God’s Promises

"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." 

In the fullness of time God came to Abram and made some amazing promises to him—

“I will make you (one person) into a great nation (many people)”

“You will be a blessing (to others)”

“I will bless those who bless you (I will be on your side)”

“All peoples on earth will be blessed through you (through the Messiah coming from your line)”


These are indeed amazing promises—as if God had decided to be Abram’s friend, and personally make sure everything was going to go well for him!  The same God who created the entire universe was entering this life’s struggles as a close personal ally—how wonderful Abram must have felt!


The same God who promised Abram such amazing things also makes similar promises to you today—

“As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you.” (John 15:9)

“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to his Word.” (Romans 8:28)

“Never will I leave you, never will I forsake you.” (Hebrews 13:5)

“Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” (Matthew 28:20)


How do these promises of God make you feel?

A New Name

Abram fell facedown, and God said to him, "As for me, this is my covenant with you: You will be the father of many nations. No longer will you be called Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made you a father of many nations.
When does a person get a new name?

At birth, for sure.  At an adoption, at times.  At marriage, at least for some women.  When a person goes to court to get their name legally changed.

In other situations we might get a nickname or a pet name, given to us by people who know us very well.

One more new name we might receive is the name of “Jesus,” given to us when we become “Christ”ians, or little Christs.  Just as God renamed Abram to Abraham, to indicate that he had a plan for him, so our heavenly Father renames us to the name of His Son, Christ.  This indicates that he has accepted the sacrifice of Jesus on our behalf, and is now seeing in us the perfect life of Christ Jesus.

What a wonderful renaming that is!  We are now seen as perfect in the eyes of God!  We are truly sons and daughters of a loving heavenly Father, and our new name proves it!

“I will go!”
What is the last job you were asked to do?  What was your reaction when you were asked?  This morning, my wife and I were “discussing” who would get up early and shovel the foot or so of snow from our driveway, so that we could get our cars out.  I would like to say that I jumped up and volunteered to do so, but that wouldn’t be exactly true.  Rather, I had to sit and think, and then talk myself into it.  Later, as I shoveled away, I thought of what a blessing it was to have a body that worked (mostly) and the chance to enjoy the brisk morning air.  I even chatted with a few neighbors.  It really turned out to be a good time.

In Genesis 24:58, God sends Abraham’s servant to find a wife for Isaac from among Abraham’s relatives.  This servant seemed to have been given an impossible task—to find a person who would leave home and return with him, and marry a complete stranger.  Yet he takes the task, and entrusts it to God in prayer.  His very specific prayer is answered by finding Laban’s family, and just the woman, a relative named Rebekah.  The servant asked Laban if she could come home with him and marry Isaac, and Laban said that she could decide.  When asked if she would do this, she said, “I will go!”

What trust she had!  She heard the story of God’s providence, and trusted that God would work things out.  She was blessed on the way, and became an ancestress of the coming Savior.

For us, too, there may be times of doubt, prayer, and uncertainty; but through faith in Jesus we also can say to God, “I will go!”

 “How awesome is this place!”
Jacob had always had a difficulty with his thinking—the problem was, he thought too much.  He had come up with a way to trick his brother Esau out of his birthright, and when his mother suggested a scheme to trick his father, he participated eagerly.  But it should come as no surprise that Jacob’s thinking often led him away from God’s thinking.  Raised in a house with the promise of the Savior always before him, he nonetheless finds himself running from his brother’s wrath, and all alone, with nothing but a staff in his hands.

In Genesis 28, the Bible tells us Jacob lay down to sleep at night and had a vision of a stairway leading up to heaven.  At the top was God, and he repeated the promises made to Abraham and Isaac.  He told Jacob “I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.”

Like Jacob, we need to admit that we have often let our own thinking take priority over God’s thinking.  Whether it is how we spend our money, use our time, or set our priorities, we often break God’s first commandment by making our opinion a competing god.  The Bible tells us that “there is a way that seems right to man, but in the end it leads to death.” (Proverbs 16:25)

But like Jacob, God does not simply let us die in the wilderness of our selfishness.  Instead, he comes to us and reminds us of the promises of love, and peace, and forgiveness, found at the cross of Christ.  Jacob’s response was to marvel at God’s persistence.  “Surely the Lord is in this place, and I was not aware of it…How awesome is this place!  This is none other than the house of God; this is the gate of heaven!” (Genesis 28:16-17)  God grant us the same awe and thankfulness when we are rescued from our way of thinking!
“To see your face is like seeing the face of God”
This world is full of sin—there is no question about that.  The newspapers, our neighborhood, and the internet seem to cry out that mankind can’t do the right thing, think the right thought, or say the right words.  But how do we deal with this sinful world?  How do we deal with the sins of another person?

Esau was a man who had been cheated by his younger brother Jacob out of birthright and blessing.  In response to this sin, he planned to kill his brother.  In response to that planned sin, Jacob had fled to live with his uncle Laban. For 20 years he had been away, and now he planned to return.  How would Esau deal with the old sinner, Jacob?

Genesis 33 shows us the response of Esau:  “But Esau ran to meet Jacob and embraced him; he threw his arms around his neck and kissed him.  And they wept.”

Esau’s love for his brother and his willingness to forgive sins finds a mirror in the parable of the Lost Son, where Jesus tells us that the father  “ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.” (Luke 15) This parable teaches us about God’s unconditional willingness to accept and love sinners who return to him.  Esau knew that, and through faith imitated it.  We have experienced that same love, and through faith can accept and love those who seek forgiveness from us.

No wonder Jacob said to Esau, “To see your face is like seeing the face of God.”  God grant us the “face of God” to those who sin against us!
Forgiving, and Forgetting?
Which is more likely to be true—that I can forgive a person his sins against me, or forget the sins that have been committed?

In all likelihood, there are things that I have done to someone that may still bother me, even if those sins have been forgiven.  I may not be able to as easily forget them.  And in the heat of a moment, the person whom I sinned against (and whom has given me forgiveness) might bring up the old issue once again.  What does a person do with old, forgiven sins?

Joseph gives an example for us in Genesis 50.  His brothers had sold him into slavery, ignoring his repeated pleas for mercy.  Later, after God had raised him up to a position of authority in Egypt, he had received them, tested them, and forgiven them.  Yet after the death of their father, Israel, the old sins rose up again.  Genesis 50 tells us ”So they sent word to Joseph, saying, "Your father left these instructions before he died:  'This is what you are to say to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your brothers the sins and the wrongs they committed in treating you so badly.' Now please forgive the sins of the servants of the God of your father."

Joseph’s response is a response of love, out of faith in a Savior who has forgiven him.  Joseph knew the idea of free forgiveness for his sins.  His response was  "Don't be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.  So then, don't be afraid. I will provide for you and your children."
While he remembered the events of the past, he had chosen to free his brothers from the guilt of their sin—as many times as needed—because of the forgiveness he had experienced.  Perhaps we might not see this as “forgive and forget,” but rather as “forgive and agree to keep forgiving.” As I Peter 4 reminds us, “Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.”  God grant us a clear understanding of our own sins, and the continuing forgiveness for them, as we seek to “cover over” the sins of our neighbor.
“I AM who I AM!”

Poor Moses!  Almost killed at birth, forced to flee Egypt to avoid the 

death penalty for murder, and left to be a shepherd in the desert for 

40 years.  We might view his life as one of failure, and he likely had 

to face feelings of abandonment by God and his people.

Genesis 3 tells about the calling of Moses at the burning bush.  There, 

God told Moses to go and serve Him by freeing the people from slavery 

in Egypt.  Moses would be God’s messenger.  When Moses asked for God to 

tell him who was sending him, God replied, “I AM who I AM.”

This might seem like a rather vague answer, but it has an important 

implication.  It points out a God who is unchanging, who does not alter or waver.  The same God who created the world would be with Moses.  He was still working out his plan.  He had never moved away from Moses.  Moses had moved away from Him.

The same is true of us, when we feel like God is distant or doesn’t 

care for us.  God has not moved away from us—we have moved away from him.

Fortunately for us, God does not leave us in the desert of sin—he sent 

his Son to seek us out, to save us, and to give us his perfect life as 

a free gift.

Romans 5 tells us that “God demonstrates his love for us in this:  

while we were still sinners, Christ died for us!”

Jesus tells us in Luke 19, “For the Son of Man has come to seek and 

save that which was lost.“

Praise God for his unchanging love for us!

Praise God for his persistent search for us!

Praise God for his willing sacrifice for us!

“The Same Law”
The events of the book of Exodus tell of a God who came to set his people free from slavery in Egypt.  While this was certainly a deliverance for the nation of Israel, it must also have been a strange time for the Egyptians.  For years, the Israelites had been living in bondage to them, doing their work, and growing rapidly.  With so many people in the country, likely many Egyptians would have heard about the promises of God to send a Savior from sin.  Some likely came to believe in this coming Savior.

When Moses came, he came with signs and wonders that confirmed the power and truth of God.  This must have also fueled the seeds of faith, and created an opportunity for those Egyptians who believed.  Exodus tells us that when the people of God left the slavery in Egypt, that there were “about six hundred thousand men, besides women and children.  Many other people went up with them…” (Exodus 12)

What would be the fate of these foreigners among the refugees?  Would they be persecuted for the nationality?  Would they be shunned and left to die in the desert?  God answered that question in the same chapter: “The same law applies to the native-born and the alien living among you.”

Our unchanging God came into this world to find believers of all nations and tribes.  His Word went out into the entire world, to let all know about their sin, and their need for a Savior.  Through faith, we can also look at all people in the world through the eyes of faith, and see in them the very image of Christ.  And through faith, we can love them as Christ has loved us.  

“Go, and make disciples of all nations…” (Matthew 28)
“Yeast-Free”

As the children of Israel were preparing to leave Egypt, God told them to get rid of all yeast in their houses, and to only prepare bread that was unleavened—that had no yeast.  God spoke so strongly about this that “whoever eats anything with yeast in it must be cut off from the community of Israel, whether he is a native or foreign-born.  Eat nothing made with yeast.” (Exodus 12)

A microbiologist might tell us that this is impossible, because wild yeasts are all around us.  To avoid all yeasts is impossible.  It can’t be done perfectly.  Yet God commanded it.

In this fashion, yeast is used as a picture of sin.  We cannot avoid sin, because we live in a sinful world, have a sinful nature, and tend to say, think and do sinful things.  Yet God commands us to avoid sinning, and to “be perfect, as I the Lord your God am perfect.”

How can we do the impossible?

The answer is, we cannot.  But what we cannot do, Jesus Christ came into the world to accomplish.  While he was on the earth, he successfully avoided the “yeast” of sin, hypocrisy, hatred, lying—every type of sin.  And then he willingly died on a criminal’s cross to pay for our sins.

Through faith he gives us his perfect life, and frees us from the impossible requirements of God’s law.  He was “yeast-free” in our place, and gives that freedom to us.

For, as Jesus said in Luke 1: “Nothing is impossible for God.”

Add WHAT?
One of the most interesting cookie recipes I have ever seen is called, “Cup-a.”  It has a few basic ingredients, used to make the base.  The rest of the ingredients are to come from a list of whatever you happen to have left over in the kitchen—a cup of this, and a cup of that.  Each time the cookies turn out different, but each time they are delicious.

Imagine if we ran our lives that way—our work schedules, our children’s education, or our financial planning.  What a disaster!  We couldn’t make it work.

Yet this was exactly the approach the LORD suggested for Israel, when they prepared to build the tabernacle.  In Exodus 25, God tells Moses to “tell the Israelites to bring me an offering. You are to receive the offering for me from each man whose heart prompts him to give.” What a way to plan a building project!  God did not need man’s offerings or plans for His holy house, but he allowed believers to participate with their gifts of love.  He simply asked them to give—he would work out the details.

This is also the way God works our lives of faith.  He does not tell us what to do or how to live, but rather uses the law to show us our sins, forgives us that sin through the sacrificial life of His Son, and encourages us to grow in our knowledge of him.  And then he sets us free to serve Him out of love for Christ’ sacrifice, and to listen to our hearts.  He will work out the details.
I Corinthians 2:9-10 reminds us--


“No eye has seen,


no ear has heard,


no mind has conceived


what God has prepared for those who love him”—

but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit.

“Over his heart”

Among the explicit directions given to God’s people in the book of Exodus, some of the most mysterious have to do with the Urim and Thummim.  These seem to have been a pair of tools, perhaps two-sided tokens or dice, which the high priest used to get answers directly from God.  Whatever the form, that they were important is shown by God’s command in Exodus 28:  “Also put the Urim and Thummim in the breastpiece, so they may be over Aaron’s heart whenever he enters the presence of the LORD.  Thus Aaron will always bear the means of making decisions over his heart before the LORD.”

What a blessing, to have the very words of God to help make decisions!  Certainly Aaron (and the high priests after him) must have cherished these two items, kept them safe, and used them often!

God does give us two items today to help us know His will, and to make good decisions.  They are called the Word and Sacraments, and they come to us as a gift of God through faith in Him.  They come through the working of the Holy Spirit, who is called the Counselor.  Jeremiah spoke of them in Jeremiah 31:

“This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel


after that time,” declares the LORD.


“I will put my law in their minds


and write it on their hearts.


I will be their God,


and they will be my people.

No longer will a man teach his neighbor,


or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’


because they will all know me,


from the least of them to the greatest,”


declares the LORD.


“For I will forgive their wickedness


and will remember their sins no more.”

The Word and Sacraments assure us of the forgiveness of sins won by Jesus, and teach us the will of God.  May we always cherish them, keep them close to us, and use them in our decision-making!

“I will give you rest”

Feeling tired today?  Looking for a place you can just curl up and take a nap?  How about a place of safety, where you do not have to worry or be afraid?

Moses seems to have felt this way after the children of Israel sinned against God, by making a golden calf.  He has received the tablets of testimony, taken them off the mountain, and broken them at the foot of the mountain.  He ground up the golden calf and made the people drink it.  He summoned the Levites to himself, and they restored order to the people of God.  And now he was looking for guidance, and rest, from God.  Where would the people go?  How would they survive the wrath of a holy God?

Moses understood that only God had the answers.  And so in Exodus 33, he asked God, “If you are pleased with me, teach me your ways so I may know you and continue to find favor with you. Remember that this nation is your people.”  Moses looked to God with both hope and expectation—that God would keep his promises.

God’s reply?  “The LORD replied, “My presence will go with you, and I will give you rest.”

This is always God’s reply when we, like Moses, bring our sins and burdens to him.  He wants to go with us, forgive us, carry us, teach us, and give us rest.  He proved that through the selfless life of His Son, Jesus, and through his death as our replacement.  

God wants us to repeat the words of Moses, “teach me your ways,” so that he can say to us, “I will give you rest.” True rest, rest in God, is as near as your Bible, and as certain as the promises given in baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  In these Means of Grace, God comes to us with pardon and peace.

10% of what?

A popular hymn in the Lutheran liturgy asks the question, “What shall I render (give) to the LORD for all his benefits to me?”  This age-old question is addressed by God directly in the beginning chapters of the book of Leviticus.

Any heart which sees the extent of its sins, the punishment of hell, and the perfect and complete payment of that punishment by Jesus on the cross is moved to ask, “What can I give to God in return?”  Throughout history, the answer has been tithing, the giving of the best 10% of God’s gifts to me, as a “thank-offering” back to him.

Leviticus speaks extensively of the concept of bringing God offerings, and in each case, it is intended to be the best 10%.  When a lamb was to be presented, it was to be “without fault.”  A grain offering was to be “fine flour.”  Grain offerings were to be accompanied by salt, a valuable commodity at the time.

This speaks to us today, although in a different language.  God gave us his best when he sacrificed his Son, willingly, on the cross.  Our hearts want to return to God a “thank-offering.”  What “best 10%” is your heart telling you to bring to God today?

“The Seventh Year”

Imagine taking off every seventh year from work.  How would you earn money?  What would you do with yourself?

In Leviticus 25, God commanded the people of Israel to do just that, calling it a year of Sabbath.  “In the seventh year the land is to have a Sabbath of rest, a Sabbath to the Lord.  Do not sow your fields or prune our vineyards.  Do not reap what grows of itself or harvest the grapes of your untended vines.  The land is to have a year of rest.”

What a recipe for disaster, in the eyes of the world!  Yet God was teaching an essential truth to the people of God.  The land needs rest—and so do people.  Only God can provide this rest.  Only God can take care of our needs.  And he will do this on his time and in his own ways.

Modern Christians find their rest in the person of Jesus Christ, the Savior from sin.  They heed the gracious invitation of Jesus to “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”
Every seventh day (or more often, if we need it!) we can bring the weight of sin and guilt to worship, and have our God provide us with rest and relief.  And we need do nothing, but rely upon God’s power and plan to give us what we need.

God grant each of us the opportunity to find this rest for our souls.
“Paid in Full”

“So, how about if I give you half of what I owe you, and we call it good?”

Probably the response to this question would be less than enthusiastic.  When we owe a debt, it is expected that we repay it in full, often with interest.  It is a wonderful moment to be able to mark a long-time debt “Paid in Full!”

In the early chapters of the book of Numbers, God commands the children of Israel to conduct a census.  This census was to count the Israelites, and to set aside the first born of each family and tribe as dedicated to God.  This dedication was a thank-offering commanded by God, because these same first born had been saved from the final plague in Egypt.

As payment of this debt, God took the tribe of the Levites as his people, all 22,000 of them.  They were to be the substitute for the first-born.  Unfortunately, the total number of first-born in Israel was 22,273. What about those extra 273?  What would happen to them?

God tells us that each of them could be redeemed by paying 5 shekels, which they paid, and then they were marked as redeemed.

We learn a few things about God from this story:

1. God is not a God of rounding.  He expects perfection and models it for us.

2. God is not a God of forgetfulness.  He remembers the sins of men, even when he waits to punish those sins.

3. God is a God of justice.  He demanded that each sin’s payment be paid in full.

4. God is a God of mercy.  He sent his Son to completely pay for our sins, every single one of them, when he suffered hell on the cross.

Because Jesus bore the penalty for our sins completely, we have been marked “Paid in Full!”  Whose debt are we now willing to help carry and forgive?

“This manna!”

Variety is the spice of life, or so the saying goes.  As humans living in the world, we look for and long for variety, especially in the things we eat.  That is why the grocery store nearby stocks over 200 types of cheese—because of variety.

The children of Israel also sought variety in their diet—they had been eating manna for quite a while, and wanted other food.  Unfortunately, their desire led them to sin against the Lord, as recorded in Numbers 11:  “If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!”

The sin of the Israelites was in putting their appetites in front of their needs.  We might also confess at times that we have coveted what is not good for us, and put our desires in front of our needs.  This becomes especially dangerous in our relationship with God and his Word.

In John 6, Jesus Christ called himself “the bread of life,” comparing himself to the manna that God gave the Israelites in the desert.  Like that manna, Jesus comes from heaven and brings life. Like manna, Jesus offers himself freely and daily through the Word.  Like manna, we at times must confess that we have “lost our appetite” for learning more about Jesus.

Fortunately, even when our sins lead us to stray from Jesus, he does not stray from us.  Jesus continued to talk about spiritual appetites in John 6:  
“All that the Father gives me will come to me, and whoever comes to me I will never drive away. For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me. And this is the will of him who sent me, that I shall lose none of all that he has given me, but raise them up at the last day. For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day.”
God grant that we feed fully, freely, and contentedly on this “bread of life” until the day he returns to raise all people from the dead!
“I see him!”

Yesterday I was driving near the interstate near Kenosha, as the snow fell and the wind gusted.  As I did, I ran into places where the road seemed to disappear in a white blur—“white out conditions,” the man on the radio called it.  I had to slow down and look carefully, and then be prepared to stop suddenly.  Visibility was very poor.

Life can also be like that for us.  Sin can cause us to lose sight of God’s plans, and can get us into terrible situations if we continue to blindly rush headlong.  Sin clouds our judgment, and distorts its effects on ourselves and others.  Visibility in this world can also be very poor.

God’s Word comes to us to help us understand the conditions, slow down, examine ourselves and the world, and be prepared to stop what we are doing.

Numbers 24 tells us about a sorcerer named Balaam, who was asked to come and curse God’s people.  He could not, because God was in charge.  Even this hardened sinner had to slow down and look at the world, and when he did, he saw an amazing sight:

"I see him, but not now; 

    I behold him, but not near. 

    A star will come out of Jacob; 

    a scepter will rise out of Israel. 

    He will crush the foreheads of Moab, 

    the skulls of all the sons of Sheth.

Slowing down and looking at a sinful world might well lead us to see the need for a Savior—one who is perfect, and who can carry our sins on his back.  One who is Godly enough to be perfect, yet human enough to die for us.

The Bible tells us about just such a Savior in the person of Jesus Christ—my Savior, my friend, and my God.  May we “see him” today and every day!

Too Good to be True?

An old saying goes, “If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.”  This saying recognizes that there are people in the world who want to trick, defraud, or steal from us, and we need to be careful.

No doubt some of the Israelites must have felt just this way when God came to them in Egypt and told them of his plan to free them from slavery, promise them to a good land, feed them on the way, keep them safe, and give them possession of that land.  Why would God do all that?

Through Moses, God tells the people why he does all of these things in Deuteronomy 7: 
“But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Know therefore that the LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his commands.”

Love moved God to do this—the same love for you that caused him to send his Son Jesus into the world.  Like the Israelites, Jesus has freed us from slavery to sin,  promised us an eternal home in heaven, fed us on our way with his Word and Sacraments, keeps us from harm, and will one day return to take us home to our eternal possession.  This is why the Bible reminds us in John 3:

“God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him might not perish, but have eternal life.”

God grant us the grace to hear the promises of God, and believe them!
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