August 1, 2004
Genesis 18:9-14
Ninth Sunday



After Pentecost (C)


Promises

Hymns:
TLH 91, 290, 428

Grace, mercy and peace to you from God our Father through His Son Jesus Christ.  The word of God which calls for our attention today comes from our Old Testament reading, particularly the last few verses:

“Where is your wife Sarah?” they asked him.

“There, in the tent,” he said.

Then YHWH said, “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife will have a son.”

Now Sarah was listening at the entrance to the tent, which was behind him.  Abraham and Sarah were already old and well advanced in years, and Sarah was past the age of childbearing.  So Sarah laughed to herself as she thought, “After I am worn out and my master is old, will I now have this pleasure?”

Then YHWH said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Will I really have a child, now that I am old?’  Is anything to hard for YHWH?  I will return to you at the appointed time next year and Sarah will have a son.”
Think about married couples.  What are their struggles?  In-laws.  Finances.  Communication.  These are all good examples.  There’s one which I believe causes more stress than these.  Trying to get pregnant.

You see their stories on TV.  Couples have tried for five years before finally getting pregnant.  Five years is a long time to keep going through the cycle of hope, anxiety and despair.  The continual frustration associated with this all-too-common problem has lead to the end of many marriages.

That’s a problem, isn’t it?  Having children is one of the basic reasons couples get married.  They want a family together.  In our own marriage rite its spelled out right at the beginning:

The union of husband and wife in heart, body and mind is intended by God for their mutual joy, for the help and comfort given one another in prosperity and adversity, and, when it is God’s will, for the procreation of children and their nurture in the knowledge and love of the Lord.

Having children is a fundamental reason for marriage.  That can put a lot of pressure on a couple.  Many couples know the feeling of having their parents ask them, “So, when am *I* going to be a grandmother?  When am I going to be a grandfather?”

I’m sure this is what Abraham and Sarah dealt with for many years while they lived in Ur.  By the time Abraham received his call from God, he and Sarah had probably been married at least forty years.  Forty years with no children!  Forty years of trying.

Surely they had stopped trying after a while.  After all, the Bible does say Sarah was barren.  It was probably obvious to Abraham and Sarah that they were going to be one of those couples who would have children vicariously through their nieces and nephews.

How shocking God’s promise must have been for them.  First, they had left everything for this new land for their descendants (which they still didn’t have).  After ten years of renewed trying, we know what happened.  Sarah said, “I can’t give you a child, Abraham.  But here’s my servant Hagar.  Maybe she can give you one for me.”  Hagar did.  However, that wasn’t what God wanted.

Another thirteen years roll by.  Sarah’s starting to regret the idea.  However, she’s still barren.  She couldn’t do anything about it.  God tells Abraham, as he’s giving the covenantal sign of circumcision, that Sarah will surely have a son.  Abraham laughed in disbelief.  Then, in another attempt to cover doubt, he offered his other son as a bargaining chip.  God said both sons would be fathers of nations, but only Isaac’s line would bring the Messiah.

Now, we come to our text.  YHWH appears to Abraham in the oaks of Mamre.  Once again He tells Abraham that he will have a son.  This time, Sarah’s listening at the door of the tent.  She hears that she will have a son the following year.  She’ll be ninety next year!  What did she think about it?  She laughed too!  It was just as hard for her to believe as it was for Abraham.  Both parents showed their frail, sinful flesh in this episode.  God calls her on it, but Sarah naturally denies laughing.

God gets irate with both of them.  “Is anything too hard for me?” He asks.  They will have a son.  His name will be Isaac.  The very name is humorous.  Isaac in Hebrew is qax:ciy, meaning “he will laugh.”  What a fitting name!  What a testimony to his parents’ temporary disbelief!  Who says God doesn’t have a sense of humor?

After more than seventy years of trying, Sarah is finally pregnant.  Twenty-five years after leaving everything to follow Him, God delivered on His promise.  At this point, I’m sure Sarah is ready to burst out in song, saying, “Let the earth now praise the Lord, Who hath truly kept His word And the sinner’s Help and Friend Now at last to us doth send.  What the fathers most desired, What the prophets’ heart inspired, What they longed for many a year, Stands fulfilled in glory here.  Abram’s promised great Reward, Zion’s Helper, Jacob’s Lord—Him of twofold race behold—Truly came, as long foretold.”  Also, “We have a sure prophetic Word By inspiration of the Lord; And tho’ assailed on ev’ry hand, Jehovah’s Word shall ever stand.”

Who is this promised son?  Is it Isaac?  He is mentioned here specifically by name.  He is a promised reward.  But he isn’t the complete fulfillment of the promise.  Is it the nation of Israel?  Abraham’s direct descendents?  Most Evangelical Christians today believe that God still has a special place for the Jewish people.  That can’t be right though.  Jews don’t believe in our God.  That’s of course if they believe in a God at all.  Well, who is this promised Son?

Melanchthon, the author of the Augsburg Confession and its Apology, writes:

[Scripture] communicates the promise concerning Christ, either when it promises that Christ will come and on account of him offers the forgiveness of sins, justification, and eternal life, or when in the gospel itself, Christ, after he appeared, promises the forgiveness of sins, justification and eternal life.

And

[T]he gospel (which is, strictly speaking, the promise of the forgiveness of sins and justification on account of Christ) proclaims the righteousness of faith in Christ.

Melanchthon says the promises revolve around Christ.  You see, the promised Son isn’t just a person.  It is THE person.  The second person of the Trinity and His redemptive work to forgive our sins.  The only person who has never sinned.  This is the real promise God was giving to Abraham and Sarah.  Isaac would be the ancestor of the Messiah.  It would be through Isaac that the long-awaited Savior, promised to our first parents, would come.

It is this encounter between YHWH and Abraham that brings us our Messiah.  Here’s the thing that sticks out to me.  YHWH doesn’t just send some angel to deliver this message like His normal routine.  He comes down HIMSELF to deliver the message.  This is a very gracious act by YHWH.  To come down and socialize with a sinner like Abraham.  It sounds like … Well, it sounds like something Jesus would do.  If YHWH would come down to personally deliver a message, you know you can trust it.

Now we can say, “I am trusting thee, Lord Jesus.  Trusting only Thee; Trusting Thee for full salvation, Great and free.  I am trusting Thee for power; Thine can never fail.  Words which Thou Thyself shall give me Must prevail.”  

The promise to Abraham had been fulfilled.  The promise which stemmed from the promise to our first parents, gives us the salvation from our sins through Jesus Christ.

We hold this promise dear to our hearts.  The fulfillment of this promise is what we seek when we come to church.  We come to church to hear.  To hear that Christ came to Earth to live among us.  That He died upon the Cross as the sacrifice promised to deliver us from our sins.  That he was raised to life again to show that His sacrifice was accepted.  That He has ascended into Heaven to prepare a place for us.  And that we will spend eternity with Him there because that’s where he wants us.  He’s done everything for us.  All we need is to grasp this promise through faith.

Just like the couples hoping for a child, we wait in eager expectation.  We wait for the return of Christ.  The final fulfillment of the promise given so long ago.  However, we must wait in the turmoil of this world.  The cycle continues—hope, anxiety, despair—as the world around us seeks to destroy itself.

We have good reason to hope.  Better reason than those couples struggling to become pregnant.  There is no guarantee that anyone will have children.  We have a sure prophetic word that we will be with Christ in Heaven after we die because we have been born again into His family.

We are God’s children.  We have the assurance that even though we struggle with anxiety and despair that we still have the hope of the promise of God.  Our sins have been forgiven.  This is the one thing needed.  There is no more need to be anxious or despair.  Alleluia!  Amen.
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