
God is Our Very Great Reward

Genesis 15:1-21

Key verse: 15:1


“ After this, the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: ‘Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward.’”

These days, my son Andrew has only one thing on his mind - a Bumblebee Transformer. His birthday is coming up and I promised him that since he did well in this report card, I would buy him a Bumblebee Transformer as his birthday present. This is small plastic toy is what this little 5 year old puts his hope on these days. He is excited and giddy with anticipation for his birthday to arrive so he can play with this toy that cost me $7.99 from Target. When was the last time any of you had hope like this? Hope so pure, hope so vivid, hope that motivated you and excited, hope that helped you forget all your troubles. Many of us here today are going through some tough times right now. Some need jobs, others need health. Some of us are despairing in their circumstance and some of us are so lonely that it hurts. Unfortunately for all of us, there is no magic bullet that will make our problems go away and it will take more than just a cool yellow plastic toy to help us cope with the devastation that we face everyday. What we all need here is something that will grab us tight, reassure us and encourage us. What we need is a voice that tells us the truth, a voice that says “your troubles will soon be over, I will carry you on my back and help you get through this.” What we need is hope. Hope that can inspire us to keep on keeping on. I pray as we study this passage, we may find the source of this hope. 

When God first called Abraham, his name was actually Abram. He was a pagan who worshiped the moon among other gods. But one day, God appeared to Abram and gave him this one simple command, “Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you.” Remarkably enough, Abram obeyed and together with his wife Sarai and his nephew Lot, he packed all he had and left. He didn’t know where he was going but he just left. The one promise that God gave him was, “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” Holding on to this one promise, Abram left in obedience to God. However, his journey from this point was not easy. As a matter of fact, it was dangerous and often times gut wrenching and painful. But the most tragic part of all was that despite God’s promise to make him into a great nation, Abram was childless. And as if this was not enough, his two-bit nephew Lot decided to run off on his own and live among the most vile of people in Sodom and Gomorrah. Then Lot became a captive after a war had broken out in the region. So Abram, outnumbered and inexperienced, risked his life to fight the powerful kings of the region and rescued Lot from them. This then brings us to today’s passage in Genesis 15.

Chapter 15 verse 1 says, “After this, the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: ‘Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward.’” No doubt God knew there was a lot of fear in Abram? Why? It was because now, Abram had made himself vulnerable to attacks from the kings who would now consider Abram a threat. However, we see from the rest of God’s word that there is something else at play here. God continues, “I am your shield, your very great reward.” I think its easy to understand the shield part of God’s word to Abram. God is declaring to Abram that he will protect him and keep him safe. But then God throws us a curveball through the words, “your very great reward.” Why did God say this? How was this appropriate to this situation? Was Abram looking for some kind of reward for rescuing Lot or defeating the other kings? Here, we can see from God’s words to Abram that his fundamental problem was that of hopelessness.

Let’s think about Abram’s situation for a bit. He left his home with nothing but a promise from a God that he has never heard of before. He had no possible way to have a child and yet God promised to make him into a great nation. He endured all kinds of hardships and dangers ever since he left home to obey God. His nephew deserted him only to be captured and now because of him, Abram was left vulnerable to attacks from all directions. And all this for what? So far, Abram saw nothing that would indicate that he had made the right choice when he left home. So far, Abram had no assurance - not even a sniff - of this supposed land that God would give to him. In his hands, Abram had nothing to tell him that God’s promise was going to come true. No land, no home, no child, no nation. He had no hope left in him.

God saw this deep hopelessness in Abram and stepped in to encourage him. First God addressed his fear. When Abram had no hope, fear dominated his heart. He feared getting attacked but also what the future would bring. He feared that he had made a huge mistake and that he had ruined his life. He feared that he would forever be a nomad with no home and no legacy to leave behind through a son. He feared what he perceived to be a meaningless existence exacerbated by a dangerous circumstance. This fear made him blind to the promises of God and rendered him completely powerless. 

Then God offered Abram protection. God’s offer was to not only to protect Abram from being attacked but also from the pain that comes with fear. God offered to protect Abram from the emptiness, the loneliness, the saddness and the suffering that comes with fear. God offered Abram that God would not let Abram live forever in his despair but that he would shield him from it. 

Lastly, God gave Abram an attitude adjustment. God proclaimed that He is Abram’s very great reward. God wanted to help Abram change his perception of hope. So far, Abram’s hope was in the tangible - a child and a land of his own. But God wanted Abram to recognize that while those things were promised to him, they were not the ultimate reward for his obedience. God wanted Abram to see that those tangible things were mere steps toward the greatest reward - God himself. In a way, God was smacking Abram upside the head to remind him that he had lost sight of God.

So far, Abram had been very selfish in that everything was about himself and how he suffered and he is so vulnerable and how he has no child. This attitude is clearly evident in verses 2 and 3. They say, “But Abram said, ‘O Sovereign LORD, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?’ And Abram said, ‘You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir.’” When Abram’s eyes turned away from God and onto himself, all he could see was that his wife’s stomach was still flat, he still lived in a tent in a foreign land and that enemies were all around him. When his eyes were only fixated on himself, Abram could see no reason to have any hope. 

I think when we find ourselves in a similar place like Abram, we really ought to examine within ourselves to see if we have been selfish before God. When we are dominated by fear of all sorts and when we can’t find the motivation to live for tomorrow, we really have to look in the mirror and search within ourselves to see how selfish we have been before God. Have we been looking toward God and his promises or have we been infatuated with our own affairs? Have we been looking toward God in obedience or have we been serving ourselves and trying to save our own skin? Have we been looking to please God or have we been looking to please ourselves? If we have been looking to ourselves, we are doomed to lose all hope but if we have been looking to God, there is no possibility of losing hope. This is because in God there is no impossible. In God there are no deficiencies, no defeat. We are safe in God and God shows all the things that he can do through us. But when we see ourselves, we see our failures, our broken relationships, our regrets, our loneliness, our empty pockets, boring jobs, homework, fractured families and even failed ministries. And you wonder why we lose all hope when we become selfish before God.

Over the last year or so, I felt like I’ve been going through an early mid-life crisis. In just about every facet of my life, I felt trapped, frustrated and even bitter. My job became so boring and monotonous that I dreaded going to work. However, I felt trapped in my job because I was afraid that another company would not afford me the flexibility I need to cater my family’s current needs. On the personal side, I was getting frustrated wondering when I will be able to afford a house for my family. The neighborhood punks throwing rocks at our apartment made me furious and lost all hope in humanity as a whole. Emotionally, I felt like an boat in the ocean without an anchor being tossed about by waves with no one I could hold on to. And to top it off, I became increasingly frustrated with how our ministry was going. What I saw happening was so far from what I had hoped and again I felt helpless to do anything about it. So for a long time, I struggled with these and many other things in my mind and the constant echo in my heart that resonated louder and louder was the the word hopeless. I had lost hope in just about everything. When this hope was gone, I was just like Abram, afraid of making a mistake, afraid of losing my sense of security, and afraid that I will live my days in futility having done nothing remarkable nor significant. This was a terrible place for me. I’ve never felt despair in depths as deep as these over the last year or so. Out of desperation I turned to God’s word. It sounds obvious now but at the time, when I had the worst case of tunnel vision, all I could see in front of me was my misery. I cried out to God in prayer. I needed something to look forward to. I needed something I could fix my eyes on that wasn’t going to make me despair. I needed hope. So I started listening to Christian radio and more recently I’ve been listening to 2-3 sermons a day on my iPod about all kinds of topics. Then ringing through all of them were that I was a sinner, I needed Jesus and that I was selfish. I had been a selfish husband, selfish father, selfish coworker, selfish employee and just an all around selfish human being. Just like Abram, it was all about what I needed, what I wanted, how things affected me, how people should treat me and how I wanted things done. Through all these sermons that I’ve been listening to, God gave me a huge attitude adjustment to pry my eyes off of myself and look to God. God’s been smacking me upside the head and telling me, “You idiot, quit seeing only your problems and start seeing what I have planned for you.” God have been helping me see hope in Him and not in myself. I’m thankful for God intervening in my life during a crucial time when I was falling into a place of despair that was beginning to be really scary. 

Hope displaced away from God is no hope at all. Away from God, it’s despair, it’s meaninglessness, it’s sadness and it’s fear. We all are fighting the same battle as Abram. Your future is uncertain and you just can’t see how things can get better. You’ve been struggling and struggling but there seems to be no end to your suffering and pain. You are hurting in your heart but no one wants to listen and nothing will make your pain go away. You’re searching for something to make you happy but everything you consume leaves you wanting more. In these times, stop looking at your problems and look to God. He is your very great reward. He will give you an attitude adjustment like you’ve never had before and he will restore hope in your heart. God says to all of us, “Do not be afraid, I am your shield, your very great reward.”

Next, God helps Abram appreciate the magnitude of God’s promise to him. Verses 4,5 say, “Then the word of the LORD came to him: ‘This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir.’ He took him outside and said, ‘Look up at the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.’ Then he said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’” Here, God does two things:

First, God reaffirmed His promise to Abram that his descendant will not come from some compromised family tree but that they will come from his very own body, born of his barren wife. God is a faithful God and he will make happen what he said will happen. If it took a miracle of epic proportion to make it happen, then so be it, God has the power to make it happen. I think we often subconsciously assume that God will not do something because it seems just too impossible. We may believe that there is nothing that God cannot do but deep within us we might have assumed that God is not going to do it. This is nothing but the devil telling us lies to make us doubt God and take matters into our own hands where the devil can come and mess things up even more. No matter how dire the need and no matter how big the mountain in front of us, we have to believe that the God who can bring a child into the world through a couple of old retirees can also make the impossible happen. If you need to get over a mountain but you are too weak to make it over, you have to believe that God will give you the strength. Even better, you have to believe that God will move the mountain for you so you can simply walk across. He parted the Red Sea, he can deliver you from any trouble.

Second, God helped Abram to see God’s promise from His perspective. God took Abram outside and had him look up into the night sky. He challenged Abram to count all the stars in the sky. In Chicago, we only see a minute glimpse of the stars because of all the light pollution. But if you go out into the country, far away from the city, the sheer quantity of the stars in the sky will make you gaze into the night for hours. The massive number of stars in the sky is actually overwhelming to behold. But God told this childless old man, Abram, that his descendants will be like this display of God’s power. Perhaps in Abram’s mind, he thought that God was just using hyperbole when he said he will make him into a nation. Maybe Abram thought that by nation, God meant a few hundred people. But what God had in mind was just a little bit bigger than what Abram (or anyone else for that matter) could have envisioned.

Abram saw the night sky a thousand times, but to him, they were just stars - nothing special. But God opened Abram’s eyes to see them not just as stars but as a reminder of His great promise to him. From this point on, every time Abram looked up into the night sky, he would be reminded that God’s promise is that big, that overwhelming and the stars would fuel the hope of God’s promise in his heart. Had Abram stayed cooped up in his tent staring at his wife’s barren stomach, Abram would have eventually given up all hope. So God changed his perspective from earth bound to heaven bound. God physically made Abram get out of his place of self pity to go out, stretch out his body, lift his head toward heaven and see with his own eyes, the greatness of God’s power. Likewise, when we end up in a place of fear, doubt and hopelessness, our temptation is to stare at the problem knowing there is no answer. In these times, we need to get out of that place and look toward God. We have to stop looking at what we can’t do and start looking at what God can do. We have to stop looking at all our failures and fears and start looking at the successes and victories that God can give us.

Ultimately, however, what we need to focus our eyes on is our final destination - the Kingdom of God. When God promised Abram that he will become a great nation, he was speaking about a nation on earth. But at the same time, God was telling Abram a parallel promise that through him will be born Jesus who will then establish a nation in heaven for all the spiritual descendants of Abram who believed in Jesus. Our hope has to ultimately be based on the final destination described in Revelation 21, “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.  And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away." He who was seated on the throne said, "I am making everything new!" Then he said, "Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true." He said to me: "It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life. He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son.” This place, this awesome and magnificent place must be our hope. Our life on earth may not get much easier, as a matter of fact, I can tell you with full certainty that it will only get harder. When you get over one obstacle, there will a bigger one waiting around the corner. Just when you thought life was getting a little easier, the devil will attack you twice as strong to make you despair. But in all this, you can never lose sight of the glorious destination that we’re heading towards. You can never lose hope of living forever in a place where there is no suffering. When you live with this hope, you can overcome just about anything. And should you ever get to a place where you simply cannot go any further despite this hope, God will intervene just as he intervened in Abram’s life and he will carry you to the finish. We gotta stop looking at ourselves for we’ll only find despair. Rather we must look up into the heavens and find God’s kingdom and put our hope in that kingdom. 

Finally, God wanted to show Abram just how serious he was about all his promises. So God had Abram prepare an offering and God himself came in a smoking firepot with a blazing torch and passed between the offering pieces. God was dead serious about His promise to Abram and he is dead serious about his promise to us. He wants us to believe in his promise, He wants us to trust him, He wants us to put our hope in Him. If we believe in this and if we want to put our hope in Him, then we have to cut up all our fears and doubts, our selfishness and despair and lay it on an altar in our hearts. Then surely as God came to Abram in a burning fire, he will enter our hearts as well as a burning fire that ignites a passion in our heart to live for the Lord and live inspired through hope in His Kingdom. After you hear this message and you walk out of here today, you probably still will be without a job, in need of money, lonely, aching, broken hearted and in despair. But what I pray you’ll have in you is a hope, a hope that burns so hot and so bright that it will drive out all doubt, fear, uncertainties and selfishness. What I pray God will give you is a vision as clear as the stars in the sky of what you can do for the Lord. Despite our circumstance, despite our despair, I pray God will give you hope that overshadows everything and help you fix your eyes on God. When we live with this kind of hope, we need never be afraid for God is our shield, our very great reward.

