Paul Walker    CEC    March 8, 2008   Romans 4:13-25  “Help! I Need Somebody”
===============================================================
     I’d like to preach this morning on our Romans passage about Abraham. In it we see what in means to have faith in God alone – not in ourselves, not in others, not in political parties, not in the economy, not in humankind, not in the church, not in anything or anyone else except God alone. 

     Just a little background on Abraham. God appears to Abraham and shows him the sand in the desert and says Abram’s descendents will outnumber the grains of sand. Then He shows him the stars in the sky and says that his descendents will outnumber the stars. For an ancient man in this culture, one’s descendents were everything: security, status, wealth, the sign of a well-lived life. Abram must have flipped his wig when the Lord promised him and heir and promised that he would become the man we now know as Father Abraham (had many sons and many sons had Father Abraham.) 

     BUT – all is not hunky dory. There were two major issues in Abraham’s life that stood in the way of God’s promise.  The first is that Abraham and his wife Sarah were physically incapable of producing an heir.  They were too old! Scripture also says that Sarah was barren – the worst curse for a woman at that time. It also says that the “way of women had ceased to be with Sarah.” And she and Abram were “nearly a hundred years old” as Paul says in Romans 4. Abraham’s body was “as good as dead.”  When God promised them a child, Sarah laughed a rueful laugh and said, “After I am worn out, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure” – which is also translated as “Yeah, right”.

       So, God’s promise to Abraham appears to be physically impossible. But that’s not all. Abraham was morally unfit to be the Father of Many Nations. Why do I say this? From the Scripture we know that Abram was a coward and a derelict husband. How could someone with his “moral character” be chosen to be the Father of many nations?  
     By way of quick review, when they were younger they fled to Egypt because of famine, he forced Sarah to say that he was her brother rather than her husband so that Pharaoh could have his way with her. He did this because he feared for his own life – he said to Sarah, “I know that you are a woman beautiful in appearance, and when the Egyptians see you, they will say, “This is his wife.’ Then they will kill me, but they will let you live.”  Wow. Not exactly husband of the year material. And if this weren’t bad enough, Abram did the exact thing again later on.

       So, Abraham is physically and morally disqualified from receiving this blessing from God. Yet, God promised it. And, despite all the evidence, Abraham believed God. As the text says, “in hope he believed against hope that he should be the father of many nations, as he had been told, ‘so shall your offspring be.’”

      So you see the outrageousness of Abram’s belief: it was truly against all odds and in face of physical and moral impossibility. When God promised him an heir he didn’t say, “Praise the Lord and pass the little blue pill”, he just believed the Lord and it was reckoned to him as righteousness. 

     When God promised that he would be the honored Father of the Nations, he didn’t say, “Wow, I better clean up my act – I can work hard, pray hard, be the best that I can be so I can prove myself worthy of this promise”, he just believed the Lord. This is biblical faith! He brought nothing to the table! He had no faith in himself, in Sarah, in Viagra, in his own moral character – His faith was where? - In God alone. He knew that God had His reasons, reasons that he nothing to do with Abram.    

     What is amazing about this story is that the obstacles in Abraham’s life actually become not obstacle to faith, but occasions for faith! They are the reasons that Abraham has faith in God alone! He obviously couldn’t have faith in himself.  He despaired of himself.

     This is what Martin Luther means when he says, “God has surely promised his grace to the humbled, that is to those who mourn and despair of themselves. But a man cannot be thoroughly humbled until he realizes that his salvation is utterly beyond his own powers, counsels, efforts, will and works, and depends absolutely on the will, counsel, pleasure and works of Another – God alone. As long as he is persuaded that he can make even the smallest contribution to his salvation, he remains self-confident and does not utterly despair of himself and so is not humbled before God.”
     This is SO important. When many of us tend to think about faith in God, we think we need to do our part, and then ask God to do His part. We bring to the table our best effort and our natural gifts and abilities, and God responds and closes the deal. In theological terms, this approach is a heresy known as semi-pelagianism. 

      Most everyone thinks this way. And yet it is non-biblical, clearly heretical thinking! To keep you from heresy, I’ll give you the titles of 2 Beatles songs to distinguish biblical faith from semi-pelagian heresy. The heresy is  “I get by with a little help from my friends”. I need a little help here and there, but I can get by. I am persuaded that I can make the smallest contribution. In opposition to that, The biblical faith described by Paul and shown by Abraham is “Help, I need somebody!” This thing before me is utterly beyond my own power, counsel, effort, will and works.

     Help – I need somebody! Maybe that’s where you are right now with a marriage that is impossible. A job that is impossible. A child that is impossible.  A health issue that is impossible. A character flaw that is impossible. An addiction that is impossible. 

     What I want you to see this morning is that in biblical faith terms, it is the impossibility of the thing that is good! You’re forced to have biblical faith – that is faith in God alone. As Oswald Chambers says, God will “take you to the end of your self-sufficiency…It is not a matter of your equipment, but a matter of your poverty, not a matter of what we bring with us, but of what God puts in us.”
     In the impossible thing before you, you can rejoice in your own ineptitude and insufficiency, because it forces you to have faith in God alone.  Despair of yourself, despair of your power, despair of your counsels, despair of your efforts, despair of your will and works, but trust and rejoice in the works of Another – God alone.

    This is the biblical faith of Abraham and Sarah who had no choice but to despair in themselves. All they could do, then was trust in (v.17) “the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things that do not exist. They were fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised. And, in fact, God did what He promised. Isaac was born to Abraham and Sarah, whose old, dead, barren, viagraless bodies produced an heir. Their hope and trust in God alone was not disappointed.

     This is God’s message for you today. Why not lay down your powers, counsels, efforts, wills and works because they are dead anyway. Why not cry out, “Help! I Need Somebody!” 

     When you do, you will find that there is Somebody, and not just Anybody.  There is Another who is working on your behalf. There is Another whose power, counsel, effort, will and work are alive and raised and active in your life. There is Another who is able to do what He promises. There is Another who was able to do what He promised for Abraham. There is Another who was able to do what He promised for Sarah. . And there is Another who is able to do what He promises for you. And He is right here this morning. 

     You say, yeah right, but things look bad in my situation, my life, my issue. And I say, great! If you are a believer then the worse it is the better. The more you know that you have nothing but despair in your own efforts, the better. Because then, you are by default forced to “believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord.” 

     Because for Him -this Other- things could not have looked any worse. He was the Promised One, the Messiah. On Him all hopes were pinned. To the cross he went. To his death he went.. Abraham considered his own body as good as dead. After torture and crucifixion, Jesus’ body was not just as good as dead, but really dead.         

     But He did not stay dead! As Paul says in verse 25 “he was raised for our justification.” This is where our hope lies! This is where your hope for whatever it is in your life lies. Not in yourself and your own power to solve it, but totally in the One who has the power to raise the dead. 

     God kept his promise to Abraham, too. Not because of anything Abraham brought to the table, in fact despite what Abraham brought to the table. All Abraham did is believe God, because he had nothing left to believe in.   My prayer for you this morning is that you will, as Oswald says, come to the very end of your self-sufficiency and that you will believe the Lord, that you will have faith in God alone.  

     Amen.

