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Review of the Storyline 
 

When life gets shaky and unsteady, it helps to return to the foundations – to make sure 
we are bolted to the great Rock on which all of reality is grounded.  As we saw in 
Genesis 1:1 last week, God is that ultimate certainty.  He is the absolute reference point 
for life.  God is that continuing presence upon which we can build and, if necessary, 
rebuild our lives.   
 
Our story today begins as a rebuilding process is now underway.  Twenty generations 
or more have come and gone since the first human beings turned away from God, 
seeking to live life on their own terms.  God had put human beings into the middle of a 
world filled with beauty, freedom, and abundance.  He’d given them a set of 
relationships which, if respected, would make life not just OK, but “very good.”  It 
would allow them to both enjoy and reflect God’s glory.   
 
But our first ancestors fell from that original state of grace.  They turned their back on 
their Creator, crossed the one boundary he had set for them, and began a pattern of 
running from God, hiding themselves, and blaming others.  This original sin then 
metastasized into a raging disease that made the whole creation sick.  To save the 
creation, a grief-stricken God institutes a radical form of chemotherapy.  He floods the 
world, killing off most of the cancer, and preserving in an Ark a remnant of creatures 
and human beings to keep life on this planet going.   
 
If you read on in Genesis, you learn how Noah and his descendents spread out.  They 
develop agriculture and commerce once again, build towns and cities, and eventually 
restore civilization.  In time, however, they also begin to exhibit some of the same 
troubling signs of the disease that had gotten human beings into such trouble in the 
first place.   
 
In one very symbolic act described in Genesis 11, people decide to build a “ziggurat” – 
a tower to heaven -- in order to stand face-to-face with God.  But God confuses their 
languages so they can’t unite their arrogance in this vain purpose.  Whether literally 
historical or simply an important parable, the clear truth in the story of the Tower of 
Babel is that human beings are still behaving as if they can reach paradise or godhood 
by their own efforts.  It is a terminal self-deception that continues to this very day. 
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The Father of Multitudes 
 
But, still, God does not give up on his Creation.  And so God begins a new season in the 
outworking of his grace – and it is a long-term strategy.  Instead of trying to reach the 
heart of all of these various people in all of these different languages, God focuses 
himself in a very special way upon one family.  God chooses ONE man through whom 
he will reach the entire world.  The man’s name is “Abram” or, as he came to be 
known, “Abraham” – which means in Hebrew, “Father of a Multitude.”     
 
It is hard to overstate how appropriate that name is – “Father of a Multitude.”  One 
billion of today’s Muslims trace their family line back to Abraham.  As Genesis 16 
describes, his son by the servant girl, Hagar, was Ishmael – widely regarded as the 
original ancestor of the prophet Mohammed and of the Arab people.  Muslims allege 
that the rock on which Abraham prepared to sacrifice his son Isaac is the same rock 
from which Mohammed ascended into heaven. They believe that this stone lies beneath 
the Dome of the Rock Mosque on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem and, as you know, 
will defend that sacred spot by any means necessary.  In fact, as Genesis 16:12 makes 
clear, the current strife between radical Islam and the world is completely foreseen by 
the biblical Storyline.  
 
The world’s twelve million Jews, of course, trace their heritage back to Father Abraham 
too.  He is so credited with formalizing Jewish monotheism, that Jews often speak of 
the Creator as the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”  As Genesis 17 supports, 
Abraham is regarded as the one to whom God first promised the land of Canaan we 
now call Israel as a perpetual birthright – although few Jews today focus on the fact 
that this was a conditional promise, based on whether they kept their covenant with 
God.  If you read the Bible passages for this week, then you know that the very name 
“Israel” was given by God to Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, who is also the father of the 
twelve tribes of Israel that figure so prominently in biblical history.   It is through the 
lineage of Abraham that the entire Jewish nation emerges. 
 
All of this is to say that Abraham is not just one among many important figures in the 
Bible storyline; Abraham stands near to the head of it, head and shoulders above he 
rest.  He is the Father of the Family for Islam, Judaism, and also for the world’s two 
billion Christians – and it is the immensely important role that Abraham plays in the 
Christian faith that I want to zero in on with you today.  To do that, let’s turn to the 
place on the Storyline where we first really meet him.  Go ahead and open up in your 
own copy of the Scriptures or in the pew Bibles to Genesis chapter 12 and hear the 
Word of God. 
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A Model of Swift Obedience 

 
The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your 
father's household and go to the land I will show you.”  Now, God says 
something very important after that to which we’ll return in a moment, but let’s pause 
for a moment and consider closely these words.  What is God asking for here?  Well, 
imagine you hear a voice one day, speaking to you in some unusual but palpable way, 
and the Voice says: “Look, I’ve got an important job for you and so I’d like you to move 
out of the United States, let go of your network of friends, and walk away from your 
parents and siblings.”  “To go where and do what,” you ask?  And the voice says, “Well, 
never mind about that now.  I’ll show you as you go.”  How are you going to respond?   
 
As near as I can figure it out, this is what Abraham heard.  It is important to realize that 
Abraham lived in a culture that believed in many gods.  All of them, however, were 
what one might call “manageable deities.”1   There were gods for fertility, gods for the 
harvest, gods of wine and music and more.  You pulled these gods out of the drawer at 
important moments of need or on special feast days but, for the most part, YOU 
managed them… YOU called upon them… And not vice-versa. 
 
The Voice that Abraham heard was not a god like the gods of the Chaldeans.  This God 
spoke with authority and he issued a compelling command.  God tells Abraham to leave 
behind three of the most common sources of security any of us have in this life – our 
country, our people, and our household.  He is told to do so on the strength of a 
promise to bring him to a land he’s never seen and to give him a legacy of lots of 
children which, at the age of seventy-five had to seem like an incredible long-shot.   
What Abraham does in this face of this outrageous calling is what sets him apart from 
others.  Take a look at what happens next in the story.  It’s there in verse 4: “So Abram 
pretended he hadn’t heard the Voice…”  No?  “So Abram told God that he’d think about 
it awhile…” No, it doesn’t say that either.  “So Abram said, “I definitely plan to do what 
you want one of these days soon…” No.  The text reads: “So Abram left, as the Lord 
had told him.” 
 
It’s not only at the beginning of his journey with God that Abraham shows this quality.  
Later on, God asks something of Abraham that ranks even higher as a test of his faith.  
In perhaps the most famous story from Abraham’s life, God asks him to take the 
precious son for whom he has waited for nearly twenty years and sacrifice him by his 
own hand on an altar to God.  God says, in effect: “I want you to take this beloved gift 
I’ve given you and give him back to me as a sign that you truly recognize me as God.”   
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Now, we know today that it was only a TEST and that God stopped him before he did 
any harm.  We know now that it was an event designed to PREFIGURE the towering 
love of the God would actually “provide himself the lamb” – God’s only son, Jesus -- 
to pay the blood price for our sins.   But Abraham at this moment did not know this.   
Yet look what he does.  Genesis 22:3 reads: “And so Abram ignored or ran away from  
or pondered further this outrageous call of God…”  Again, while those responses would 
have been understandable, they are not how Abraham reacted.  The Bible says: “Early 
the next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey. He took with him 
two of his servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut enough wood for the 
burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him about.”  
  
Pastor Dave Ferguson once wrote that in the life of faith, “the measure of maturity is 
determined by the speed of obedience.  The most mature Christ follower is not the 
person who has attended the most church events or accumulated the most information 
about Jesus, [or, I might add, who has preached the most sermons] but rather the 
person whose heart is most transformed.  And transformation is seen when a person 
hears God and responds with swift obedience.”2 By this measure, Abraham ranks as 
perhaps the greatest example of mature faith ever known, short of that shown by Jesus 
himself as he went to the Cross.   
 

A Model of Persevering Faith 
 
Don’t get me wrong.  There were times when Abraham’s faith flagged, like ours does.  
If you’ve read the storyline, then you know how he sometimes grew impatient for God 
to deliver on his promises and took things into his own hands, often with bad 
consequences.  The conception of Ishmael had some serious downsides.  Abraham was 
a flawed man.  He gave birth to a family that had tons of flaws. Reading through 
Genesis this week, I thought sometimes that I’d mistakenly gotten a script from 
Desperate Housewives or some bad Reality Show.  The family of Abraham is a messy 
one.  There is an awful lot of tent-hopping going on in this family.  There are cat fights 
between the women.  There are nasty sibling rivalries between the men.  There’s lying 
and thieving.   
 
But as flawed as the members of Abraham’s family are, what is so striking, is how often 
Abraham and his offspring managed to recover and renew their faithful commitment to 
God.   Somehow, they were able to halt their slide, repent of their sins, and rededicate 
themselves to the call of God.  Somehow, they were able to keep putting their trust 
back in God and his promises, even when circumstances challenged such faith.  The 
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writer of Hebrews waxes extensively on this amazing quality of Abraham’s life and how 
it got reproduced in the lives of so many of the family members who followed him, and 
some who preceded him. Go back and read Hebrews 11 yourself.  Here’s just a taste: 
“Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not 
see.  This is what the ancients were commended for...  Without faith it is 
impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe 
that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.”  
 
Reading those texts again this week, I couldn’t help but ask: Where am I showing 
speedy obedience to a call of God that’s hard to undertake, that costs me something to 
undertake, that requires that I give up something that I love or in which I’ve vested my 
security?  Where am I seeking God by doing his will first and asking question later?  
Where is it time to persevere again in my faith and rededicate myself to obedience?  
And where are you?   
 

A Model of Glory-Giving to God 
 
There is so much to learn from the story of God’s dealings with Abraham and his family. 
I regret we can only touch on a few of the highlights today. First, Abraham shows us a 
swift and daring obedience to the call of God.  Secondly, he demonstrates a persevering 
faith -- an incredible capacity to keep waiting on the fulfillment of God’s promises and 
reinvesting in Him, without losing hope. Thirdly, and I don’t have time to illustrate this 
adequately, Abraham and his offspring display for us what it is to go through life 
building “altars to the LORD.”  Again and again, we see them stopping in the flow of 
their journey to worship and honor God.  They thank him for his grace demonstrated in 
their past.  They acknowledge him as the power of their life in the present and their 
hope for the future.  They give glory to God before the nations.  How could you and I 
be doing this more often – or teaching our kids the importance of this?   Where are we 
erecting altars to the Lord? 
 
How important is it to live a life like the Father of Our Faith?  Let me answer that by 
closing with the words of promise spoken by God to Abraham as his journey began.  "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." 
 
Abraham and Sarah understood that they had been blessed to be a blessing.  What 
they could not know, however, is how far that blessing would reach. One day the whole 
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world would be blessed through their faithfulness. It would be through the lineage of 
Abraham and Sarah that God himself would descend from heights no tower can ever 
reach in order to walk once again, side-by-side with human beings, to provide the final 
sacrificial cure for the disease of sin, and to make it possible for Eden to be restored. 
  
In the meantime, we continue on our part of this great journey of faith and here is the 
BOTTOM LINE I encourage us to take with us today: What we read in this book is not 
simply a story.  It is an invitation.  It is the Voice of God speaking to you and to me.  
God calls you and me into that family of flawed but faithful people through whom he 
promises to bless this world.  And like all of God’s covenants, if we’ll resolve to do our 
part, God will surely and certainly do His. 
 
Let’s pray together… 
 
                                                            
1 Donald McCullough, The Trivialization of God: The Dangerous Illusion of a Manageable Deity (Colorado 
Springs: NavPress, 1995). 

2 Dave Ferguson, The Big Idea (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 59. 

 

Study Guide Link: http://www.cc-ob.org/pdf/09-21-08StorylineStudyGuide.pdf 

 


