How Can I be Sure? (Genesis 15; 29/3/09)
When we lived in the UK we got a call from a girl in our church with exciting news: the new restaurant in town was opening and offering free meals. It sounded too good to be true! We thought that there must be a catch. She must have got it wrong! How could we be sure? In the end my brother-in-law and son sent to see for themselves and returned to confirm the truth – free meals were being served to anyone who turned up! But that question, “How can I be sure?” is a natural one. We may want to believe something, but is it true? We’re not just going to believe anything! We don’t want to be fooled! How can I be sure?
Abram asked that question. He’s returned from rescuing his nephew, Lot, from the clutches of four powerful kings. He has refused the bounty offered to him by the King of Sodom. The LORD appears to him in a vision with reassuring promises: I am your shield, your very great reward. But Abram is struggling with assurance. He asks the LORD: O Sovereign LORD, what can you give me, since I remain childless…? (v2). A little later, the LORD reminds Abram of his promise to give him the land, and Abram asks: O Sovereign LORD, how can I know that I shall gain possession of it? (v8). ‘LORD, you’ve promised to make me into a great nation, but I don’t even have one child! Everything I have will go to my servant! You’ve promised me this land, but I don’t own an inch! No children and no land! How can I be sure this will happen?’ Abram has shown great faith, but it seems that now his faith is under strain. God’s promises seem so unlikely, so far from being fulfilled.

Have you ever asked questions like this? Maybe you’re aware of God’s promises through the gospel of Jesus. You know that God promises through Christ the forgiveness of sins, adoption into his family, and hope for the future: the resurrection of the body and everlasting life. Maybe you’ve trusted those promises in the past, but now you’re beginning to question them. “How can I be sure? How can I know it’s all true?” Sometimes God’s promises seem so unreal. I want you to notice that the LORD does not rebuke Abram for asking such questions. They are not expressions of defiant unbelief, but of honest enquiry to the Sovereign LORD. Let’s see if there’s anything to help us when we ask, ‘How can I be sure?’.

1) The Power of God – as the Creator (v4-5)

The LORD corrects Abram. This servant will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body (v4). The problem is that Abram is old, as is his wife, Sarai. How can this be? The LORD tells him to count the stars – if he can! So shall your offspring be. It’s a staggering promise. Why should Abram believe it? Perhaps the stars themselves are the reassuring sign. They are often cited as evidence of God’s majestic power – the work of his fingers, the moon and the stars which you have set in place (Ps 8:3). Lift your eyes and look to the heavens: who created all these?...Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing (Is 40:26-27). It seems that the LORD is forcing Abram to think! ‘I know this is difficult for you to grasp, Abram, but understand me, the one who is making this promise! If I can create and count the stars, is it too great a thing for me to bring a son and nation from your own body?’ What is impossible with men is possible with God (Luke 18:27).

The certainty of a promise depends on the promiser! In ancient Rome the leader Pompey promised the Roman citizens that he would protect them from the Julius Caesar and his legions. Pompey claimed that he would stamp his foot and call up an army ready for battle. But when Caesar marched, Pompey fled! He had no power to fulfil his promise!   

When you read God’s promises in the bible, remember who is speaking - the great Creator of the universe. Some scientists deny the existence of God: “I am not agnostic. I am an atheist. My attitude is not based on science, but rather on faith…the absence of a creator…is my childhood faith, my adult belief” (George Klein, immunologist, God’s Undertaker, Lennox, p34). But there are many others with opposite convictions: “For many years I have believed that God is the great designer behind all nature…All my studies in science have confirmed my faith” (Sir Ghillean Prance p18). Creation cries, “Believe God’s promise!” How can God become man? How can a man rise from the dead? What about a new universe? How can God save people from ever tongue, tribe and nation? How can people live for ever? All these things seem impossible. But God promised every one. Some of them have been fulfilled; we await the fulfilment of others. When you are tempted to doubt what God promises, consider creation and be reminded of God’s eternal power and divine nature (Rom 1:20). 
2) The Plan of God – as the Sovereign LORD (v7-16)

Abram believed the LORD, in an ongoing sense. (We’ll consider the importance of this verse next week). But when the LORD reminds him of his past and the promise of the land, Abram asks: how can I know? In answer to this question the LORD instructs Abram to prepare animals for sacrifice (?). Day turns to night and Abram falls into a deep sleep in dreadful darkness. Through this supernatural experience the LORD reveals his plans about the land. Abram’s descendants won’t gain the land immediately. They’ll be enslaved in another land (Egypt), but after four hundred years they will return to possess the land from the Amorites. What does this reveal? God’s plans are long-term! He is in no hurry to fulfil this promise! But it also reveals that God is involved in history. He’s not only the God of Creation but also the Sovereign LORD of history. He works out his purposes through history. Abram would not see this promise fulfilled in his lifetime, but he died believing it. 
Imagine that you’re a believer in the LORD in Judah at the time of the Emperor Caesar Augustus. A soldier bangs on your door and commands you to return to register at the town of your birth. You have no choice; you’ve got to take your family on a long journey. You are not very pleased! You feel like saying to God, “Why are you allowing this? Where are you in all this?” But what you cannot see is a young couple making their way to Bethlehem. The woman is heavily pregnant, and soon gives birth to a baby, and lays him in a manger. Where is God in all this? He’s fulfilling his promise of the Messiah’s birth in Bethlehem! The Sovereign LORD is working out his plans in history!

Sometimes from our own perspective it seems as though God is doing nothing. We ask: Has his promise failed for all time? (Ps 77:8). There seems to be no purpose or plan – either in your own life or in the world. The world appears to be rushing on and you wonder where it’s heading. How can I be sure? Remember what the Sovereign LORD has already done in history. Trust him to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ (Ephesians 1:10). We’re still only creatures. But God has his plan for history. He has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead (Acts 17:31). 
3) The Person of God – as the Covenant Keeper (v17-21)

What’s the significance of all these animals being cut in two? When the darkness falls, Abram sees a smoking brazier with a blazing torch appear. This fire and light signify the presence of the LORD (see the Moses and the burning bush, Exodus 3). The fire passes between the pieces of the animals. What does it mean? In Jeremiah we hear God saying: The men who have violated my covenant…they made before me, I will treat like the calf they cut in two and then walked between its pieces (34:18). The LORD is making a covenant with Abram, confirming the promise of descendants and land. What God is saying, as he makes this covenant, is this: “If I fail to keep these promises, then may I be cut in pieces like these animals; may my character be destroyed!” God is putting his reputation on the line as he makes this covenant. When God made his promise to Abraham, since there was no-one greater for him to swear by, he swore by himself, saying, “I will surely bless you and give you many descendants” (Hebrews 6:13-14). 
We were in Liverpool recently, sitting in a coffee shop next to a registry office. Out came the bride and groom, all dressed up, with bridesmaids shivering in the cold, relatives and friends. Photographs were taken to mark the special day. What made it special? Two people had entered a covenant. They may have made private promises before, but this was a public, legal covenant, where they promised to be joined together in marriage and remain faithful to one another for as long as they both shall live. If you were to ask them if they were 100 percent sure that their partner would be faithful, they may have to say no. Relationships are not like mathematical equations or science experiments. Relationships are based on trust.
How can we be sure of God’s love? How can we know that our sins are forgiven? God has made a new covenant through Jesus Christ. It doesn’t involve the death of animals, but the death of Jesus. At the last supper Jesus takes wine: This is the blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many, for the forgiveness of sins (Mt 26:28). Through Christ’s sacrifice God promises his people: I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more (Hebrews 8:12). It’s a covenant promise. God promises to ‘forget’ the sins of all who receive his Son as Saviour.  
A Christian leader was explaining this truth to French students. A girl shouted, “Hallelujah!”  Later she came to see him. Three years earlier she had been forced into having an abortion and had lived with guilt for so long. Could God forgive her? He replied: Does God say, “I will remember your sins no more – except abortion? No, he says “I will remember your sins no more.” Full stop. No exceptions. She believed the promise and found the joy of forgiveness. God is faithful! 

4) Conclusion: the Response of Faith (v6)

Abram wanted to know how he could be sure of God’s promises. The LORD encouraged him by reminding him of his power, his plan and his person. He’s the Creator, the Lord of history and the faithful promise-keeper. Abram responds in faith – he believed God. That is what God requires of us. He calls us to believe his Son. Will you trust in him? 

Martin Luther, the great Reformer, was a man of faith. But he was prone to discouragement and doubt. It was during such a lengthy, dark spell of despondency that Katherina, his wife, dressed in mourning black and entered Luther’s room. “Who’s died?” he asked in surprise. “God has died!” she replied. “Don’t be foolish!” Luther responded angrily. "Judging by your actions these past few weeks, I can see that God is dead.  If He weren't, you would use your great faith in Him to help out of this lethargy." She had made her point. Of course God had not died! Luther had just forgotten what he was like and stopped trusting in him.

God is not dead! He’s the God of Abraham, the God and father of our Lord Jesus Christ – the great Creator, the Lord of history and the faithful covenant-keeper. Lift up your eyes to him this morning and believe him! Trust his word! Live by faith, not by sight.
The gospel lifts my spirit up!

A faithful and unchanging God

Lays the foundation of my hope

In oaths, and promises and blood!
His oath, his covenant and his blood

Support me in the ‘whelming flood

When all around my soul gives way

He then is all my hope and stay

On Christ, the solid rock, I stand

All other ground is sinking sand

