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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Over the course of the past several weeks we have been spending time 

in Hebrews 11 learning about faith and faithful followers of the Lord God.  

In Abel we saw the worship of faith, as this second son of Adam and Eve 

brought God a lamb to be sacrificed, thus holding up the truth that without 

the shedding of blood there is no remission of sin.  In Enoch we saw the 

walk of faith.  Enoch walked with the Lord, loving and serving him and 

growing in intimacy and fellowship day by day.  In Noah we saw the work 

of faith.  Noah believed the Lord’s threat, that he would bring a terrible flood 

upon the earth.  Noah believed the Lord’s promise that a way of escape 

would be granted through the building of an ark.  Noah acted on his faith, 

working for decades to build an ark through which he and his family could 

be delivered.  As we saw in our lesson from last week, in Abraham we saw 

the “father of faith.”  Abraham became not only the father of the Jewish 

people and of some Arab tribes, he became the father of all those with saving 

faith.  You can think of it this way: If you are united to Jesus Christ through 

saving faith, you are a member of Abraham’s spiritual family and therefore 

an heir of the promises God gave to Abraham through the covenant.  The 

blessing of salvation given to Abraham by God is yours too.   
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 Abraham was a man of faith.  That does not mean that he had an easy 

time of things.  Faith does not spring up only in the soil of blessing; it does 

not grow only when the sun is shining.  Faith often comes when tribulations 

abound and when burdens seem too great to be carried.  Godly faith, faith 

like Abraham’s, is not like faith we might have in a favourite football team 

which only blossoms when they are on a winning streak—or even like our 

faith in other people, which withers when they let us down.  Christian faith 

is different from this, because the object of our trust as Christians is always 

trustworthy.  In the midst of trials, true faith says, “The Lord is my strength 

and my song; he has become my salvation” (Ps. 118:14).   

 That was certainly true of Abraham.  You see, Abraham had one great 

sorrow in his life.  As our lesson tells us, he was “past age” and his wife 

Sarah “was barren.”  They had no children.  We can read about it in Genesis 

15.   

 After this, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: “Do 
not be afraid, Abram.  I am your shield, your very great reward.” 

Think about that.  God comes to Abram, as he was then called.  He speaks 

peace to his heart—do not be afraid—and makes him a wonderful promise 

of protection and blessing.  Abram must have been thrilled.  Not so quick.  

Instead of rejoicing, Abram poured out a heartfelt complaint.   
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 But Abram said, “O sovereign Lord, what can you give me 
since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is 
Eliezer of Damascus?”  And Abram said, “You have given me no 
children; so a servant in my household will be my heir.” 

Abram has received amazing blessings.  He has been more than richly 

graced by the Lord.  Yet his heart is breaking because he does not have the 

one thing most dear to his heart.  His sorrow is made all the more poignant 

because of his name.  Abram means “exalted father.”   

 In a sermon Donald Barnhouse imagined a conversation between 

Abram and the merchants who traveled the length and breadth of Canaan as 

they made their way from Egypt to Mesopotamia or Europe and back.  

These merchants would pay their respects to Abram when they ran across his 

tents.  They would introduce themselves to Abram, telling them who they 

were and where they came from.  And then Abram would introduce himself.  

“I am Abram.”  “Abram—exalted father,” they would say.  “Congratulations.  

And how many children do you have?”  The humiliating answer would 

come.  “None.  I have no children.”  The merchants would then have a good 

chuckle behind his back.   

 In the face of this heartache God made Abram a great promise and 

gave him a confirming object lesson.   
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 Then the word of the Lord came to him: “This man will not be 
your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir.”  
He took him outside and said, “Look up at the heavens and count the 
stars—if indeed you can count them.”  Then he said to him, “So shall 
your offspring be.” 

We don’t get the full import of God’s promise today when, because of cities 

and streetlights, the night sky is lightened; but if you go up north to a cottage 

and on a moonless night look up, you will be astounded by the number of 

stars in the sky.   

 Abram’s response to God’s promise is a model for all believers.  

“Abram believed the Lord, and he [the Lord] credited it to him as 

righteousness.”  This is the first explicit reference in the Bible to the bedrock 

gospel truth of justification by faith.  Abram believed the promise of God.  

As a result, the righteousness of Christ was freely and graciously credited, 

transferred or imputed to Abram as if Abram himself had fulfilled the Law of 

God perfectly.  God made a promise.  Abram believed it unto salvation.   

 Beloved, God always relates to his children through promises.  This is 

what I mean.  In the Old Testament the Israelites were a people looking 

beyond the horizon for the promise of God yet to come.  They looked for the 

advent of a promised Messiah who would rule in righteousness upon the 

throne of David.   
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 Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will 
be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.  
Isaiah 7:14 

 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the 
government will be on his shoulders.  And he will be called Wonderful 
Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Of the 
increase of his government and of peace there will be no end.  He will 
reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom establishing and 
upholding it with justice and righteousness, from that time on and 
forever.  The zeal of the Lord Almighty will accomplish this.  Isaiah 
9:6, 7 

 A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a 
Branch will bear fruit.  The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the 
Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of 
power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord… Isaiah 
11:1, 2 

The hymn of preparation this morning captured their longing and their trust 

in God’s promise: 

O come, O come Emmanuel, 
And ransom captive Israel, 

That mourns in lonely exile here, 
Until the Son of God appear. 

Rejoice!  Rejoice! 
Emmanuel shall come to thee 

O Israel. 

 As believers living in New Testament times we look beyond the 

horizon of this world and await the Second Advent when our Lord will 

return in glory and the “precious and great promises” (II Peter 1:4) will be 

fulfilled. 
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 I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.  (Romans 8:18) 

 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?  Shall 
tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine or nakedness or peril 
or sword?  No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us.  For I am sure that neither death nor life, 
nor angels nor principalities, nor things present nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation 
will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.  (Romans 8: 35, 37-39) 

 So we do not lose heart.  Though our outer nature is wasting 
away, our inner nature is being renewed every day.  For this slight 
momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory 
beyond all comparison, because we look not to the things that are seen 
but to the things that are unseen; for the things that are seen are 
transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.  (II Corinthians 
4:16-18) 

 Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes 
in me, though he die, yet shall he live, and whoever lives and believes 
in me shall never die.  (John 11: 25, 26) 

 God relates to his children through promises.  Why?  For two closely 

related reasons.  To keep us looking beyond our present circumstances to 

heaven and to keep us from focusing too much on earth.  The promises of 

God are designed to keep our eyes and our hearts focused on eternal things.  

His promises lift our aspirations high.  You can think of it this way.  On our 

own we would be content with a few happy relationships instead of union 

and communion with the Almighty and loving Creator of the universe.  We 

 7



would strive for earthly success instead of heavenly glory.  We would seek 

earthly health and wealth instead of everlasting life and treasures that cannot 

face.  Abram wanted a son.  God intended that he would be the father of all 

the redeemed.  Abram wanted traveling merchants to think well of him, the 

joy of holding a son, respect, to fit in, to feel satisfied.  These are all good 

things—but they fell far short of what God wanted for Abram.  This is how 

Paul puts it in I Corinthians 2:9: 

 No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what 
God has prepared for those who love him. 

 By promises God keeps us looking to that “city with foundations, 

whose architect and builder is God.”  By his promises he also keeps us from 

focussing too much on the things of this world.  To put it another way, by his 

promises he keeps us moving forward.  Beloved, given a choice we would 

settle down in this life, in this world, in this fleshly existence.  Abram would 

have been happy to raise a family beside a good, clean well in a house built 

of sturdy mud bricks.  But God knows that this world is not our home and he 

teaches us that lesson via his promises.  We were not meant for this place; 

our souls were not created for this life.  God uses a combination of longing 

and promise to move us from here to our final goal.   
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 I heard a sermon once called “Three Verdicts on Life.”  The first 

verdict was that life was too good to be true.  People who think this are 

always worried.  They expect the very worst to happen to them at any 

moment.  The second verdict was that life was good enough to be true.  

These people were stoical.  Neither too hot nor too cold, they simply 

endured or enjoyed whatever came their way with a sense of fatalism.  The 

third verdict was that life was not good enough to be true.  Those with this 

view—and it is the Christian view—find that they have longings in their 

hearts that nothing in this passing world can truly satisfy.  They have those 

longings because although God has “made everything beautiful in its time…

he has also set eternity in the hearts of men” (Ecclesiastes 3:11).  We know 

instinctively that this life is not all that there is.  We know from experience 

that nothing in the world satisfies us if a living relationship with God is 

missing.   

 So God deals with his children by giving them promises to stand 

upon.  And what promises they are.  Here is J. C. Ryle speaking of their 

abundance: 

 There are [promises] in God’s treasury for every condition.  
About God’s infinite mercy and compassion; about his readiness to 
receive all who repent and believe; about his willingness to forgive, 
pardon and absolve the chief of sinners; about his power to change 
hearts and alter our corrupt nature; about the encouragements to pray 
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and hear the gospel and draw near to the throne of grace; about 
strength for duty, comfort in trouble, guidance in perplexity, help in 
sickness, consolation in death, support under bereavement, happiness 
beyond the grave, reward in glory—about all these things there is an 
abundant supply of promises in the word.  No one can form an idea of 
its abundance unless he carefully searches the Scriptures, keeping the 
subject steadily in view.  If anyone doubts it, I can only say, “Come 
and see.”  Like the Queen of Sheba at Solomon’s court, you will soon 
say, “The half was not told me” (I Kings 10:7). 

 Look at our lesson.  It begins, “By faith Abraham, even though he was 

past age—and Sarah herself was barren—was enabled to become a father 

because he considered him faithful who had made the promise.”  God made 

a promise to Abraham.  Abraham trusted the promise of God.  The promise 

of God was fulfilled.  And yet it was not as simple as that.  Abraham was 75 

when he set out for Canaan.  It was 25 years later that Isaac was born.  

Between the promise and the fulfillment there was a lot of waiting that had 

to take place, and waiting on the Lord is a very difficult thing to do.  In fact, 

at one point Abraham faltered.  He refused to wait and tried to take things 

into his own hands.  He had been in Canaan for ten years.  A child hadn’t 

come.  Abraham’s wife Sarah gave her maid Hager to her husband that he 

might have a child by her.  And so it was that when Abraham was 86 he had 

a son, Ishmael.  It might have seemed like an answer to prayer.  It might 

have seemed like a blessing from God.  The result, however, was turmoil in 

Abraham’s tents.   
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 The problem was Abraham tried to achieve God’s promise by man’s 

power.  It could not work for him, just as it cannot work for us.  Let me give 

you an example.  There are some who are eager to do God’s work but 

unwilling to wait upon his timetable or trust in his power.  They want to 

grow a church.  They use marketing techniques, psychological coercion and 

various sorts of emotional manipulation to bring about “conversions.”  But 

in the end they find that they have only managed to bring about false 

conversions.  Those they brought into the church in this way soon fade away.  

Beloved, God tells us in his word that faith comes by hearing.  He takes his 

word and plants it in the hearts of men and women and, by the power of his 

Spirit, brings them to life.  This is the only way God has given.  It is 

sufficient to bring from death to life all those who belong to the Lord.   

 Let me give you an example.  A loved one in your family is not saved.  

He ahs no relationship with the Lord and no interest in following him.  In a 

situation like that it does not good to manipulate.  Emotional blackmail or 

guilt trips won’t help.  Neither will hitting him over the head with a Bible.  

Let him know the reason for the hope that is in you.  Speak to him about the 

difference Jesus has made in your life.  Treat him with gentleness and 

respect.  Pray fervently to the Lord for his salvation while you in are your 
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prayer closet.  And then wait upon the Lord.  “Will not the Judge of all the 

earth do right?” (Genesis 18:25).   

 Abram and Sarai took things into their own hands.  It proved to be a 

disaster.  Thirteen years after Ishmael was born God appeared to Abram 

again.  The story is told in Genesis 17: 

 When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to 
him and said, “I am God Almighty; walk before me and be blameless.  
I will confirm my covenant between me and you and will greatly 
increase your numbers. 
 Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, “As for me, this is 
my covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations.  No 
longer will you be called Abram [exalted father]; your name will be 
Abraham [father of many], for I have made you a father of many 
nations.   

“I am God Almighty.”  God asserts in no uncertain terms his worthiness to 

be trusted.  “Walk before me and be blameless.”  God confronts Abram for 

his sin and unbelief and commands him to repent and walk in a new way of 

obedience and devotion.  “I will confirm my covenant between me and 

you…”  God let’s Abram know that he has not forgotten and in effect urges 

him to renew his faith and to walk in it.   

 There are many places in the Bible where we are urged to wait upon 

the Lord in quiet faithfulness and devotion. 
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 Wait for the Lord; be strong and let your heart take courage; 
wait for the Lord.  Psalm 27:14 

 Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for him…. Wait for 
the Lord and keep his way.  Psalm 37:7, 34 

 He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the 
weak.  Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble 
and fall; but those who wait upon the Lord will renew their strength.  
They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, 
they will walk and not be faint.  Isaiah 40:29-31 

Abraham heeded God’s call to wait upon him.  We find the result in verse 

12: “And so from this one man, and he as good as dead, came descendants as 

numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on the 

seashore.” 

 Let me close with a last word on “waiting for the Lord.”  Waiting for 

the Lord does not mean “be a couch potato for the Lord.”  Waiting on the 

Lord is an active sort of waiting.  It means studying the Scriptures and 

pondering who God is.  It means thinking about his attributes—his power, 

his righteousness, his wisdom, his compassion, his grace and coming to 

understand how trustworthy and beautiful he is.  It means thinking about his 

works—especially his work of redemption, and coming to love him with 

greater obedience and devotion than before.  It means watching for his 

advent—and being alert to the ways he comes to us to opening doors here, 

closing doors there, fulfilling his purposes for our lives.  It means praying, 
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watching and serving.  In short, it means living with faith.  This is how A. W. 

Pink put it: 

 Faith provides a firm standing ground while I await the 
fulfillment of God’s promises.  Faith furnishes my heart with support 
during the interval.  Faith believes God and relies upon his veracity: 
as it does so, the heart is anchored and remains steady, o matter how 
fierce the storm nor how protracted the season of waiting.  Real faith 
issues in a confident and standing expectation of future things. 

Faith, confidence, obedience, devotion, thanksgiving, good cheer: Let these 

things be the marks of your advent season.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN.
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