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The collection of writings you and I call the Old Testament is –taken by itself- a “cliff-
hanger.”  

 [Remember in the “old days” of three TV networks, before internet and cable and streaming 
video a series could end with the apparent death of a main character in Spring and you’d have 
to wait until October to find out what happened!! We had to wait months to find out whether 
Cory would Marry Topanga, or was Captain Piccard really turned into a Borg and who 
shot J.R? We had to wait months for the promised resolution] 

 
Whether you read it in its Hebrew order [Genesis to Chronicles with the prophets in the middle] 
or as it is in most English Bibles from [Genesis to Malachi] the broad story of God’s 
work in the world through His “chosen people” is unfinished. It ends on a  
cliff-hanger with no resolution in sight.  
  
In “How God Became King” N.T. Wright says the story in Israel’s scriptures is “…an  

unfinished narrative, an unfinished agenda.” Reading straight through the OT we see “…great 

beginnings, and wonderful visions of God’s plan and purposes, then a steady decline and puzzling 
and shameful multiple failures, all ending in a question mark. …glorious beginnings, rich vocations, 

and then horrible failure and exile.” This is the “cliff-hanger” we are left to wonder over in 
reading the OT. 
 
In our Bibles Malachi gives us a preview- just like the old TV shows used to. Malachi 
says: Mal. 3:1    “Look! I am sending my messenger, and he will prepare the way before me. Then the 
Lord you are seeking will suddenly come to his Temple. The messenger of the covenant, whom you look 
for so eagerly, is surely coming,” says the LORD of Heaven’s Armies. 2    “But who will be able to endure it 
when he comes? Who will be able to stand and face him when he appears? For he will be like a blazing 
fire that refines metal, or like a strong soap that bleaches clothes.  
 

One of Wright’s important messages [in “How God Became King”] is that the Gospel writers 
“…think it’s important to re-tell the history of Israel and to show that the story of Jesus is the story in 

which that long history, warts and all, reaches its God-ordained climax.” The resolution of that 
400-year-old cliff-hanger -how will God redeem Israel and ultimately the world- is the story of 
Jesus of Nazareth. The gospel writers saw Jesus’ “…kingdom-inaugurating life, death and 

resurrection… as bringing the long story of Israel to its proper goal.”  
 
And no book in the NT shouts that louder than the “epistle” we call “Hebrews”-our next 
study. To talk about Jesus, Hebrews references a lot of OT scriptures and practices. So 

to understand it means we need to know something about God’s call and covenant with Abraham, 
some understanding of the tabernacle/temple, the role of the high priest in the temple rituals, and 
something about Abraham’s meeting with the strange priest/king Melchezedik. 

 
So before we crack open Hebrews we’ll spend a few weeks taking up some of these 
topics. We’ll begin with a little look at the Jewish Patriarch, Abraham. 
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We first meet him at the end of Gen 11. His name is Abram [name change in ch17] and 
he is married to Sarai [ch17]. They live as a tribal community in Ur of the Chaldeans 
with Abram’s Father, Terah, and Abram’s two brothers: Nahor and Haran and their 
families. Haran and his wife had a son, Lot.  But sometime later Haran died, leaving 
Lot fatherless. We also learn that Sarai is “barren”- she cannot have children. Perhaps 
because of this Lot and Abram forge a significant Uncle/Nephew relationship.  
 
Terah- Abram’s father- decides to go to the land of Canaan.  
He packs up Abram, Sarai, Lot and all their things and sets out but they all wind up 
settling in a place in the north called Haran where, evidently, they live together until 
Terah dies. Genesis 11 ends there. Gen 12 begins with the first of many iterations 
of God’s call & promise to Abram:  
Gen. 12:1   Now the LORD said to Abram,   “ Go forth from your country,  And from your relatives   And from 

your father’s house,   To the land which I will show you;  2 And  I will make you a great nation,   And  I will 

bless you,   And make your name great;   And so you shall be a blessing; 3 And  I will bless those who bless 

you,   And the one who  curses you I will  curse. And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.” 

 
In the beginning God intended that this good, created world would be overseen by the 
men and women who bore the image of God in themselves. They had paradise at 
their fingertips, intimacy with the natural world, and most importantly with God 
himself. But the perfect humans equipped with free will, blew it. And all creation fell and 
became subject to sin, decay and death.  
 
God promised that a “seed” of the woman [Jesus] would crush the Serpent’s head. But 
there’s a lot of preparation that must come before that. And so God chooses one man 
from among the ancients through whom He will build a people and a nation that will, 
to some degree, embody the salvation and the kingdom that God had in mind for the 
whole world. 
 
Why Abram? I don’t know. He’s a pretty mixed bag. Afraid he’ll be killed for the sake 
of his beautiful wife, he lies saying Sarai is not his wife but his sister [technically she is his 

half sister] and he gladly perpetuates the deception for all the gifts given him to curry his 
favor. This happens twice. Both times a blend of fear and greed seem to be the 
motivation. And, despite God’s clear promise that he and Sarai will have a son, Abram 
acts like a passive twit when Sara says: “Sleep with my maidservant, Hagar, and we’ll 
get a son that way!”  [Yes dear, if you says so dear.] 
 
On the other hand Abram rallies his men to fight the armies of four kings who’ve 
kidnapped Lot. Abram stands up to God begging him to spare Sodom even for ten 
righteous people. And, of course when Abram and Sarai do have a son- Isaac- when 
God tests Abram saying- go up on the mountain and sacrifice your “ SON,  
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YOUR ONLY SON WHOM YOU LOVE” to Me- the singular source of fulfillment for all of 

God’s “make you a great nation” promises- Abe is faithful, even in his pain, trusting that 
God would “provide the lamb for the offering.” 
 
And most importantly, despite all Abram’s other failings, when God said: Gen. 12:1  …“ 

Go forth from your country, And from your relatives And from your father’s house, To the land which I will 

show you;  He did it!  Now we need to understand two things to grasp the mind-blowing 
nature of this obedience.  
 
First: Abraham’s family were NOT monotheists. They shared the same polytheistic 
beliefs of their Mesopotamian neighbors. Josh. 24:2 Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the 

LORD, the God of Israel, ‘From ancient times your fathers lived beyond the River, namely,  Terah, the father of 

Abraham and the father of Nahor, and they served other gods. 

Terah and his sons worshipped gods connected to the forces of nature who had to be 
flattered, cajoled and humored for the sake of gaining favor or avoiding wrath- gods 

made in the image of humans.  
 
It’s amongst all the polytheistic clamor that Yahweh Elohim [The Lord God] introduces 
Himself to Abram. Notice in 12:1-3 how gently and generously God comes to him: 
no demands, no rituals, no doctrinal statement. God doesn’t even tell him to get rid of 
his idols or that there’s only ONE God:  and it’s ME. He simply says: I have a marvelous 

future to give you and your offspring if you’ll give up some things first.  
[All this from the IVP Bible Background Commentary: Walton, Matthews, Chavalas.]  

 
It may very well be that Abram- following his own ancient world view- saw Yahweh as a 
personal god, a divine sponsor who’d taken an interest in him and his family. One 
commentator says: “Though we are given no indication that Yahweh explained or demanded a 

monotheistic belief, nor that Abraham responded with one, it is clear that the worship of Yahweh 
dominated Abraham’s religious experience.” 
 
Of course again and again through Abraham’s story God reveals more of himself 
adding more and more clarity to Abram’s understanding of who He is. And as Abram 
believes God credits it to him as righteousness. Yahweh, the one true God, was 
unknown to Abram but revealed himself to Abram and his family in stages over 
the course of time.  
 
So the first incredible thing to note about Abram leaving his country, family, and his 
Father’s house is that he left and headed into the unknown –“to the land which I will show 

you”- with all his family and possessions on the basis of an incredible, trusting faith 
in a God he’d only just met. [Clearly God made some big first impression.] 
 
[Any of you who’ve had a significant experience of the presence of God- a remove your sandals, this 
is holy ground, burning bush sort of experience- you can imagine to some degree how that felt and 
where Abram’s motivation to “just go” might come from.] Heb. 11:8   By faith Abraham, when he was 
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called, obeyed by going out to a place which he was to  receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing 

where he was going.  

 
The second thing to note about the mind-blowing nature of Abraham’s 
obedience is that to go along with this God he’s just met, he has to give up all his 
traditional means of security. Gen. 12:1   Now the LORD said to Abram, “ Go forth from your country, 

And from your relatives. And from your father’s house, 
 
God’s first address to Abram is the charge is to radically abandon all his natural roots, 
all his security.  He’s to leave Ur of the Chaldees- the country of his birth, the land his clan 

and family depend on for agriculture and livestock. He’s to leave his clan and his family. 
Walking away from them meant giving up his place in his Father’s household, the 
security and provision of the tribal family, including his inheritance and any rights to 
family property. [It also meant loss of spiritual security, leaving family and territorial gods behind.] 
 
To follow the call of Yahweh meant Abram had to let go of all his familiar sources 
of security and depend only on the promises of this strange new God. And though he 

trusted God’s leading, Abram would see himself as an alien in an unfamiliar land all his life.  
At Sarah’s death he wants to buy a parcel of land to bury her and he says: Gen. 23:4 “I 

am an alien and a stranger among you. This becomes a theme in Jewish thought In Ex 2:22 
Moses names his son Gershom because “I have been a stranger in a strange land.” David in Psa. 

39:12 “…Do not be silent at my tears; For I am  a stranger with You, A  sojourner like all my fathers. 
 
But Abram ultimately gave up ALL other Gods and gave up all the security he knew 
and endured being a stranger in a strange land because he trusted in Yahweh’s 
promises to him. 
Gen. 12:1   Now  the LORD said to Abram,   “ Go forth from your country,   And from your relatives   And 

from your father’s house,   To the land which I will show you; 2 And  I will make you a great nation,   And  I 

will bless you,   And make your name great;   And so   you shall be a blessing;  3 And  I will bless those who 

bless you,   And the one who  curses you I will  curse.    And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.” 

 
The promise of Land- was a promise of security. Abram decided to trust in the 
security God offered over the security he’d known all his life.  
The promise that God would make him into a “great nation” meant his barren wife 
would bear him children, descendants, the family line extending generation to 
generation -that was another kind of highly desirable security for the ancients.  This is underscored 
again when Abram arrives in The Land, at Shechem and we’re told: 7 The LORD appeared to Abram 

and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.”  

In one short sentence both promises re-iterated.  
The promise to bless Abram so he will be a blessing and in him all the families of 
the earth would be blessed. Abraham is blessed in order to be a mediator of blessing 
not only to his own tribe but to all the families of the world. Abram is chosen as an 
integral part of God’s plan of salvation for the world. Somewhere down the line one of his 

descendants will “crush the serpents head” and save the Kosmos.  
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These are big promises and they come with big responsibility. Abraham foolishly 
risked the promises twice when he pretended Sarai was his sister- and a coupla kings 

looked at her and thought she’d make an awfully nice wife; and again by going along with Sarai 
and having a child with her maidservant Hagar.  
 
On the other hand When God said leave all the security you know and head off into 
the unknown until I tell you to stop- all on the basis of a few promises from a previously 
unknown Deity, Abram simply obeys. And through all the childless years before Isaac 
is born –as he and his barren wife get older and older- Abram simply trusts.  
 
And God knowing how weak Abram is graciously repeats and expands on the 
promises He made.  
After nephew Lot heads off to the lush plain of the Jordan God tells Abram: 13:15 All 

the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever.  16 I will make your offspring like the dust of 

the earth, so that if anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be counted. 

In ch 17 when God calls Abram and all his male family members to bear circumcision 
as a mark of the covenant. God tells Abram: 17: 6 I will make you very fruitful; I will make nations 

of you, and kings will come from you.  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. 

And, most importantly in Gen 15 God, himself, of His own volition, in response to 
Abram’s honest doubts, submits to a covenant ceremony that sealed God’s promise 
of land [15:18 On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram and said, “To your descendants I give this 

land…] as well as children:  
15:5 [God] took [Abram] 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.” 6  Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it 

to him as righteousness. 
 
The letter to the Hebrews – in the NT- speaks of him this way:  
Heb. 11:8     By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his inheritance, obeyed 

and went, even though he did not know where he was going.  9 By faith he made his home in the promised land 

like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the 

same promise.  10 For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.  

Heb. 11:11     By faith Abraham, even though he was past age—and Sarah herself was barren—was enabled to 

become a father because he considered him faithful who had made the promise.  12 And so from this one man, 

and he as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sand on 

the seashore. 

 
And Paul writes to the Galatians saying: Gal. 3:6     Consider Abraham: “He believed God, and it 

was credited to him as righteousness.”  7 Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham.  8 

The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to 

Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through you.”  9 So those who have faith are blessed along with 

Abraham, the man of faith. 
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If you have faith in Jesus Christ, if you believe that Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and 
risen from the dead is the resolution of that 400-year-old “cliff-hanger” then you are one 
of those countless grains of sand or sparkling stars that God promised to Abram. 
 
But in this it is my responsibility to ask you a meddling question: 
Abram knew next to nothing about  the Lord God.  
  
You know that Jesus has “crushed the serpent’s head.” You have the old and new 
testaments in your hand and the Holy Spirit of God living in you and decades of 
teaching about God and his nature.  
So the meddling question is: How does your own faith compare to Abram’s? 
  
Abram left all security for the unknown based on a few promises of the Lord God whom 
he’d only just met.  God has given us even more promises than Abram.  
How does your trust in God’s promises compare?  
 
Lord, just like Abram we are a mixed bag of fear, self-indulgence, courage and faith.  
Please help our faith and trust to be credited to us as righteousness  
as we patiently wait for your promises to be fulfilled.  
 
 


