Sabbath Sermon of October 5, 2013

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

God’s Restatement of His Covenant with Abram

Genesis Chapter 17

In the previous chapter we read on how Abram lost his patience from waiting for God to fulfill his promise, and had gone in unto Hagar at the suggestion of Sarai his wife. For this reason God did not appear or speak with Abram for thirteen years, that is, until the child Ishmael was thirteen years old.  Full thirteen years elapsed without apparently any revelation on the part of God. During this time Ishmael had grown up, and Abram may have almost insensibly have accustomed himself to look upon him as the heir, even though in all probability he knew that he had not been destined for it.
Abram was ninety-nine years when God appeared to him again, at a time when the birth of a son by Sarai seemed impossible. The Lord admonished him bad judgment for going in unto Hagar, saying “I am the Almighty God; walk before me, and be thou perfect,” which follows but can never precede the covenant.  God has the same message for us today, especially, for the descendants from Ishmael’s side, the multitude of them who today worship the false god Allah, instead of the true God of Abraham the father of Ishmael. On Jacob’s side, instead of worshipping God Almighty, many of them today have turned to the tabernacle of their Moloch and Chiun their images, the star of their god, which they made to themselves (Amos 5 verse 16).
We are to obey because he is God, that is enough reason. If you do not think the benefits are worth it, consider who God is; he is the only one with the power and ability to meet our every need. That to be faithful to God is to walk before God in our integrity; it is to set God always before us, and to think, and speak, and act, in every thing, as those that are always under his watchful eyes. It is to have a constant regard to his word as our rule and to his glory as our end in all our actions, and to be continually in his fear. It is to be inward with him, in all the duties of faith and worship, for in them particularly we walk before God (1 Samuel 2 verse 30), and to be entirely for him, in all holy conversation. We should know no living but sincerity in our faith in Him. That upright walking with God is the condition of our interest in his all-sufficiency. If we neglect him, or dissemble with him, we forfeit the benefit and comfort of our relation to him.  
A continual regard to God’s all-sufficiency will have a great influence upon our upright walking with him. God repeated his covenant to Abram even though he had earlier mentioned this agreement twice. God mentioned it again to Abram because he was bringing it into focus and preparing to carry it out. He now revealed to Abram several specific parts of his covenant: God would give Abram many descendants; many nations would descend from him; God would maintain his covenant with Abram’s descendants; God would give Abram’s descendants the land of Canaan.
The Almighty stepped in and the impossible. God changed Abram’s name to Abraham, meaning “father of a multitude”, and a year later Isaac was born. This Almighty God is also (1) eternal; (2) infinite and omnipresent (Psalm 139 verse 7-10); (3) immutable (Malachi 3 verse 6; Psalm 102: verse 26, 27; James 1 verse 17); (4) omniscient (Psalm 147 verse 5; Acts 15 verse 18; Psalm 139 verse 1-6; Proverbs 5 verse 21); (5) holy (Isaiah 6 verse 3; Psalm 99 verse 9); (6) just (Deuteronomy 22 verse 4; Revelation. 15 verse 3, 4); (7) love (1 John 4 verse 8, 16). At Calvary, that is, in Jesus’ death and resurrection, “Mercy and truth are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed each other (Psalm 55 verse 10).
God was making a covenant, or contract, between himself and Abraham. The terms were simple: Abraham would obey God, walk before him perfectly and circumcise all the males in his household. God’s part was to give Abraham heirs, property, power, and wealth. Most contracts are even trades: We give something and in turn receive something of equal value. But when we become part of God’s covenant family, the blessings we receive far outweigh what we must give up. If you ask yet again, how can a person become part of the Almighty God’s covenant family, the Bible tells that it is through the righteousness of God which is by faith in Jesus Christ unto all and upon all those that believe in God of Abraham.
God instituted circumcision as the seal or sign of the covenant he had made with Abraham. If you ask, “Why did God require circumcision? (1) As a sign of obedience to him in all matters; (2) As a sign of belonging to his covenant people. Once circumcised, there was no turning back; it is the same in baptism which is the seal of faith in God through His Son Jesus Christ. The man would be identified as an Israelite forever. (3) As a symbol of “cutting off” the old life of sin, purifying one’s heart, and dedicating oneself to God; (4) possibly as a health measure. Circumcision more than any other practices separated God’s people from their heathen neighbors. In Abraham’s day, this was essential to develop the pure worship of the one true God.

However, any failure to keep the seal meant that the individual was later cut off from the people of Israel. Moses reiterated the law of circumcision (Leviticus 12; John 7 verses 22, 23). Some have said that circumcision as a seal was abolished in the New Testament, that is not entirely accurate, but it is that in the New Testament circumcision of the heart now precedes that of the flesh. However, to insist on the circumcision of the flesh as prove that one has been saved could be misleading. Circumcision is of the heart and not of the flesh, but even under the Abrahamic covenant, the circumcision of the flesh was useless unless accompanied by saving faith in God Almighty. Abraham himself was justified by faith (Romans 3 verse 30; Gal. 5 verse 6; Romans 2 verse 25; 1 Corinthians 7 verse 19). Today we see that it is by faith in Jesus Christ that the seed of Abraham is as the dust of the earth, and has spread abroad to the west, and to the east, and to the north, and to the south: for the Lord said, “and in thee and in thy seed shall all the families of the earth be blessed” (Genesis 12 verse 3; 28 verse 14). Abraham’s seed God spoke of that has blessed all the families of the earth is none other than our Lord Jesus Christ.
The promise to Abraham that Sarai would have a child was ratified by a change in the name, even as Abram became Abraham earlier. Sarai meant “my princess” which limited her honor to one family. But in Isaac; Abraham’s seed was to have greater signification that God changed Sarai’s name to Sarah “Princess”. In verse 16 we read that “she in addition to being Isaac’s mother that from her should come the Messiah the Prince, even the prince of the kings of the earth. What was Abraham’s reaction to all that The Lord said to him? Just like most people today who claim to have faith in God, Abraham fell upon his face and laughed, and said in his heart, shall a child be born unto him that is an hundred years old? And shall Sarah that is ninety years old bear? Then Abraham said unto God, O that Ishmael might live before thee! However, God ignored this Abraham’s silly remark, and restated His Word that Sarah his wife shall bear him a son indeed; and God gave him a name for the child that is yet to be born; he shall be called Isaac: for the Lord will establish His covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, and with his seed after him. Since only God is everlasting, this everlasting convent no doubt point to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ who is from everlasting (Daniel 9 verse 24; Micah 5 verse 2). 
If Abraham, in his prayer for Ishmael, meant that he would have the covenant made with him, and the promised seed to come from him, then God did not answer him in the letter, but in that which was equivalent, nay, which was every way better. God repeats to him the promise of a son by Sarah: She shall bear thee a son indeed. Even true believers need to have God’s promises doubled and repeated to them, that they may have strong consolation, (Hebrews 6 verse 18).
If you have wondered, how could Abraham doubt God? Well, it seemed incredible that Abraham and Sarah in their advanced years could have a child. Abraham, the man God considered righteous because of his faith, had trouble believing God’s promise to him, because he was thinking in the natural. Despite his doubt, however, he followed God’s commands. Even those of great faith in our day may have doubts. When God seems to want the impossible and you begin to doubt his leading, be like Abraham. Focus on God’s commitment to fulfill his promises to you, and then continue to obey.
God did not forget Ishmael. Although he was not to be Abraham’s heir, he would also be the father of a great nation. Regardless of your circumstances, God has not forgotten you. Obey him and trust in his plan. We have here Abraham’s obedience to the law of circumcision. He himself and all his family were circumcised, so receiving the token of the covenant and distinguishing themselves from other families that had neither part nor lot in the matter.  It was an implicit obedience: He did as God had said to him, and did not ask why or wherefore. God’s will was not only a law to him, but a reason; he did it because God told him.  It was a speedy obedience: In the self-same day did Abraham circumcise his household. Sincere obedience is not dilatory (Psalm 119 verse 60). 
While the command is yet sounding in our ears, and the sense of duty is fresh, it is good to apply ourselves to it immediately, lest we deceive ourselves by putting it off to a more convenient season. It was a universal obedience: he did not circumcise his family and excuse himself, but set them an example; nor did he take the comfort of the seal of the covenant to himself only, but desired that all his might share with him in it. This is a good example to masters of families; they and their houses must serve the Lord. Though God’s covenant was not established with Ishmael, yet he was circumcised; for children of believing parents, as such, have a right to the privileges of the visible church, and the seals of the covenant, whatever they may prove afterwards. Ishmael is blessed, and therefore circumcised. Abraham did this though much might be objected against it. Though circumcision was painful,—though to grown men it was shameful, though Abraham was ninety-nine years old, and had been justified and accepted of God long since,—though so strange a thing done in faith might be turned to his reproach by the Canaanite and the Perizzite that dwelt then in the land, yet God’s command was sufficient to answer these and a thousand such objection: what God requires we must do, not conferring with flesh and blood. 

While Abraham’s faith was thus exercised and blessed, the “evil men and women and seducers,” among whom Lot had chosen his dwelling, had been waxing worse and worse, and rapidly filling up the measure of their iniquity. That judgment which had long hung over them like a cloud was now to burst in a terrible tempest.
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