grace he provides a sacrifice.  What he wants of us is that we turn to him wholly and say in effect, 'You are God.  You are Lord.  You are sovereign.  I am dependent upon you.  I need you.  I will trust you.  I will obey you.'  For all the failures in Abraham's life and in your life and mine, God provides the sacrificial lamb.  The stories and accounts begin to multiply through the Old Testament pages in anticipation of the time when God would provide a sacrifice that far exceeds the value of some ram caught in a thicket" (54).

