
SERMON -  Gen 12 :1-4a (NIV) Romans 4:1-5, 13-17  Not so long ago, I spoke to you about faith. I remember asking you where your faith came from,  and this morning I just want to do a quick survey  about the sources of faith in this church    1. Do you for instance come from a long line of Methodists? 2.Were they perhaps Methodists associated with this church? 3.Did your early childhood include, a set of standards  for living, based on God and his word? 4.Have you had what you would call a conversion experience??  5.Or would you describe your faith as something that has developed over the years? 6.Would you you ever consider changing your denomination  if God called you to service outside Methodism?   One of the reasons that I have asked these questions,  is because I am currently looking at my own faith,  in relationship to another religion.  Leeds Church Institute is running a series called Perspectives, which this year, aims at bringing Jews and Christians  closer together, through a deeper knowledge of each other’s  traditions and understanding of Scripture.   I am using Jewish commentaries and Jewish traditions  when I preach on Old Testament  passages  and both Christian and Jewish commentaries for the New Testament. All this is to be in a spirit of interest and outreach,   not to convert Jews to Christianity or vice versa,  but to find the many touching points where we share an understanding of God, and his plan for salvation of the entire world.  The intention is to find out more about each other’s beliefs, and so,  to destroy dangerous stereotyping and perhaps more crucially,  to rediscover the world of Jesus, a Jew among Jews.  As Christians, we have lost some of the impact  of his deeds and words, for the community in which he lived  and perhaps the Judaism of his time.  



I was surprised to find, that there are Jewish commentaries on the New Testament.   They are stimulating, but hey are also challenging – not particularly to my own faith - but to my role as a preacher.  Since I am required to share my preaching with the project, I must try to balance my belief in Jesus as Messiah with the Jewish view, of what he said and did, the significance it had for his Jewish followers and  the meaning we place on those words today.  The exercise is fascinating – and also very positive.  The spotlight today is going to be on faith.  Any life, may arrive at a point when God  will begin to accomplish marvelous things through that person.    Our Lectionary readings today, involved two people,  one almost as far before the time of Jesus as we are after him  and the other who lived in the time of Jesus.  In our first reading we heard about Abram (Abraham, as he became) and the almighty promise that God made to him! That short passage from early in Genesis,  is one that has always intrigued me.  The thought of setting out into the unknown,  to follow a call from a ‘Lord,’ without really knowing who was calling or having certain proof of the wisdom of that move,  seems to me to be an amazing response.   How did he feel – what did Sarai say?  I longed to understand more..    From our Bible, if you read Genesis, up to chapter 11  you will hear - after the expulsion from the Garden of Eden  and the killing of Abel by Cain –  that God became increasingly disillusioned with his people,  as their numbers increased.  The commissioning of Noah, a man who walked with God,  and the flood and the rainbow Covenant,  are stories familiar to us from childhood,  but often, the tale halts, as the animals leave the ark.  



You’ll remember, that Noah had three sons,  Ham, Shem and Japheth and they and their wives,  according to the writer of Genesis, re-peopled the known world  with their children and children’s children.   Abraham or Abram as he was first known  was a direct if distant descendant of Noah’s son Shem.  From our Bible, we hear that he lived in Ur,   a city, probably somewhere near the Northern end  of the Persian gulf and close to the River Euphrates  in what is now Southern Iraq.  We know that he undertook a long journey with some of his family with the intention of reaching Canaan.   Of his early faith there is little.   However I found that in Jewish and Muslim tradition  there is more about his early life.  Abram, tradition says was the son of a merchant of wooden idols. He rejected the idol worship of his surroundings and moved spiritually towards monotheism from an early age.  The religious authorities of the time were furious   and that led to a trial by fire, which like Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego he survived  because of his faith in the true God.   He trashed his father Terah’s workshop,  and left the hammer in the hand of the largest idol.  When asked for an explanation, he said that the idols had been fighting  ‘Don’t be silly!’ said his father ‘idols can’t fight – they can’t speak or do anything!’ ‘Indeed!’ said Abram ‘but you worship them!.....  I rest my case!’………  ……(or words to that effect).   Terah changed his ways and determined on a move to Canaan. Canaan is almost directly west from UR  but the vast empty expanse of the Arabian desert  lies between and so Abram his brother and their wives  with his father and nephew, journeyed north  until they reached Harran in present day Syria –  about half way to Canaan - and there they settled.   



 Maybe they were tired of travelling, but tradition has it  that Terach, may  simply have lacked the spiritual resources  to achieve the goal of greater truth that he set out to find,  after renouncing his idolatry.  But why Canaan?     They must have settled quite comfortably in Harran.   We know that the family multiplied, for later Jacob,  Abram’s grandson went to Harran after he had stolen Esau’s birthright and worked there for many years with his kinsmen  and found his wives in that family.  Years pass Terah dies and then, Abram receives the call  from God to go out in faith – to Canaan. History is silent about Terah’s desire to go there,  but with Abram’s call we see that God, was, as always,  involved from the start.   Abram is seventy-five, his wife is seemingly barren,  yet God promises that  “I will make you into a great nation…….(and) all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.!”  My mind boggles at what Abram was asked to do.  To respond and go, not knowing what the outcome would be,  or how God would accomplish his seemingly impossible promise. That was an immense act of faith.    If you aren’t sure what happened read on in Genesis later  and you’ll find that although it was 24 years before God   made Abram through circumcision  the first Jew and ultimately the spiritual father of the world, his faith was increasingly rewarded during the intervening years  with personal experiences that God is real and keeps his promises.   When at one point Abram nudged God, complaining that his heir  was someone in Damascus, God, said  ‘No!  A son coming from your own body will be your heir… Look up at the heavens and count the stars - if indeed you can count them - so shall your offspring be.’ And so Abraham got a new name and the promise that all the nations of the world would be blessed through him. 



 ‘Abram believed the Lord and he credited it to him in righteousness! Genesis 15 : 6 quoted by Paul in our passage from Romans. Now the spotlight is on Paul.  For us, Paul is an early Christian, a Jew who turned to Christ  and away from his own people,  but Paul remains in his writings a Pharisee,  a Rabbi and first and foremost  a first century Jew.   He believed in Jesus as the Messiah, the fulfillment,  not just of the law, but of the way in which God  will accomplish the salvation of the entire world. Jesus is God’s new demonstration of righteousness  already attested to in the law and prophets.  Jesus the Messiah is the way forward for fulfilling that promise.  Our view that the Christian church began with the apostles  is perhaps an over simplification.  Paul like Jesus and his friends followed the Torah of Moses  in food, clothing and way of life and for some considerable time,  the Gentile followers of Jesus were part of a Jewish community  and its way of life but without becoming Jews.  Paul saw this sub group as an authentic expression of Judaism,  for he believed God’s plan was to bring about the fullness  of the aspirations of Jewish people for the benefit of all peoples.    He makes it quite clear, that Jew and Gentile  stand on an equal footing before God –   for neither should the Jews believe, that, as sons of Abraham,  and followers of the Torah - the law of Moses –  they have an automatic claim to righteousness  or may boast in ‘their birth’.   Nor, should Gentiles, be tempted to think  that, they are replacing some Israelites  as though they have lost God’s favour.   In our passage from Romans he is telling his brethren  that being born into a religious community is no longer enough.  Boasting in the parentage of Abraham,  



relying on the covenant marked by circumcision is no longer viable. Keeping the law, the Torah of Moses is insufficient.  So who then are the heirs of Abraham? They, Paul believes are the people who demonstrate  the righteousness of Abraham!!  That ability to go out in faith and trust, into the unknown  even before they are sure where to, or for what reason,  or perhaps in the case of Abraham in whose name.    For Paul, we might say trust comes first, response next and religion after that. God challenged and Abram responded  and the world began to move towards final salvation for everyone.  (Here Christians and Jews part company as to how that  will eventually be accomplished.)  God challenged and Paul responded, with a complete about turn  of his view of how God’s plan would be accomplished. Paul recognized Jesus as the Messiah,  the fulfillment of God’s plan, but whether he actually foresaw  the future as it is now, is a different question.  Abraham could not, from his standpoint almost two millennia before, have foreseen Judaism in the Ist century CE  Paul could not have imagined the place he would hold in Christianity  in the 21st century CE from his first century standpoint. When God challenges and people respond amazing things happen – sometimes that change the future forever.  God took two men, their experience; the skills and beliefs  that they had to offer; and  their place in time  and used them to do amazing things.  God still challenges and awaits a response. God continues to use people’s beliefs and skills  and the situation they are in at any moment in time.  Paul tells us that people of faith are the heirs of Abraham.   What about us then, and our faith?  Where did your faith begin?   How did it develop? 



Have you had a personal experience of God, as Paul and Abraham did, a call to the unknown - a Damascus road?  Did your faith like Abram, develop despite opposition? Most of us like Paul, have a strong background knowledge of God,  through scripture, tradition and belonging to a denomination  with a comfortable set of rules to follow?  How might God use our faith in the future?  Could any one of us, if challenged by God,  leave our pre-conceived ideas  and go forward in a new direction in a new way.  If God called us to something mind-boggling  could we be like Abram and go out, trusting just for the days ahead? We, at least ARE certain, that God is real, is there, and will be sufficient.  We have so much that we share with Abraham and Paul -   in particular our belief that God can be reached  through the study of Scripture - but we believe  that we also have good news to offer to a changing world.  So many people know nothing of that original faith or even what the word faith means. ‘Church’ as we know it is changing, as it did for Jew and Gentile   in the first century.  The challenges are great, as they were then.  But one thing is certain, for both Jew and Gentile,  God’s overall plan is moving steadily towards the fulfillment  of his amazing  promise to Abraham  and he will use his people along the way.    Let’s pray that if he calls, we will be ready to hear  and to respond to his will and  that through our response  blessing may come to others. Amen        
 



Comments 
 
The responses to the questions asked at the beginning were - roughly I 
didn’t count -  as follows 1. Several, 2. A few,  3. More than half,   
4. one,  5. About half, 6. About four. 
The feed back, generally was of interest, particularly in new ideas, but 
as so often happens someone came with a particular point they wanted 
to talk about i.e. the validity of other religions and acknowledging their 
right to exist and by the time we stopped talking many of the 
congregation had disappeared. 
The sermon was split into three parts with the relevant reading before 
parts 2 and 3. It lasted about 15 – 20 minutes – standard for 
Methodism. 
The actual wording here is revised from how it was preached but the 
meaning is the same. 
I am excited by the reading I have managed to do, and enjoyed using 
Jewish Internet sites.  It does, however, occur to me that there are 
certain Christian Religious Sites that I would not necessarily identify 
with.  I have no idea whether there are similar pitfalls with Jewish sites!  
 


