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Last week, we talked about a series of tests or temptations that Jesus went through as he was being led by the devil while out in the wilderness for 40 days and 40 nights.  We saw how Jesus stood his ground by resisting the temptations in spite of his physical needs and humanly desires.  Through Jesus’s wilderness temptation experience, we’ve come to realize how vulnerable we all can be, how often times we’ve failed and fallen short of God’s expectations, especially when it comes to our faithfulness and our allegiance.  We must be vigilant of Satan who will look for every opportune moment in order to take hold of our lives and to alienate us from our sovereign God.  That has been Satan’s mission ever since the days of Adam and Eve, and it remains true today.  

In the Old Testament passage that we read earlier from Genesis, we read about another notable figure - Abraham whose faith was also being put to the test at the young age of 99.  FYI, Abraham was believed to live up to 175.  He was a blessed man, not only for his longevity, but also for his vast possession of lands, silver and gold, servants and cattle.  He was probably one of the wealthiest men on earth at the time, at least as recorded in the Bible.

Abram was considered a fair and a righteous man and a father for many, even though he had no biological children of his own.  His name “Abram” literally meant the “exalted father.”  On surface, it may appear that Abram had had it all.  However, there was still something missing.  Like many of us, Abram felt insecure about his own future.  What’s going to happen when his time is up?  What legacy would he leave behind?  Who’s going to take care of his extended family, even though he had no children himself, except his wife and his many servants. 
So what, if he had all the treasures of this earth, if there’s no one to inherit his possession and take care of his property, and manage all of his servants and cattle.  Abram and his wife, Sarai were not getting any younger and she was way past her biological child-bearing age.  He was 99 and she was 89.  Well, according to the Jewish culture, the next of kin would have had to be his most trusted servant – Eliezer.  Undoubtedly those were anxious moments for Abram and his wife Sarai, as their faith in God were put to the ultimate test.  The Lord heard his prayer and the Lord provided as promised.
The LORD came to Abram in a vision assuring him not to worry about his future and all that all was in God’s hand.  The LORD asked Abram to simply look up towards the heaven and to begin counting the stars, as far as he could see.  The LORD to Abram, “If you are able to count them, so shall your descendants be”.  
Our text today tells us that Abram BELIEVED the LORD, and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness.
  It was Abram’s belief, attitude and trust in God, not his personal achievements that put him in a proper relationship with God.  Just as the Virgin Mary was when she was visited by the angel that she was going to bear God’s own son, for “nothing is impossible with God.”
  
God reassured Abram and established this covenant with him and his descendants because of his faithfulness.  From now on, he shall be called “Abraham”, which means “Father of Many.”  Despite his questioning and even doubt concerning his future, Abraham kept his faith, as he gazed upon the stars, as sign of God’s promise made to him.
Come to think of it, if we were put in the same position as Abraham, would we have reacted the same way as he did?  How often have we failed to trust in God’s provision and acknowledge God’s timing, even if it may appear that they are blessings in disguise?  
In a result driven world that we live today, we often demand instant proof and tangible sign when someone makes a promise.  We want everything to be spelled out in black & white or be etched in tablets of stone…. even then we still have doubts on our mind.  We’ve shown a lack confidence and patience in seeing God’s plan through.  We’ve rushed into judgment and formulated our own conclusions while we see only what we humanly see and not what God sees.

I think there are many lessons that we can learn today through Abraham’s journey and quest of faith.  It’s OK for us to raise these questions concerning our relationship in God.  It’s OK that we ask God Why? When? and How Long?  It’s OK if we petition to God and be direct with God asking “What is wrong with us?” and how can we do better?  God invites us to stretch our human imagination, by taking a bold leap of faith and gauzing upon our future beyond the stars, for as far as we could see.  
Furthermore, God wants us to ask questions and to seek God, as long as they are within God’s will and plan for us.  As Jesus taught us concerning the worries of tomorrow, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.  Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has enough trouble of its own.”  

As one theologian puts it, “Abram’s faithfulness is a questioning faithfulness, a pleading with God for more: more information, more clarity, more courage, more commitment as we stumble along, trying to follow the steps God calls us to on our own journey of faith.”

In the New Testament passage that we read earlier, from his letter to the early church in Philippi, the Apostle Paul encouraged us to anchor our faith and fix our eyes upon heavenly things above and NOT on earthly things here below.  Our citizenship ultimately rests in heaven and not here on earth.  It is comforting for us to know that even through our many earthly trials, challenges, and disappointments in life, we all have something that we can look forward to in our future, 
Just as Abraham was being asked to pack up all that belonged to him and venture out into uncharted territory for an unspecified period of time, it can be a daunting experience.  Anyone who’s an immigrant or someone who has moved to a new city, begin a new job, and rebuild new life changing experience…etc. can sure relate to that I’m sure.  
Incidentally earlier this week, I did chat with Mwai (Tazizwa’s mom) and Jamie Mitchell both of whose families recently moved away from our area and began a new adventure in Seattle area and Connecticut.  Their families are doing well, making new adjustment, settling in to their new home, and searching for a new church where they feel belong and welcome to.  Let us continue to keep those two families in our daily prayers.   

Through Christ we’ve all been granted this “dual citizenship” status both in heaven and here on earth.  Our residency is just temporary placement…only for a short period of time compared to God’s eternity.  Our permanent home and our new and eternal bodies ultimately belong in heaven and with God.  

 Through this renewed covenant, God has vowed to walk with us through many hills and valleys, and wilderness of this earthly life, just as He saw with Abraham and Sarah, as Paul wrote “If we belong to Christ, then we are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to the promise.”
 

Throughout this season of Lent, may we pursue our discipline by doing a little soul searching in the midst of our busy and hectic lives, to reflect upon our personal relationship with God and with others.  WHAT IS IT that God wants from us right now as this stage of our life journey?  WHO ARE WE in the vastness of God’s creation, yet God still cares about us.  God’s eyes are not only upon the sparrow on the trees and the birds in the air, but upon us as well.  We are never alone on this journey in this universe of the Kingdom of God!
God’s covenant to humanity is always about God’s ultimate plan of salvation and never about us and our earthly desires and plans.  It is God who initiated this relationship with us to begin with when God first created us.  Despite our fallen expectation and shortcomings, God continued to reach out to us.  At times we may have our doubts, fears, anxieties, and insecurities about our futures, but God promised that He will stand with us through the most challenging and uncertain times.  God’s blessings will be poured out like a river, like the universe of stars beyond our human comprehension and sand upon the seashore!

May we go out to seek God’s promise throughout our wilderness journey during this Lenten season, leading the way all the way to the Cross.  As the Psalmist declares, the LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The LORD is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?
 One thing I asked of the LORD, that will I seek after: to live in the house of the LORD all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the LORD, and to inquire in his temple.
 Wait for the LORD; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the LORD!


Let us open our hearts and put on our spiritual lens, and behold the beauty of God’s glory and promises in us.  Let us “look beyond the stars” and fix our hope upon the cross throughout our wilderness journey of faith.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.   
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