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Remembering What God Has Done…We Honor the Covenant
Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18

One of my favorite classes during my days at Bethel College was Greek.  The reason for my liking the class so much wasn’t really the thrill of declining verbs until they ran off the page.  No, the joy had to do with Dr. Waddle.  Not only was he one of my favorite professors; he was also one of my favorite people in the world.  He was part of the religion department at Bethel for decades and had a wonderful sense of humor, a deep love for his students that he showed in countless ways, and a profound pastoral wisdom that marked his dealings with anyone he met.
Thinking back on the classes I had in Greek, I’ve come to realize that the one thing that has stuck with me the most was Dr. Waddle’s standard answer to questions.  Whenever a student would ask an incredibly difficult question, such as why second declension nouns have a different ending from first declension nouns, Dr. Waddle would always answer, “That’s just the way it is.”  You see, Dr. Waddle had fully understood that there are certain things in life that can’t be explained, but that you believe because you’ve seen it happen before and trust that it will happen again.

Dr. Waddle’s answer covers one of the most basic things about human life:  not all things can be explained.  I don’t know if you’re comfortable hearing that or not, though I suspect it makes more than a few of us nervous.  In our world, we like to have answers for everything, and it seems that each passing day brings with it another mystery solved.  But the fact can’t be denied that some things in life just can’t be explained.

Think about life for just a moment. Why is it that whenever you put your clothes into the dryer, one sock almost always ends up missing?  “That’s just the way it is.”

Why is it that no matter how many times a mother tells her child not to get dirty, he always finds the one mud puddle between your car and the sanctuary?  “That’s just the way it is.”

Or why is it that you can answer every question the teacher asks except the one she asks you?  “That’s just the way it is.”

Or why is it that people can spend a fortune trying to get grass grow in their yards but the only place it comes up is in the middle of your asphalt driveway?  “That’s just the way it is.”

I hope you’re catching on to the repeated phrase of this sermon.  Dr. Waddle’s answer might come in handy for some of you parents trying to tell your children why the sky is blue and the grass is green.  Time and again in life we meet up with things that can’t be explained but which we’ve accepted as a trusted part of life.

Well, Abram stumbled upon one of those moments in our passage from Genesis this morning.  This is one of the most important chapters in all of scripture when it comes to faith, for it greatly shaped the thought of Paul and the gospel writers.
You may remember the story of Abram, whose name later changed to Abraham.  He and his wife had no children and no land.  But then Abraham and Sarah were called out of their barrenness by God’s powerful word.  Their pilgrimage of hope had begun on no other basis than the promise of God, a promise which stood over against the story of their barrenness.

Just a few chapters before our reading today, God had commanded Abram to pick up and go to a place that he did not know.  God promised that he would have many descendants and would be the father of a great people, a people through whom God would bless all the peoples of the earth.

But in our reading today, several chapters after God’s promise, Abraham is beginning to wonder if this God whose mysterious call he had followed was ever going to make good on his promise.  What we see is a still barren and landless Abraham.  He still has no child—no heir—and no land.  He and Sarah are growing older and the hope that God’s promise would be realized was growing dim.  He had no child, no land; all he had was a promise, and he was beginning to think that wasn’t nearly enough to go on.  Abraham began to doubt.  Abraham—the great pillar of the faith—the one whose trust inspired the writers of the New Testament—began to struggle with the trustworthiness of God.  There’s no other way to say it than to say that Abraham doubted.

You can hear his doubt creeping into every word he speaks.  God said, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward will be very great.”  But Abram said, “O Lord God, what will you give me, for I continue childless?”  In other words, “I’ve heard that from you before God, but you didn’t come through.  Why should I believe you now?”
We’ve now touched upon one of the largest questions of Christianity.  God’s promise is delayed, even to the point of doubt.  It is a part of our common faith that those who believe the promise and hope against barrenness must nevertheless live with their barrenness.  How do you learn to trust the promise when everything around you screams that the promise won’t ever come true?  How do you learn to hope against hope?

Perhaps the answers to these questions are to be found in Abraham’s conversation with God.  “I will give you a great reward.”

“Sure, God, I’ve heard that before.  Yet, I still have no heir.”
Then God took Abraham outside and said, “Look toward heaven and count the stars.  So shall your descendants be.”  And Abraham believed and God reckoned it to him as righteousness.

I hope that you didn’t miss it.  Abraham went from doubt to belief in just a few short verses.  What I want to know is what caused Abraham to believe?  It really wasn’t anything God said that caused belief.  No, it was a glance toward the heavens where the stars were too numerous to count and too magnificent to behold.  This is a vision, a revelation that surprises old reality.  We are struggling, as was Abraham, with a new idea that is based not upon human reasoning but on the basic understanding that God is God.  And at this moment in Abraham’s journey he understands and believes.  The same God who gives the promise is the One who makes it believable.  It is only the new awareness that God is really God that provides ground for Abraham’s faith.

You see, the only thing that produces belief on the part of Abraham is that he has come to rely on the One who speaks the promise.  And once Abraham put his trust in the promise maker, into the God who speaks and creates, he was able to throw himself into life as he had never done before.  Everything he did was done with the sure belief that the promise would come true.  His whole life was shaped by his belief that God’s promise would come true, even though the promise seemed uncertain at best.

I wonder if that’s the key—trusting God enough to live our lives as if we’re assured that God’s promised future will be even in the midst of the deadly present; trusting the promise of God because of who God is and because of what God has done in the past.
It should be pointed out, however, that after God said that Abraham was faithful, he doubted again.  That’s the story of faith.  We always live somewhere between the two poles, somewhere between belief and doubt.

The good news, though, is that God’s faithfulness is sure, and, because that’s true, we can live assured of the future, even when it seems in doubt.  In life and in death, we belong to God.  And God will be faithful.  And how do we know that God will be faithful to us?  Because God’s been faithful before.  And besides, “That’s just the way it is.”  That’s just the way God is.
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