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Father Abraham  
Genesis 12:1-9; Hebrews 11:8-16; Luke 19:1-10 

 

There is a song I learnt in Sunday School that goes 
 
Father Abraham has many sons,  
many sons has Father Abraham 
I am one of them and so are you,  
so lets all praise the Lord”.   
 

It then becomes a little like The Hokey Cokey with actions related to various limbs of the 
the body.  It’s a fairly irritating little ditty, but it sticks in your head and children generally 
love it because of the movement involved.. 

Now you’ll be pleased to know that I am not going to get us all singing and doing 
the actions.  But it is, when you think about it, quite an odd song.  What does it mean to 
be child of Abraham, and why is it something for which we should praise the Lord? 

Over the next few weeks we will be learning more about Abraham and what it 
means to be a child of Abraham.  We start with Genesis 12, where we are introduced to 
Abram, who will later have his name changed to Abraham, and we will consider what is 
our relationship with him is as we consider his God, his faith and his actions. 

A PROMISING START … THE GOD OF ABRAHAM 

The Saving Purposes of God 
Genesis 12 is preceded by the story of the creation of the world, and the fall of 

humanity.  From chapter 3 it is fairly grim reading, there have been 5 curses and 3 
judgments of God upon sinful humanity.  By the beginning of chapter 12 the reader 
would be wondering what the all-powerful creator God has in mind for rebellious 
humanity. 

Doubts as to God’s intentions are removed within 3 verses of Genesis 12, as the 
words related to blessing are used 5 times in these verses.  God’s plan is not one of 
judgement and curse but blessing.  God has not abandoned his world rather he is 
working for its salvation.  Just as with creation the initiative remains with God and come 
into being through God’s word.  “The history of redemption, like that of creation, begins 
with God speaking.” (Kidner)  

God’s surprising plan of salvation is that through this family, Abraham’s family, 
God is going to extend blessing to all the families, all the nations of the world.  It is not 
without cause then that some have called these verses the most important in the Bible 
for the rest of the Bible is the story of God fulfilling this promise. 

Continuing Purposes of God 
This story has many twists and turns but finds its climax in the life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus.  The genealogy at the start of Matthew’s Gospel and Mary’s song, 
The Magnificat in Luke’s Gospel makes it clear that the story of Jesus is part of the 
ongoing story of the promises to Abraham and his family. 

In Jesus, God continues to speak to us in words of promise: promise of hope, of 
rest, of sins forgiven, of restored relationship with God, of salvation, of eternal life, a new 
heaven and a new earth where every tear will be wiped away.  These are blessings 
indeed and to have these promises applied to us is good reason for us all to “praise the 
Lord” as the song says. 
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This is our first link to Abraham.  The Christian God is the God of Abraham, the 
creator God who has been working throughout history in faithfulness to his promises to 
bless, to save his people and continues to do so. 

Is this how you think of God? Do you think of God as one who longs to bless, and 
bring blessing to all people. 

… BUT WHERE ARE WE GOING – THE FAITH OF ABRAHAM 

Like Abraham, our response is to be one of faith in these promises of God.  What 
characterises Abraham is his response to God.  The heart of human sinfulness was to 
doubt and then to disobey the word of God.  How different is Abraham “So Abram went, 
as the LORD had told him” (Genesis 12:4a). As the first to respond to God’s promise he 
is our father in the faith and when we respond is faith to the promises of blessing we are 
his children.  “Understand … that those who believe are children of Abraham.” And this 
is the way of blessing.(Galatians 3:7-9) 

Not surprisingly then, Abraham is regularly used in the New Testament as an 
example of faith and we can learn much from considering his faith. 

He turned his back on the past 
First his faith is marked by leaving behind the past. God’s call is to leave his land, 

hid people, and his immediate family.  The cost of the call is gradually intensified.  After 
leaving Abraham never had a permanent home again.  Jesus reminds us in Matthew 10 
that the call to faith is to be stronger than family ties. 

For many Christians, especially in Muslim, Buddhist or Hindu countries to 
become a Christian, to embrace the God of Abraham has meant to follow this path as 
they have been rejected by their family. 

But for all believers there is a sense of cutting ourselves off from the past.  In our 
baptismal promises we turn to Christ, we repent of our sins, we renounce evil.  We are 
to turn from our wrong ideas about God, our wrong behaviour, our self-centredness and 
turn to Christ and the promises of God. 

Obedient to God 
Secondly it is marked by obedience to God’s command.  The destination of 

Abraham is not specified, he is just told to go to where he is shown.  Yet despite this he 
still goes, knowing that God’s word is best. 

Likewise our faith is to be marked by obedience.  This can be difficult as it is a 
renunciation of autonomy, the belief that we are self sufficient and we alone know what 
is best, rather we are to look to God to lead and guide us. 

Faith in promises 
The most marked aspect of Abraham’s faith however is the way it is displayed 

despite what we might call some fairly obvious problems. 
Abraham is told that he will be the father of a great nation, yet he is 75 years old 

without an heir in sight.  Furthermore when he arrives in the land of Canaan and he is 
told that this is the land that he will inherit, there is the little matter of the Canaanites.  
Indeed Abraham could not hope to have seen the fulfilment of the promises to him in his 
lifetime, the nation and the land would have to come later. 

Yet Abraham remains faithful.  Paul in Romans 4 says that Abraham was “.. fully 
persuaded that God had power to do what he had promised.”  Or as Hebrews puts it, 
Abraham “… considered him faithful who had made the promise.” (Hebrews 11:11) 

God of course proved faithful, Abraham became famous (I don’t know any other 
songs about people from the 2nd millennium BC), he did have a son and they did 
become a nation which took the land of Canaan. 

The difficulties of belief 
Our situation is very different, we have not been promised children in our later 

years.  Yet sometime our faith can seem difficult to sustain. 
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A few years ago I went to see a film called “Thin Red Line” an exploration of the 
awfulness of war and brutality of man.  During perhaps the most stressful part of the 
movie, a man who had already created some disturbance in the movie theatre shouted 
out “Jesus is the answer – don’t worry about the movie” or words to that effect.  People 
laughed in a rather embarrassed way and the man was removed from the theatre. 

But it made me wonder as to how plausible the Christian message of hope 
sounds in the face of humanity’s predisposition to self-destruction and evil.  How can we 
say in face of what humanity has done that Jesus is the answer, that there is real hope?  
Belief can be difficult. 

It is only plausible if we consider that he who promised is faithful.  We need to 
remember, as Abraham did, that the one who has promised is the creator, one who 
fulfilled his promises to Abraham particularly in Jesus, and who showed his power in the 
resurrection of Jesus.  We need to have faith like Abraham, faith that continues to trust 
even when things look grim. 

Do you have this faith? Do you trust as Abraham did that God will be faithful? 

HAVE YOU BUILT ANY GOOD ALTARS LATELY 

Knowing all this the song with which we started starts to make sense.  We are by 
our faith children of Abraham, which means that we are blessed by God, part of the 
saved people of God who look forward to heavenly dwellings and for this we should 
praise the Lord for his faithfulness to his promises.  

Now as I mentioned the song also has actions.  Likewise we see Abraham taking 
actions as the story develops. Abraham constructs altars at two sites which appear to 
have been sacred sites for the people of the land.  They are declarations by Abraham of 
who the real God is and who the land really belongs to.  They are physical expressions 
of faith in the promises of God, showing that he marches to the beat of a different drum. 

So let me ask you have you built any good altars lately. 
We like Abraham, need to express our faith in and to our surrounding world, to 

remind ourselves and show others that Jesus is our Lord, that we look to the promises 
of God not the empty promises of this world.  This doesn’t mean shouting out in movie 
theatres but rather in our whole lives. The language of worship of the Old Testament is 
taken up in the New mainly in terms of our lives.  Who we are and the way that we act is 
to be the demonstration that we follow God.  As the communion service says we offer 
ourselves living sacrifices, our lives are our altars. 

What do you need to alter to make an altar? 

Private Devotion 
We can build altars in our own private devotions: perhaps by managing to get 

some quiet time, to reduce the level of stimuli to read the Bible, to be with God; perhaps 
through an act of generosity reminding yourself that our hope does not lie in our net 
worth. 

Church 
Another important way of altar building is attending church, it is where we 

associate ourselves with the people of the promise.  In our baptism or confirmation we 
have publicly declared that Jesus is our Lord, that he is our hope.  In our weekly 
attendance we reaffirm that declaration to ourselves, our fellow Christians and to the 
outside world.  

In our lives 
But it is how we act in public that is the main altar.  It is as we hold on to the 

promises of Jesus our Lord and so become a community of living faith, profound hope 
and practical love that we will show that we follow the Creator God.  It is through the 
priority we place on our family, friends, relationships we show ourselves standing 
against an increasingly self centred, self absorbed and greedy culture.  It was such a 
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display by Zachaeus which led Jesus to say that salvation had come and that he was a 
son of Abraham. 

What do you need to alter to show that you have made an altar, that you are 
placing your hope and your life in faith in the promises of God. 

It is as we do the actions that we show ourselves to be children of Abraham, 
people of the promises of God. 


