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“The Faithless Couple”
Genesis 17:15—18:15

Greeting
I am a 2021 graduate of Christ Bible Seminary in Nagoya, Japan and am now on staff in
charge of youth ministry at Grace Harbor Church. I attended Grace City Church around
2013-2015 before Grace Harbor officially started. I learned many things at that time,
including Community Groups. I am still encouraged by the many brothers and sisters I
met at that time. I am happy to be able to be involved again today, with Grace City
Church, which has helped me so much. Many of you are new to me, but I hope that we
can spend this time together praising God through His Word.

Prayer

Introduction
Probably all of us can think of times when we have exerted great effort and
experienced the need to persevere in various areas of our lives. For example, learning
hobbies, or developing special skills. I have been skiing in the winter since I was a child,
and I still feel that I am developing my skills. Or there are some things in life that you don't
like, but you have to keep working at it. I remember when I was in high school, I studied
for exams but felt despair, wondering if my score would ever get any higher. I studied
business administration at the university, but when I graduated, I was assigned to a
systems-related department at the company I joined. I had to meet the expectations
(demands) of my superiors, which included learning computer-related knowledge that
was completely unknown to me. Many times, I felt I couldn’t do it. I am sure that all of
you are working with great effort toward your goals in your jobs, hobbies, families,
relationships, health, and so on.

However, in the process, we are bound to experience the barrier of limitations. While we
have an ideal image of what we want in our mind, there are many obstacles that stand
in the way before we can reach that ideal. It may be physical, intellectual, or technical
limitations, or we may be hindered by the circumstances around us. At such times, there
is a passion that keeps us going, a "Let's give it our best shot!” But then there may be
times when you want to give up or compromise, thinking, "I can't do this anymore....” We
are finite beings, so hitting our limits is natural and unavoidable.

What about our faith? In your Christian walk, do you ever have trouble trusting what God
is saying or looking forward to what God is doing? We experience many difficulties in our
daily lives. Friends and co-workers show no interest in Christianity or Christian values. No
matter how hard we pray for a Christian marriage partner, the prayer remains
unanswered. There are difficulties in family relationships that we never think will be
present in a Christian home. At such times, you may wonder, "Does God really love me?”
“Can he really help me?” When these things continue to happen, you may find it hard
to believe in God. You may not lose your faith, but you may compromise your walk as a
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Christian. For us, God's promises are so large in scale that we think, “If only this were true,
it would be really wonderful.” But because they are so much bigger than what we can
comprehend, it is difficult to believe that they are actually being applied to our daily
lives right now.

Here at Grace City Church, you are learning about the "journey of faith with God"
through the life of Abraham. Abraham was called by God to leave the land where he
lived and travel to the land God promised to give him. In Genesis 15:6, we read of his
faith, "Abram believed the Lord, and it was counted to him as righteousness.” In the New
Testament, too, some passages mention people who are examples of faith. However,
we can see that Abraham’s life of faith and the actions that accompanied his faith
went through ups and downs. Today's passage is Genesis 17:15-18:15 and deals
specifically with the issue of Abraham and his wife Sarah’s children. The issue of being
childless had been a constant concern in their lives. God's promises had not yet been
fulfilled. They were struggling mightily to believe God's promises in this matter. Like us,
they wrestled with the question of whether God would really work in their lives. Yet, God
continued to tell them, "Believe in me, for I will keep my promises.” This is because God is
able to give us more joy than we can ever have on our own.

1. Genesis 17:15-27  Abraham’s Unbelief
Today's passage is a continuation of the first half of chapter 17 discussed in last week's
message. God gave Abraham a promise. However, 24 years had passed since then,
and Abraham was now 99 years old. God appears to him and declares, "I am God
Almighty.” (17:1) He promised to make an everlasting covenant with Abraham and his
descendants. “I will multiply your descendants so that they will spread throughout the
world," "I will be God to you and to your descendants," and "I will give the land of
Canaan to your descendants.” These were truly large-scale promises to Abraham. It was
clear that not everything would come true in his lifetime. Still, it must have been a great
joy for him to know that God would bless his home in such a special way.

Following this scene of God's grand plan is today's passage, in which the first concrete
step toward the realization of God's plan is communicated to Abraham.

17:15, 16.  And God said to Abraham, "As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her
name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name.  I will bless her, and moreover, I will give
you a son by her.  I will bless her, and she shall become nations; kings of people
shall come from her.”

Like Abraham, God first changed Sarai's name. The name Sarai originally meant "my
princess.” God took out the "my" and changed it to "Sarah," which means "princess.”
From her children, descendants would come and spread, many nations would be
formed, and kings would be born. God's plan of blessing is that Sarah would be the
origin of kings of many nations whose presence will be celebrated and appreciated
throughout the world.
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However, this plan was not something that Abraham accepted with joy and a simple,
"Thank you!” The reality was that Sarah was 90 years old and had never given birth to a
child. Genesis 11:29 tells us that Sarah was a "barren woman.” Sarah herself was aware
of this and struggled with it. She, of course, was aware of God's promise to her. However,
she knew that she could no longer bear a child, and, in turn, she would not have
descendants. In Genesis 16, she allowed her female slave, Hagar, to procreate with
Abraham. This was done with Abraham's consent. Therefore, it is clear that Abraham
himself did not consider Sarah's bearing a child as a realistic possibility.

In 17:17-18, Abraham responds as follows.

Genesis 17:17-18. Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed and said to himself,
“Shall a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is
ninety years old, bear a child?” And Abraham said to God, “Oh that Ishmael might
live before you!”

Abraham laughs when he hears God's plan. “God's plan for my descendants is truly
wonderful. But it seems unrealistic to use the barren Sarah..." He imagined Ishmael, the
son he had with Hagar, a female slave, as the one from whom his descendants would
come. Ishmael was 13 years old and could be used as part of God's plan in a much
more realistic way. He prayed that Ishmael would live a blessed life. This was the most
likely and believable solution for Abraham.

How did God respond to Abraham's attitude?

Genesis 17:19-21. God said, "No, but Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you
shall call his name Isaac. I will establish my covenant with him, as an everlasting
covenant for his offspring after him. As for Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I have
blessed him and will make him fruitful and multiply him greatly.  He shall father
twelve princes, and I will  make him into a great nation. But I will establish my
covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this time next year.”

God emphasizes that it is Sarah's child that is in His plan. God also announced that the
child would actually be born one year later. In this way, God encouraged Abraham to
believe and look forward to Isaac, the son of Sarah.

2. Genesis 18:1-14  Sarah’s Unbelief
In chapter 18, we read that God came to Abraham again. This time, it was so that Sarah
could hear the same message directly. Three traveler-like people pass by Abraham.
When Abraham sees them, he says,

Genesis 18:3-5.  “O Lord, if I have found favor in your sight, do not pass by your
servant. Let a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under
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the tree, while I bring a morsel of bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after
that you may pass on—since you have come to your servant.” So they said, “Do as
you have said.”

As we read further, we realize that these three men are God Himself and two angels.
However, Abraham may not have been aware of their identities at this time. It was
customary in those days to extend hospitality and accommodations to travelers, even if
they were strangers. Unlike today, traveling was very risky. Therefore, it may have been
natural for people to help each other out. Abraham said to the three people, "Why don't
you eat, drink, and rest at my place and then continue your journey?” When the three
were eating, Abraham himself did not sit at the table with them, but stood by and
served them.

Then in verse 9, the three ask where Sarah is. She is at the entrance to the tent, listening
to them. Confirming that she can hear them, one of the three speaks.

Genesis 18:10. The Lord said, “I will surely return to you about this time next year,
and Sarah your wife shall have a son.”

God repeats the same message He gave to Abraham in chapter 17. This time, Sarah
herself was listening.  What was her response?

Genesis 18:12. So Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “After I am worn out, and my
lord is old, shall I have pleasure?”

It says that she laughed. When she heard God's promise in person, she reacted the same
way as Abraham had.

Genesis 18:11. Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years. The way of
women had ceased to be with Sarah.

In other words, her menstruation had already ended. So she frankly felt that such a
wonderful thing was not going to happen. In Sarah's mind, there may have been a
sense of resignation based on her view of the situation.

Even so, the Lord responded.

Genesis 18:13-14. The Lord said to Abraham, "Why did Sarah laugh and say, 'Shall I
indeed bear a child, now that I am old?’ Is anything too hard for the Lord? At the
appointed time I will return to you, about this time next year, and Sarah shall have
a son.”

Sarah, like Abraham, could not believe in any specific action of God. But God said,
"Nothing is impossible with me.” So you must believe in my promise and wait for it.

4



Worship and Fellowship October 23rd 2022
Atsushi Kabeya

3. Our Own Unbelief
God's plan for Sarah to bear a child would have been a wonderful thing for both of
them. They would finally have their very own child. However, at this time, they could not
take God's words at face value and believe them. Why? Because as they considered
their situation,  it seemed impossible that God’s plan would be realized.  Why would a
100-year-old grandfather and a 90-year-old grandmother have a child? Sarah was
infertile. It’s just not possible in this stage of life anymore. Abraham originally walked by
faith, believing God's promises. He believed and obeyed God in the promises of the
future which were far beyond anything he could control. In 17:1, God had just confirmed
that he is God Almighty. Yet, when this couple looked at the realities surrounding them,
they found them to be obstacles to their expectations of God's plan. This was the limit of
their faith at this point. It is not that they did not believe God, but they could not grasp
the reality of being given a child.

One thing I was very conflicted about when I was in my 20s was witnessing about God in
the workplace. As a university student, I had been given many good learning
opportunities in my participation in KGK (Christian Students' Association). At that time, I
believed that I had a mission to show God's glory and preach the gospel in the
company to which I was sent, and I was enthusiastic about it. However, when I actually
started working, I found a harsh reality. As a first-year member of society, I was not able
to contribute at all in terms of work. Of course, as I mentioned at the beginning, I was in
a different field of work from what I had prepared for, so this accounted for much of my
inability to contribute.  In any case, I was not at a technically useful level, nor could I
keep up with the pace of the work of my seniors. Perhaps it was my negative mindset,
but I seem to remember that my conversations with my bosses were more often angry
than pleasant. As the days went by, I began to think that it was impossible for me to live
as a Christian in this workplace. During this period, I was still going to church and living a
life of faith. Even so, I struggled to believe that God was using me to show His glory. I
ended up not being able to say I was a Christian until I resigned. I could not believe that
God was with me and working through me, and I had no desire to live as a Christian in
that place.

Brothers and sisters, how do you feel about God's promises? Are there areas of your
heart where you feel your faith is limited, even as you walk as a Christian? The more
concrete our daily lives are, the harder it may be for us to apply the Word of God. There
is so much that causes our perspective to be very negative. The more we focus on such
things, the harder it becomes for us to remember that with God nothing is impossible. As
a result, we may stop looking to God. Just as Abraham viewed Ishmael as the son
through whom God should fulfill his promises, we may come to choose and embrace
false hopes that are contrary to what God has for us.

4. God’s Faithfulness to His People
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We have a weakness that prevents us from believing God's promises that are beyond
our understanding. But we need to remember that ours is a promise-keeping God! He
will continue to do what is best for us, no matter what the circumstances are. Abraham
and Sarah could not believe that God would give them a child. What was God's
attitude toward them? It can be difficult for us to be willing to serve someone when we
know they have no expectations of us. But God continued to say that He would still do
what He had promised, even though they had stopped expecting Him to do it.

The result is written in chapter 21.

Genesis 21:1-6. The Lord visited Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did to Sarah as
he had promised. And Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age at
the time of which God had spoken to him. Abraham called the name of his son
who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him, Isaac. And Abraham circumcised his
son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. Abraham
was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. And Sarah said, “God
has made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me.”

The meaning of the name Isaac, which God gave to him, is "He laughs.” Abraham and
Sarah laughed at God's plan. Sarah had thought, "Shall I have pleasure now in my old
age?” But now, when it came to pass, she was filled with a smile of joy, a joy she could
never have imagined after 90 years of life. What a joyful experience God's blessing was
to Sarah through the birth of Isaac.

God blessed Abraham and Sarah in a dramatic way. But God's story was not just about
filling them with joy. God established Isaac as the first step in the "eternal covenant" that
He had given. From Isaac's descendants, the nation of Israel was born, and God's plan
was carried forward throughout history. And throughout the New Testament, God clearly
shows us that He has added us to His people through Jesus Christ, a descendant of
Isaac. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ on the cross, we have become
children of God. This is not because we are worthy to be children of God. On the
contrary, we are those who hear God's promises and commands but fail to believe,
expect, or respond correctly. We have been redeemed only because of God’s
“one-way” grace to us. We have been added to God's people by His unilateral decision
and action.

For Abraham, the sign of being added to God's people was circumcision. In the
passage from last week's message, God commanded that all the males in his household
be circumcised. Abraham fulfilled this command on the very day he finished his
conversation with God. God promised to bless His people. Circumcision was a clear sign
of being included in that promise as God's people. We no longer need to be
circumcised. Instead, we have baptism as a sign of being a part of God’s people.
Therefore, all of you who have been baptized have demonstrated that you are in an
eternal covenant with God. There may be some of you who do not believe in God's
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promises at this time. There may be some of you who are discouraged by your lack of
faith in God. There may be people who come to worship services, but deep down
inside, their passion for God has cooled and they feel guilty and inferior. Even in such a
state, God continues to be our God. He pours out every spiritual blessing based on His
never-changing promises. God will continue to protect those whom He has added to His
eternal covenant as His precious children forever, even unto the new heavens and new
earth promised at the end of the Book of Revelation. To remember and savor the truth
that we have been placed in such an incredible position is the key to rekindle the
passion of our faith in God.

Abraham, whom God chose, probably did not understand the specifics of how God
would give Sarah a child. Nevertheless, he came to believe that God would surely fulfill
His promise in some way. In Romans 4:19-21, the apostle Paul says of Abraham,

Romans 4:19-21. He did not weaken in faith when he considered his own body,
which was as good as dead (since he was about a hundred years old) or when he
considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. No unbelief made him waver
concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to
God, fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised.

Throughout this week, I invite you to take time to savor the truth that you are God's child,
both individually and as a community. God walks with us everywhere as "your God" and
as your Heavenly Father. There is hope that as our personal relationship with God
deepens, we, like Abraham, will be able to wait on Him and trust Him more deeply than
we do now. God continues to support each of us in our walk of faith through God the
Holy Spirit. Let us stand on the foundation of God's grace, which is eternal and
unshakable. Let us live our lives stepping forward with God in those places where we feel
the limits of our faith.
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