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Seemed Right At The Time
Reading:  Genesis 16
In my job I have to travel to America several times a year. Each trip involves crossing at least five time zones Which causes severe jet lag.  Jet lag plays havoc with sleep patterns. When I come back I find I sleep like a log for the first few nights but then there’s one night when I simply can’t sleep at all. I toss and turn. And in the dead of night it’s easy to start worrying. At night life’s problems all seem so much greater, more depressing and frightening. I’m sure many of us have experienced the same thing.
Four thousand years ago, two thousand before Christ, one man experienced a similar sleepless night. His name was Abram (later known as Abraham). I don’t suppose he was suffering from jet lag; but he was certainly wide awake in the middle of the night. Now Abram was a wonderful leader of men and had already proved himself a faithful servant of God. In fact he became known as ”the friend of God”. He went on to become the father of two great nations, the Jews and the Arabs, and is venerated by both. But, I have to say that, as great as Abram was, even he in all his glory never aspired to the dizzy heights of becoming an honorary canon at Bury St Edmunds cathedral!
Seriously though, as Abram was lying on his bed, he was worrying about two things. Firstly he and his 318 servants had just defeated four kings who had attacked them. He was worrying about what sort of revenge these kings would carry out. Secondly he and his wife were childless.  Here he was, over 80, and no son. Worse was that Sarai, his wife, was way past child bearing age. She had been an absolute stunner in her youth - a sort of Kate Moss of her day. She and Abram had a blissfully happy marriage but they remained childless. 
 As Abram lay on his bed that night, perplexed and turning things over in his mind, God came to him and said “Don’t be afraid.”

(It’s been calculated that this reassuring phrase “Don’t be afraid” comes 366 times in the Bible. Jesus said it many times to his disciples.  Here is the first time it appears).
The Lord continued, “I‘ll be a shield for you against your enemies, these kings who attacked you. Now come outside for a moment. Look up into the sky. Can you count the stars? No? I tell you, in the same way, neither will anyone be able to count the number of your descendents.”  

So, unlikely as it seemed, Abram was going to have a son after all.
The Bible then says: “And Abram believed God and it was reckoned to him as righteousness.” Most people in this country believe IN God, but not many believe God. They may believe he exists but they don’t take much notice of what he says. Many of us who are parents, experience the same thing. Our children certainly know we exist but they don’t take any notice of what we say! Abram believed God. He was a man of great faith. Years before, God had told him to move himself and his household 150 miles away. He obeyed without question. Years later God told him to sacrifice his only son.  Again he obeyed without question - to the point that he raised the knife above his head and God had to shout at him to stop. 
In those days God spoke directly to his people. Nowadays we have his word written down. But the challenge is still the same. Do we just believe IN God or do we go further and believe God? Do we read his Word, trust it and act upon it? Billy Graham, who celebrated his 90th birthday last week, said that when he was at Bible College he had a real problem with certain parts of scripture. He wrestled with them and couldn’t find an answer. Eventually he gave up and prayed, “Lord, I don’t understand these passages but I trust that they are your words and meant to be accepted just as they are. “  

After this he said that his ministry and preaching were transformed. 
The choice of trusting God’s word or not, is what is causing so much trouble in the Church of England at the moment.  Some people say “Oh, some of the Bible is relevant today but much of it is out of date and needs to be rewritten”.  Seems a good thought. Or is it?
In our story we see Abram, faithful to God as he was, facing an immense challenge to that faith. Years have gone by since his sleepless night. He is now 85. Surely God has forgotten his promise of a child. And anyway it’s impossible for Sarai to conceive now. But then she comes up with an idea. “Abram, there’s no way I’m going to have a child. Sleep with my maid, Hagar, and see if she’ll produce.” (Now that may seem a bit strange to us but in those days there was an obscure law called Hummurapi which made this legal). Seemed a good idea at the time.  Or was it?
Abram did as Sarai suggested and Hagar did indeed become pregnant. Hagar now felt she was superior to Sarai who was still childless. Sarai was understandably extremely sensitive and became very upset. This caused what the Sun newspaper would call a “domestic” between Sarai and Abram. The result was that Sarai treated Hagar badly and she ran away. What a mess!
What was God’s reaction to this shambles? He dealt with it in a wonderfully gentle way. He sent an angel to find Hagar and he said, “Hagar, where are you going?”
“I’m running away from my mistress, Sarai,” replied Hagar.
“Go back to her and submit to her. You’ll have a son who’ll be the father of many descendants. He’ll be a wild ass of a man. (Or as one translation has it – he’ll be a bucking bronco of a man!) His hand will be against every man and every man’s hand will be against him”.
Eventually the boy was born and Hagar called him Ishmael which means “God hears”. Because, in the wilderness, at her lowest ebb, God came alongside her and listened to her cry.  And Ishmael eventually became the father of the Arab nation. 
For once in his life Abram had stepped away from God’s will to follow what seemed like a good plan at the time. Two other similar instances in the Bible come to mind. Eve offered Adam a juicy apple to eat. Seemed a good idea at the time. But, of course God had told them specifically not to eat of that tree. The results of tasting that fruit were disastrous.  Samson was the strongest man who ever lived. He beat up hordes of Philistines single-handed on a regular basis. One of the secrets of his God-given strength was that his hair had never been cut. His girlfriend was desperate to know the secret. Seemed a harmless thing to tell her.  But it led to his total downfall , humiliation and death.
Eve, Delilah and Sarai; all three women had ideas which seemed good at the time. But actually each one went against God’s wishes. Each one brought disaster to them and their male partners. How careful we husbands have to be!
How often have we all heard that Christians are killjoys and all the Bible says is “Don’t do this or don’t do that”? But God has given us his Word to guide us and to protect us from ideas that can seem so good at the time.

Martin meets Jim in the pub.  Jim’s an old mate and Martin admits to him that his marriage is going a bit stale – no excitement any more. Jim says he’s heard that having an affair can often revive a flagging relationship. Martin takes Jim’s advice and has a fling with a girl in his office. Early one morning, two months later, divorce papers land with a thump on his doormat. A broken household, a distraught wife, children pining for their father.  An affair seemed such a good idea at the time. Not now.
Chris has just got married. Their first child is on its way. Late in 2007 he went to the bank for a mortgage to buy a flat. He intended to borrow £100,000. The bank told him that on his salary he could borrow up to £250,000. With that he could buy a house. Chris thought that was a great idea and went for it. Now, at the end of 2008, recession has come. The baby has come. Negative equity has come. Borrowing £250,000 seemed a good idea at the time. Not now.
God has given us his Word for our welfare, for our good. If they’d known about his Word, and believed it neither Martin nor Chris would have done what they did.
Our legal system was founded on the teaching of the Bible. That’s why is has served us so well and been the envy of the World. But when we start to devise laws based on other foundations then we head for trouble. In our day laws are being constructed on the basis of Political Correctness. The choir may be interested in this. Last weekend’s newspapers told of a local council which was banning the phrase “singing from the same hymn sheet” because it may cause offense to atheists! Very P.C!
The Bible is very P.C. too but in its case PC doesn’t stand for political correctness but for “Providential Care”. Out of his great care and love for us God has given us a library of 66 books full of wisdom and instruction which help us avoid ideas which “seem good at the time”.
In Abram’s case it was just small blip in a life lived very close to God. 14 years later, when Abram was 99 and Sarai 90 God spoke to him again and told him that Sarai was going to have a son. They both thought it a great joke. They couldn’t believe it. And God said, “Because you laughed you will call his name Isaac”, which means “he laughs”.
The meanings of names are very important in the Bible. Just in the week I read this: God changed Abram’s name to Abraham (which means “father of a multitude”) and Sarai’s name to Sarah (which means “princess”). The letter “h” cannot be pronounced without breathing. The Almighty breathed his supernatural breath into them, and to signify it he included an “h” into their names. At the ages of 99 and 90 having a child is impossible but not when God breaths his life into you.  
The Bible is very frank about all its characters. Everyone is shown clearly, warts and all. Even Abraham, a great hero, was shown to have weaknesses. Even he was persuaded that what God told him on that sleepless night long ago couldn’t really come true.
So where can we turn to find someone who wasn’t tempted by a seemingly good idea? In a few moments Robin is going to lead us through our communion service. And he can only do this because someone once resisted advice that seemed very reasonable at the time.
Jesus was walking with his disciples up to Jerusalem and telling them how he was going to suffer and be killed. Peter thought this was crazy and told him off. ”No, no; don’t talk like that. If you stayed alive think about how much extra teaching and healing you could do.” Seemed a very reasonable thing to say. Seemed right at the time.
But not to Jesus. He was furious. He could see how Peter’s words were being used to tempt him. And what a temptation! - to continue to live the life of a respected rabbi rather than suffer a horrifying death.
His Father had told him what needed doing. He gritted his teeth and obeyed him to the letter. He did what none of the characters we’ve looked at this morning managed to do. He resisted temptation. Thank God he made that seemingly crazy decision. Thank God he had the courage to die on the Cross. Thank God he paid the penalty for the crimes we have committed. Thank God he had the strength of character to do his Father’s will. Thank God he didn’t simply do what seemed right at the time. 
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