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Genesis 15:1-12,17-18, Psalm 27:1-9, Philippians 3:17-4:1, Luke 13:31-35 
 
This morning we have heard a part of the story of Abraham and Sarah, patriarch and matriarch 
who lived thousands of years ago.  It is a story about barrenness and promise and it is a story 
that has much to say to all of us today.  This is the story of a life changing encounter with God, 
an encounter which grew and deepened the whole of the lives of these two people. 
Barrenness is often thought of as the inability of a man and woman to conceive a child.  And so 
it is.  But barrenness is much more than a physical inability to conceive.  It can come at any time 
and in any aspect of life.   
We speak of a barren land, a place that is empty and desolate. We can speak of a time in our 
lives or our relationships that is barren.   
When we come to a place where we feel helpless, a bleak and lifeless place we are in a place of 
barrenness. Barrenness is not simply a place of emotional darkness, awful as that is.  
Barrenness is the desert place, the wilderness place, the place of chaos in our spiritual lives.  
Ironically, it is the very place where we are likely to encounter God.  When we finally come to 
the place of wilderness, the desert in our lives, we are willing to let go of the power of control.   
Such letting go of human power opens our spirit to recognize and accept the power of God.  
When we have come finally to that most barren place of human powerlessness, we find the 
much greater holy power that guides us to a deeper place, a place where we can begin again. 
Abraham and Sarah knew a great deal about barrenness, physical, emotional and spiritual.  
When they first encountered God, Abraham was 75 years old, and Sarah not much younger.  At 
this time in their lives they knew little if anything about the promise and power of God.  But in 
the next quarter century they would learn about power, promise and waiting.  And what they 
learned has something important to teach us as well.   
Abraham and Sarah were living with others of their clan when the voice of God said for them to 
leave their country, their kindred and all that they knew to go into a land that God promised to 
show them.  “I will make you a great nation and I will bless you, and make your name great, so 
that you will be a blessing.”   And so, at 75 years old, Abraham and his wife Sarah set out on this 
journey to an unknown place.  They were being called out of barrenness into blessing, to begin 
a pilgrimage of hope for a new beginning.  Land and descendants, this was the first promise.   
And so they journeyed into Canaan to a place called Shechem.  Again, God spoke.  “To your 
offspring I will give this land.”  The second promise.  There came to be a famine in the land.  
Two promises of land and children.  Now once, again the experience of barrenness.  For famine, 
the lack of food,  is an extreme expression of such barrenness.  By now some decades may have 
passed as Abraham waited for God to fulfill God’s promise of offspring and land.  And now it 
seems the promise would not come to pass but life must go on in spite of disappointment.  And 
so Abraham and Sarah go to Egypt to escape the famine and their physical hunger but they still 
hunger for the land and the offspring of the promise.  After a time, God spoke to Abraham yet 
again: “Raise your eyes now…for all the land that you see I will give to you and to your offspring 
forever.  I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth; so that if one can count the dust of 
the earth, your offspring also can be counted.  The third promise.  But Abraham and Sarah are 
growing older, and perhaps a bit distrustful of God’s promise for as yet the promise had not 



been fulfilled.  This is where we find Abraham and Sarah in our reading today, well advanced in 
age. 
The voice of God yet once again making the same promise to Abraham and Sarah that they in 
their old age will have offspring and an heir, and that they will possess the land God will give 
them.  The fourth promise.  But this time there is an important difference.  A difference it is 
well for us to note.  In each of the previous three expressions of the promise of an end to 
barrenness and a place to root, Abraham had simply followed the instructions of God.  God said 
go, and Abraham went.  God gave an order and Abraham obeyed without question.  He simply 
reacted to God.  But this time when God’s voice was heard, Abraham challenged God.  In a face 
to face encounter, Abraham refutes the promise and resists the assurance that God is giving.  
This is risky and takes courage.  It is in challenging God that Abraham makes the promise his 
own.    The difference between reacting to God and challenging, questioning God is subtle but 
important for us.  
God desires a relationship with human beings, with each one of us.  But a relationship takes the 
engagement of two parties.  God promised but this time Abraham did not simply accept the 
promise. God comes in this instance with more than the promise of an heir and land.  This time, 
God comes with the promise of safety, “do not be afraid, I am your shield…your reward will be 
very great.  It is this assurance of safety, given Abraham and given us that allows Abraham to 
question, to challenge and to truly engage with God.  “…what will you give me, for I continue 
childless.”  Abraham is saying to God, you have made many promises but the one thing I desire 
an heir you have not given me.  Have you ever prayed earnestly and long for something and felt 
that God had turned a deaf ear?  This is what Abraham must have felt.  Again, God brought 
Abraham outside and asked that he look up to the heavens and count the stars.  That many will 
your descendants be.  The same old promise, dust, and then stars.  But Abraham did something 
different this time.  Abraham believed, believed without evidence or prior experience where 
always before he had simply obeyed.  Abraham believed, and God counted that to him as 
righteousness, as the beginning of a different relationship.   
Abraham had learned a valuable lesson; God wants more from us than simple obedience.  God 
wants from us engagement, trust and faith.  But Abraham had learned his lesson well.  For next 
when God promised yet again that Abraham would be given land Abraham responded by asking 
“…how shall I know that I will possess [the land}. God, with incredible generosity responds. 
Once again the challenge but this time God responded with a binding covenant ritual a sign that 
God’s promise would be fulfilled.  What had taken place was not an argument and response but 
a revelation.  Abraham now understands.  The promise of God to be fulfilled needs people of 
faith, trust and hope, for it is out of those spiritual positions          that barrenness is ended.  In 
the words of one biblical scholar, this is a key insight of biblical faith.  Only those who hope and 
out of hope have faith and trust, only to those is the gift of grace given.  Once receiving the gift 
of grace through faith, trust and hope, we are the bearers of that which can end barrenness in 
our lives, and in the lives of those around us.   


