
Worship ＆Fellowship Fellowship October 16th 2022
James Ballinger

"The Eternal Covenant: I Will Be Your God"
Genesis 17:1-14

In today's Scripture, Abram was 99 years old. It was 24 years ago that he received a
promise from the Lord, "I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and I will make
your name great.” (Personally speaking, it was in 1998, the year when the Winter
Olympics were held in Nagano, when we first heard these words.) After 24 years, that
promise had not  been fulfilled anywhere. We can imagine that Abram and Sarai
probably became more anxious about whether the Lord would really fulfill His promises,
and the older they got, the more anxious they became. But it was at that time when the
Lord appeared to Abram.

Hundreds of years after Abram's death, Israelites, the descendants of Abram, ended
their slavery in Egypt by the grace of the Lord's salvation and left Egypt for Canaan
which was a land inhabited by a very strong people. Thus, the land of Canaan was
deemed to be posing a big threat to Israel. Even though it was the Lord's promised land,
they began to question the Lord about whether they would really be able to enter it.
Then the story of Abram was first written by Moses for the sake of encouraging Israel.

Thousands of years later, we might say that we have the same doubts. Jesus promised us
by saying, "I will build my church, and even the death cannot overcome it”. But when
we look at the things happening in our society, we can easily doubt "Will the Lord really
fulfill His promise?", or "Will I and my children be able to continually walk with the Lord?"
There are numerous worries out there. It is not so easy to be a Christian in the city of
Tokyo where 99% of people do not know about Jesus yet. Some of you today may say
that you do not yet believe in Jesus. I am more than happy to be able to share the
words of the Bible with you.

Throughout this passage, the Lord wants to encourage us in the same way as he first did
to Abram by showing His everlasting faithfulness regardless of our doubts and worries. It is
important for Abram, Israel, and now all of us to keep this in mind.

Before we get into today's passage, I would like to invite you to look at the theme and
structure of the passage first. I believe that this passage can be divided into two parts.
Verses 1 through 8 convey the Lord's unfailing promise and blessing. This great blessing
can be summed up in three different points that may be easily remembered as 3 Ks. First,
the people (Kokumin)—many peole have come from Abram; second, relationship
(kankei)— God will forever be the God of Abram and his descendants; finally, the
homeland (kokyo)— the everlasting Land of Canaan. Three Ks: People, relationship, and
homeland. This is the Lord's promise that cannot be undone. And from verse 9, the
second half is about how Abram kept this promise and what his response was.

First, let's look at the people!
In verse 2, the Lord said to Abram.
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"Then I will make my covenant between me and you and will greatly increase your
numbers.” Abram fell facedown when hearing the Word, and the Lord continues. “As for
me, this is my covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations. 5 No longer will
you be called Abram; your name will be Abram, for I have made you a father of many
nations.” 

Let us think about it. Numerous people would come from Abram. At the age of 99, the
Lord promised Abraham once again that he would bear a child with his wife, Sarai, who
had been past her childbearing age. To emphasize this, Abram was renamed as
Abraham. The change of one character marks a big change in meaning. Abram means
exalted father, and Abraham means father of many. Let us imagine that from now on,
every time your neighbors greet you with "Hello Mr. Abraham," you will be reminded of
the Lord's promise that you will be father of many."

As we continue to read the Bible, we will see that the Lord has fulfilled His promises
wonderfully. First of all, in the history of Israel, the descendants of Abraham became a
nation large enough to be divided into twelve tribes. And as it says in the second half of
verse 6, "The kings will come from you”, first Saul, then David and Solomon, all came as
kings. Then it came the King of kings, Jesus, and eventually the brothers and sisters in His
church. According to the New Testament, we, the church, who believe in Jesus, are also
descendants of Abraham. For us, the church of God can definitely be called an
international organization, but it’s better to say that this was first promised in Genesis
Chapter 17. But this is more than just a historical fact, it has also become our
encouragement and a lesson to bear in mind.　

Those of us who live in Japan in the 21st century may sometimes wonder if the gospel is
for Japanese people. You may be worried about whether the church will really expand
or whether we will forever be among the 1% of this society as a minority. But the Lord
promised that Abraham is the father of many which includes Japanese. He will not give
up on us or our country. Just as He gave many descendants to the couple who could
not bear children, Almighty God can also greatly increase believers in a country with
few believers. We will definitely not be a minority forever, so let us trust in the Lord and
have hope in Him.

Let’s move on to the look at the second K, the relationship.
This is the central of the three promises. Let’s read verse 7.

“I will establish my covenant as an everlasting covenant between me and you and your
descendants after you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of
your descendants after you.”

The Lord will always be Abraham's God because He is always on Abraham's side—not
only Abraham, but also his descendants including us. The Lord is our God forever. This
relationship is unbreakable.  From generation to generation, the Lord says, "I am your
God." How wonderful this is.
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Here’s a story of mine. I have been working as the director of a ministry called Samurai
Projects since last March. However, it was not until March this year that I could finally
enter the country. I was able to get a missionary visa when I took on this job, but shortly
after that, I was refused to enter due to the enhanced border control. The COVID-19 has
an impact on all of us, hasn’t it? In our case, in February last year, after finishing our
previous work, we packed up our stuff, shipped them to Japan, and left the parsonage
thinking that border control would be lifted soon. Then we left Christ Church where we
had lived for a while before setting out for a church visit in Auckland, New Zealand.
What should have been a two-week visit was extended to eight months during which I
had moved 11 times with four kids. It was really hard. For so many times, I was left feeling
so frustrated and angry about what the Lord had done to me. But when I was
depressed, the promise of "I am your God" became such a great encouragement. I
believed that God's plan is greater than my little plan because He is God, so when
overwhelmed by anxiety, we were able to hold fast to the truth that the Lord is with us
and works for the best of us. And now, when I look back, I have received many blessings
in the midst of troubles. Brothers and sisters, you may experience hardships as a Christian.
But remember the promise "I will be your God, the God of your descendants" in all
difficult circumstances. Almighty God is my God. If God is on our side, who can stand
against us? What a powerful promise!

The last of the Lord's unfailing promises concerns the land of Canaan.
He said he would give Abraham a possession of the land. In Verse 8,

“The whole land of Canaan, where you now reside as a foreigner, I will give as an
everlasting possession to you and your descendants after you; and I will be their God.”

At that point, Abraham was a migrant. He left his birthplace, Ur, and began to dwell in
Canaan, a place larger than the area of present-day Israel. At this point he did not
possess a land. But the Lord promises to "give the whole land of Canaan to your
descendants after you as an eternal possession." This was not just a promise to the
children of Abraham. According to chapter 15, Abraham himself was the first to receive
this promise from heaven. And that's exactly what happened. What did it mean for
Abraham himself? In Hebrews Chapter 11, it reads,

16 Instead, they were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. Therefore, God is not
ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.

In other words, what Abraham asked for (and what the Lord promised) was a land in
heaven. We should not think that being in heaven is only a vague and spiritual concept.
In the Bible, heaven refers to the new heaven and earth in the future. Jesus will come to
this world again and judge all people. After that, a new heaven and earth will be
created. Then it shouldn’t be hard for us to understand that Abraham's land will also be
in that new heaven and earth. In any case, this promise is a promise that goes beyond
death.
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One day Abraham would die, but then he would receive this land. Abraham did not
know how God would bring this to be. But we know. Jesus died on the cross and
triumphed over death by his resurrection. In other words, death is not our end. It's worth
thinking that the Lord's promise cannot be overturned by death. Isn't this a great
encouragement that can change your life?　

In 1613, the second Tokugawa shoguna, Tokugawa Hidetada, announced the
"Prohibition of Christianity", and it was 1619 when Kyoto became a place of great
oppression. On the night of October 6, 52 people were crucified and burned at the
stake.  Of the 52 martyrs, 11 were under the age of 15, including six children from the
Hashimoto family. As a leader of the Hashimoto family, the father was crucified first in
front of his family. And Tekula, the mother, held her 3-year-old daughter tightly while
being tied together with her 12- and 8-year-old sons on the same rope. Their eldest
daughter, 13-year-old Catalina, and six-year-old Peter were hung on the cross next to
her. When the fire was ignited, Catalina screamed that she couldn't see her mother
because of the smoke. Tekula said, "Don't worry, we'll see you again in heaven soon,"
and she soon died. Indeed, even if our bodies are destroyed, we will be resurrected to
heaven with a heavenly body.

From Abraham comes the followers of Jesus Christ. Through the eternal relationship with
Christ, we have a home in heaven that will not be taken away by death. This is the Lord's
unfailing promise.

So how should Abraham and we respond to that?

Verse 9 is about the desired response from Abraham.

9 Then God said to Abraham, “As for you, you must keep my covenant, you and your
descendants after you for the generations to come. 10 This is my covenant with you and
your descendants after you, the covenant you are to keep: Every male among you shall
be circumcised.

As you might know, circumcision is the removal of the foreskin of a man's genital. And
from verse 11, it is a mark that every man must receive, regardless of his age and
whether he was related to the tribe of Israel by blood or adoption. Abraham was able to
keep this covenant through circumcision.

I would like to make a short comment on this. First of all, I would like you to be aware that
this response is very passive. In fact, circumcision was also practiced in other tribes in the
Middle East, normally during a man’s puberty or before marriage. But here in Israel, it
was done on the eighth day after birth, except at the very beginning of Abraham’s
generation. This is painful, of course, but the Lord wants this to be passive. The following
point I want to make is very important. The great blessings of the Lord do not come from
the strength of our own hands, rather it is something we receive from the Lord. After the
birth of Jesus, Christians need not be circumcised anymore. Christians, whether men and
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women, were instead circumcised in Christ by going through baptism which is a sign of
the new covenant. This is also very passive.

The way of human society is anything but effort, effort, effort, hard work and
perseverance. But the way of the Lord is totally different. Someone once asked me if he
had to take an exam to become a Christian. Not at all. All we have to do is to hold out
our empty hands and receive all the promised blessings of the Lord by faith—a lesson
learned from the passive circumcision.

I might be off the track a little bit, but we need to explain to the next generation the
meaning of the sign of the covenant. As verse 11 says, circumcision is the sign of the
covenant. However, the child who was circumcised on the eighth day did not know the
meaning of it and thus it was necessary to explain what it meant. Different
denominations differ in their opinions on who should be baptized, but Presbyterians
baptize children as if they had circumcised them. Adults, have we explained the
meaning of this sign to our children? One pastor suggested that I should celebrate the
anniversary of my baptism. It has almost become a routine each year to prepare special
dishes, explain to the children what was done at the baptismal ceremony, and tell them
what the Lord had promised and what their parents had promised on their behalf. It was
a very good time for me to prepare this message and to be able to confirm the
meaning of baptism with my children. Parents, how do you explain to your children the
privilege and duty of living as the Lord's people? After the service, I think it would be nice
to share your thoughts. Also, why not use today's Biblical passage as a reference and
discuss it with your child?

Circumcision is passive, but that doesn't mean you have to be passive and stay the way
you are. As in verse 1, God commanded Abram to “walk before me faithfully and be
blameless.” It does not mean that sin is completely gone, or we would all live a morally
perfect life, but rather that we are to faithfully serve the Lord and walk before Him.
Because we have become God's people, we want to live our life in a way that pleases
God. But this should be a response from someone who has been given a new life.
Queen Elizabeth's funeral was held Last month. It has been said that before she became
the queen, whenever she and her sister, Princess Margaret, planned to attend a party,
they were always reminded of something that their mother had told them, “You are
royalty, so act like royalty.” In the same way, if we believe in Jesus and receive the sign
of the covenant, we are made God's people by His grace, but we should act like God's
people.

Circumcision is passive, and it is like a True or False question. It's a weird way of saying it,
but it is something you either receive or reject, and it's nothing other than that. You can't
say, “I want to be circumcised just a little bit.” It's the same with faith. Let’s read verse 14.

“Any uncircumcised male, who has not been circumcised in the flesh, will be cut off
from his people; he has broken my covenant.”
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A person who was circumcised was called to be among the Lord's people, and a person
who was not circumcised would be cut off from the Lord's people, even if he was
related to Abraham by blood. If he broke that covenant, he would not get the blessings
of the Lord. The same can be applied to faith in Christ. Believe in Him or not. There's no
middle ground, is there? You may want to know what is written in the Bible, but you may
not want to believe it.  But the Lord has said that no matter how much you appreciate
the church and Jesus, without faith, you have not entered the covenant of the Lord.
Therefore, I would urge you to continue to read the Bible until you believe in the Lord.

Fortunately, the opposite is true. If we believe in Jesus, we will fully enter the covenant
and become children of God. It doesn't matter how short or long our life of faith is, and
whether we have read the whole Bible or not, but as long as we trust in Jesus, He will
give us all the blessings He has promised.

Today, we have learnt the Lord's great promise to Abraham. The Lord of Abraham is also
our Lord, Jesus Christ, who has given us all the blessings he once promised. So, this week,
let us keep this in mind and try our best to walk with the Lord who says, "I am your God."
Let’s pray.
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