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Dr. Kenneth Wilbur – Pastor

Communion Meditation 

We are now in the season of Lent, and I’ll be reminding you about it many times over the next few weeks.  These 6 weeks are set apart by the Church as a time of preparation.  Easter Sunday is coming, and we want to be able to celebrate that morning in a good and proper way. We want the season to affect us and so we examine ourselves and spend extra time in the study of Scripture and prayer.

In a way, these few moments as we approach this Table each week are a short-term season much like the longer-term season of Lent.  Here we have the time to reflect on our sin and salvation.  Each week when we take the Bread and Cup we have a chance to celebrate what Christ has done and His Great Gift for us.  Let me read you the words that the Apostle Paul wrote about this:

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 – For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes.
The Conversation

We have a rather lengthy Scripture this morning.  I just couldn’t find a way to break up the story, so we’re going to read the whole 15th chapter of Genesis.

Genesis 15:1-21 – 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." 

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." 

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." 

Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness. 

He also said to him, "I am the LORD, who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to take possession of it." 

But Abram said, "O Sovereign LORD, how can I know that I will gain possession of it?" 

So the LORD said to him, "Bring me a heifer, a goat and a ram, each three years old, along with a dove and a young pigeon." 

Abram brought all these to him, cut them in two and arranged the halves opposite each other; the birds, however, he did not cut in half.  Then birds of prey came down on the carcasses, but Abram drove them away. 

As the sun was setting, Abram fell into a deep sleep, and a thick and dreadful darkness came over him.  Then the LORD said to him, "Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated four hundred years.  But I will punish the nation they serve as slaves, and afterward they will come out with great possessions.  You, however, will go to your fathers in peace and be buried at a good old age.  In the fourth generation your descendants will come back here, for the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure." 

When the sun had set and darkness had fallen, a smoking firepot with a blazing torch appeared and passed between the pieces.  On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram and said, "To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates-  the land of the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites,  Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites,  Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites and Jebusites."

I intend to bring you way back.  The title I have chosen for this sermon is also the title of an old movie staring Gene Hackman.  It’s a scary movie from 1974 called, The Conversation.  The guy in this movie, Gene Hackman, is a detective.  He overhears the conversation of two young people, and it disturbs him very much.  He hears them say, “He’d kill us if he had a chance.”  So he begins to follow these kids.  It’s a murder mystery, and it’s quite scary.

God and Abram have a conversation in Genesis 15 that has long-range implications.  I want to show this to you.  There are really two parts to the story here.  I’ll address the story itself first and in the last part of the sermon I’ll attempt to apply the meaning of this Scripture to our lives as Christians.

First we have this strange conversation.  One thing that is strange here is that Abram sort of waffles in the midst of this talk with God.  God has called Abram out of his home in Ur of the Chaldees, to go into a place that Abram didn’t know, but that God would show him.  He hasn’t told him where he is going, but He has promised that He will have many descendants that will become a great nation…and Abram believed God.

Now God appears to Abram and says, “I am your shield and very great reward,” and Abram says, “I’m glad you stopped by, God.   By the way, I was thinking, you promised that I’d have many heirs, but I have no children and when I die I will be forced to bequeath all that I have to my head servant, Eliezer.  He’s a great guy, but he’s not the heir I thought you promised me.”  Now God speaks, and He says, “Everything I’ve said is true.  You will have an heir.”  We are told that in that moment "Abram believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness."

Unfortunately the conversation doesn’t stop there.  God says, “Yes Abram, and come outside.  Count the stars in the sky, if you can.  I promise that you will have even more descendents than this.”  This is too much for Abram’s faith.  “Prove it!” he says to God.

How can God do this?  How can God reassure Abram and secure Abram's faith?  Now we come to what is perhaps one of the strangest of all stories.  God asks Abram to bring Him a heifer, a goat, a ram, 2 turtledoves and a pigeon.  Abram gets these animals and he kills them, cutting them in half.  Then he arranges the pieces in parallel rows.  He then falls asleep and God gives him this vision.

You have to know a little about covenant making in the ancient Near East to understand what is going on here, and I want to try to explain some of it to you.  In this day, when 2 parties made a binding agreement they would have a covenant ceremony.  In this ceremony they would kill an animal.  The slitting of the animal’s throat would be like them saying to each other, “May this happen to me, if I fail to keep the covenant we’re making.”  “If I fail to keep my promise to you,” God says to Abram, “may I be slit in two, dismembered, undone.”  We know that God cannot swear by anyone greater than Himself, and so as He makes this covenant promise He swears by Himself, by His very own existence.  By this extraordinary action of "passing through the pieces" of the slain animals God is saying, "You must believe that what I have promised I will do! I swear to you that I will do it.  If I fail to keep my word, may I be dismembered, torn in two, undone!  I swear by my very self, by my own existence, that I will keep my promises to you."  This convinces Abram that God's promises are true and everything He has said will happen.

However, the most important thing about this story for us Christians comes in the earlier part of the story, where we are told that, “Abram believed God and it was credited to him as righteousness.”  Paul quotes this very statement as he presents the Gospel of Grace to the Romans.  This story of Abram's faith finds a kinship with the Good News of Jesus Christ.  

The Mosaic Law that was given to the Children of Israel on Mt. Sinai was very different from this.  It required perfect obedience to have right-standing before God.  What Israel learned was that they couldn't stand!  They fell through disobedience time and again!  But the Gospel of Christ is more like this covenant that we are told about here that God made with Abram.  It didn’t require a lot of striving and obedience to God.  The Bible simply tells us that Abram put his faith in God and for that reason God counted him as righteousness, innocent, acceptable.

So, Abram was considered righteous, even though in fact he really was not.

God has made a Way for us to gain victory over sin and death.  Christ has defeated death and sin through his own life and his death on the cross.  Now God says that He has opened a new Way and all are invited to freely come if we will only trust.  This is the message of the New Covenant.  We are a part of the Body of Christ, not because our deeds are righteous, but only because we have believed.

This is the object of this season of Lent.  We are to hear again the Gospel message.  We are to realize again God's plan for our salvation.  We are to affirm again that we belong to God, that we are members of the body of Christ NOT because of our own righteousness, but because of the "amazing grace" of God!

Benediction

Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever.  Amen. ~ Ephesians 3:20-21

