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The Bible You Should Know
Abraham:  A New Image of Fatherhood

The other evening I was watching a program about the life of the great writer C. S. Lewis.  As the narrator spoke of his love for walking through the English countryside, the visual shown was of a beautiful sunset near his home.  It was one of the glorious sunsets that lights everything with beautiful color.  As I was admiring that sunset, I was sitting where I could look out the back of the house toward the cemetery, and as I looked that direction there was a beautiful sunset here.  It was a great comparison to see that an image of a sunset could not compete with the beauty of a real sunset.

It seems to me that could be a commentary on much of life.  How often do we settle for an image rather than what is real.  We are presented with so many images of what our world would have us to believe is real, but those images pale in comparison to the reality that God has in store for us.


For Father’s Day, I want us to go back to Genesis and look at an episode in the life of Abraham.  In this passage we will see that God gave Abraham an image for who he really could be, the kind of father he could be, and the kind of man he could be.  Abraham was going along with his life and God breaks into his life with this image, an image that is far beyond anything Abraham could have imagined for his life.

We’ll go to Genesis 17 to pick up the story.  This is not the very beginning of Abraham’s story in Scripture, but it is somewhat of a new beginning.  Abraham, you’ll remember, had been called to follow God to a land God would show him and promised that he would be the father of a great nation.  Some time goes by, however, and Abraham begins to doubt the part of the promise of having this great multitude of descendants.  Abraham and his wife Sarah make the mistake of doubting God and make the tragic choice of Abraham having a child with Hagar, Sarah’s servant.  Things turn out badly for Hagar and her son Ishmael, and at ninety-nine years old God calls to Abraham once again.  

Perhaps you have noticed something in the story to this point.  I refer to Abraham, but at this point in the story his name is not yet Abraham; his name was Abram.  This is not a small, insignificant point.  God gives Abram a name change.  Abram means exalted father; Abraham means father of a multitude (17:5).  By changing his name, God was giving Abraham a new vision of fatherhood and life.  

As we study Abraham for a few minutes this morning, I want us to consider the fact that God desires to give us a new vision of life.  Now, that’s a great truth, but there’s a difficult side to this truth.  When God gives us a vision of life, he has to move us beyond our vision of life, which can be very difficult and very painful.  We have an agenda for our lives, and if we prayerfully consider our agenda, we may find it to be in conflict with God’s vision for our lives.

So, as we look at this passage, here are some things I believe we could say to Abraham – and ourselves – about God’s vision for his life.


Abraham, stop trying to control everything.  We see this most tragically in the story of Hagar and Ishmael, where Abraham decides to take control of God’s plan, and brings about disastrous results.  We like to have a sense of control, don’t we?  For guys, it’s because we’re fixers, or think we are.  Tanya still reminds me of a time when I worked on my car many years ago.  Before I worked on it, it was running fine.  After I worked on it, it wouldn’t start.  That was just one time, and I don’t do that any longer.

Abraham, stop being envious.  What was really at the root of Abraham’s panic over not having a child, when promised by God that he and Sarah would have a child, was envy.  Abraham looked around and was, I believe, envious of what he saw in the lives of others.


We can be so filled with desire and envy for what we see in someone else’s life that we will never appreciate what God has given us.  And it’s not just individuals that can be envious; churches can be envious as well.  I don’t know why churches spend so much time trying to be like another church when God has created each church as unique and given each one a unique way to fulfill his purposes.  So what if we’re not like Southeast or some other church?  I’m not saying anything negative about any other church; I’m simply saying that envy for something we see in another church can blind us to what God is leading and calling us to do and be.


Abraham, be committed to your wife regardless of the consequences.  Abraham presented his wife, Sarah, two different times as his sister (12:10-20 and 20:1-18).  His justification was that he was in fear of his life, but Abraham also came out of those two situations much wealthier because of what he had done.  I don’t want to speculate on Abraham’s motivation, because we can’t know what was in his heart, but Abraham should have never put his wife in that situation, and he should have remained committed to her regardless of the consequences.


Guys, be committed to your wife, whatever that means.  If it means you have to sacrifice and give up something, sacrifice and give it up.


There is too much shallow love in our world.  And, I guess, if it’s shallow, can it really be love.  You see, we talk about strengthening marriages – which we should absolutely talk about and encourage – but it’s all relationships.  We live in a culture where relationships are as temporary and disposable as old rags, and as the people of God, can’t we do better?  We must do better.


Notice that God really works in Abraham’s life during times of brokenness, difficulty, and conflict.  The last few weeks have been very interesting.  Without revealing anything that anyone is experiencing, I don’t remember a time when so many people have talked to me about how something in my message has touched something in their lives.  As we have studied Nehemiah the past three weeks, I keep looking at my notes and thinking  these passages have some real sermon in them, but I haven’t uncovered any of them.  And yet God is working through them in some way that is mysterious to me.  This is my prayer for what he is doing – that he is giving a new vision for who we can be.  Can we embrace that vision?  Dare we embrace that vision?  If we do, it will not be easy.  As we pray in a moment, don’t ask God to bring that vision to your life without meaning it; if you don’t want him to just sit there with your eyes closed, because when we pray such a prayer it has very serious ramifications for our lives.  But I hope we all pray such a prayer.  Will you?
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