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Be courageous in the Lord
Now it came about after the death of Moses the servant of the LORD, that the LORD spoke to Joshua the son of Nun, Moses’ servant, saying, “Moses My servant is dead; now therefore arise, cross this Jordan, you and all this people, to the land which I am giving to them, to the sons of Israel.
           Joshua 1:1-2

Moses was a type and forerunner of Jesus Christ.  But even with the faithfulness and great works done by Moses, he was a faint shadow of the Saviour to come.  Even so, we can get a picture in these verses of what was coming and what is still to come.

Just as God promised the Promised Land of Canaan to the physical descendants of Abraham, we who are spiritual descendants of Abraham are also to enter a Promised Land.  Our Promised Land is heaven and the new earth.  

Israel had to cross the flooded Jorden River, by the work of God, in order to enter Canaan.  We must also cross the Jorden River of death to reach the Promised Land, and it can only be done by the work of God. 

Moses died before the people of Israel could cross over.  So too, our Saviour Jesus, had to die before we could cross our spiritual Jorden into eternal life.  But even though these both died, both are still alive.  Moses appeared with Jesus when Jesus was transformed in front of His disciples; although his body remains dead, his soul lives on.  But Jesus, because He is the greater, was resurrected from the dead and now dwells bodily in the Promised Land.

Jesus has made the way for us.  Depend entirely on Him, and crossing the Jorden of death will simply be the doorway to the Promised Land.

In Christ’s love
John
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Genesis 16:1-16

In the last few chapters, Abram has been exemplary in his actions and his faithfulness.  He gave first choice of the land to his nephew Lot, trusting that the Lord would provide as He had promised Abram.  He took charge when he needed to, in order to rescue Lot.  Afterward, he worshiped God giving thank offerings through Melchizedek, and then he resisted the temptation offered by the king of Sodom to gain wealth and possessions by his hand.  

We know that in several ways, Abram is a picture of Christ.  In Genesis 20:7, God Himself refers to Abram as a prophet.  We have read that Abram built alters to God, acting as a priest.  Further, when Abram led his army to rescue Lot, he acted as a king in the land God was giving him.  But Abram is only a dark and blurry picture of the coming Messiah.  As we see now, Abram was not perfect and still subject to sin.  The world would have to wait a couple thousand more years for the coming of the true Prophet, Priest, and King: Jesus Christ.

The three people who get most of the attention in this account are Abram, Sarai, and Hagar.  When considering the three of them, especially from our way of life in the twenty-first century, it is very easy to get caught up in debates about who did what wrong to whom; and who was most at fault.  In order for us to learn the most about what God has for us in this story, we must acknowledge that all three are sinful human-beings; all three sinned and all three were sinned against.  The Bible isn’t condoning the actions of any of them; yet the Bible shows how God works out His plans through sinful mankind, in spite of sinful mankind.

To begin with, we learn that we are never free from temptation or falling to it in this life.  Abram had just come through several events demonstrating his faithfulness to God, and suddenly, here he falls.  All of us need to be aware that sin is always “crouching at our door”.  Even resisting great temptation can lead us into pride; and 1 Corinthians 10:12 says, “Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed that he does not fall.”  Satan and the world and our flesh are relentless; if not for the Holy Spirit and the grace of God, we would be consumed by the deepest wickedness.

It has been ten years since Abram and his family left Haran and entered the land of Canaan.  He has believed the promises of God to give him this land and to give him descendants.  Sarai has been a faithful wife, traveling with him and putting herself in an uncomfortable position for his benefit when they went to Egypt.  No doubt, she wants to bear him children; for his sake, because she wanted children, and because it was so important in that culture for wives to do so.  But, the narrative has made it clear that Sarai was barren.

We know now that this barrenness was very important in the working of God.  It had to be beyond a shadow of a doubt that the birth of a child for Abram and Sarai was a miracle; an act which only God could bring about.  There had to be no doubt that their son would be the fulfillment of God’s promise, and not just a natural occurrence.  The impossible had to take place.

People aren’t good at waiting.  They are good at coming up with schemes and justifying their actions.  Sarai wants a family, she wants to have God’s promise come to pass; but at 75 years old, she doesn’t see it happening.  She devises a plan.  What she does is actually acceptable in that culture.  She gives her servant girl to her husband as a wife, in the hopes that Hagar will have a child.  Sarai will then be part of a family that has children; she will be a mom vicariously through Hagar.
There are a couple of cans of worms here.  The first is polygamy.  Men having more than one wife occurs several times in the Bible, and there are some who will use this as an argument for all types of polyamories.  However, a closer study of God’s word will show that this is not God’s intention for His people.  In just about every case of polygamy in the Bible, bad consequences and strife follow.  The present case of Sarai and Hagar is an example.  More to the point is the creation account in the Garden of Eden.  God made Adam and Eve; one man and one woman.  This is how God established marriage.

The other issue here is slavery.  Hagar was considered property.  Notice that Sarai “gave” her to Abram; Hagar had no say in the matter.  The Bible has even been used to justify slavery, because it doesn’t seem to say anything against it.  In the present account, Hagar is told to go back and submit to Sarai’s harsh treatment.  Both the apostles Peter and Paul tell slaves to be obedient and submissive to their masters.

Slavery is a great evil.  What we have here is another case of God working out His design through, and in spite of, sinful mankind.  This world, and sin, are not fair; but there is still the beautiful promise of God at work: If we believe on Jesus Christ as our Saviour, we can look to an eternity of joy once this short life is over.  

Although the Bible may not directly condemn slavery, it says a great deal about freedom from slavery to sin, and the inherent dignity and worth of human-beings as created in the image of God.  That dignity and worth makes subjecting another to slavery a grave sin.  Christians were in the forefront of the abolition of the slave trade.  They are currently in the forefront of the fight against human-trafficking.  The only acceptable slavery is to totally belong to Christ.

Abram decided to go along with Sarai’s plan.  Certainly, he wanted a child; and after all, God had promised him one.  Hagar was young, obviously in child bearing years, and probably attractive.  Abram may have thought about what God had said in verse 15:4, that “one who will come forth from your own body, he shall be your heir.”  Nothing was said about the child coming from Sarai.  And besides all this, his wife said it would be alright; it was her idea.

Obviously, this was a bad idea, and Abram should not have gone along with it.  There are several ominous glances back to the Garden of Eden.  Verse 2 says, “Abram listened to the voice of Sarai”, while back in chapter 3 verse 17, God said to Adam, “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife.”  Also, both Eve and Sarai “took” and “gave” to their husbands.  In both these cases, the wife failed at being a God given helper by tempting her husband.  And in both cases, the husband failed at properly leading his wife and succumbing to the temptation.  

Certainly, it was not the intention of the wife in either case to cause her husband harm, nor was it the intention of the husband to harm his wife.  This is just a good lesson for us as fallen human-beings in this fallen world.  Temptation can come to us from anywhere.  Satan blatantly tempted Jesus in the wilderness, but then came the subtle temptation from the apostle Peter for Jesus to avoid the cross.  Temptation can come from those who are most beloved and have our best interest in mind.  

We must plead with the Holy Spirit, to help us see and resist temptation, and to help us avoid being the cause of it.  In a Christian marriage, this is all tricky territory.  It is not wrong for a husband to listen to the voice of his wife.  She is his helper, she completes him, and there is no one on earth who wishes him more good.  He is wise to listen to the wisdom God has blessed her with.  At the same time, he is responsible for considering her words against Scripture, to make sure her desire for his good hasn’t led her astray.
Both Abram and Sarai were tired of waiting and succumbed to the temptation to try to help God out; to move things along a little.  Again, we are not good at waiting.  But the Bible assures us of two very important things: first off, God doesn’t need our help; secondly, God is always perfectly on time.  If we can keep these two things in mind, it will go a long way in keeping us from making blunders and suffering the consequences.  

Once more, we are in a difficult position and we need the wisdom that God offers.  It can be difficult to determine where we are to be working and where we are to be waiting.  Make no mistake, we are to be working.  God has things for us to do that He assigned us since before the beginning of time.  And we have God-given desires that are good and we would like to have in our lives.  So, how do we know whether we should be working or waiting?

We don’t always have a clear-cut answer to that question.  And that is part of God’s design to have us trust Him and look to Him for guidance.  I can offer a couple of points.  

First off, if your solution for a problem or a desire is against Scripture, you need to wait.  For example, it’s easy to imagine a young person who very much wants to be married.  There is nothing wrong with that; it is a God-given drive and created by Him as good.  But suppose it doesn’t happen for a while and they meet a non-Christian who seems to be very nice with lots of potential.  It’s easy to see how tempted the Christian would be to enter marriage with this basically good person.  But we know from the Bible that this would be a mistake, bringing lots of heart-break.  The Christian needs to wait.

Secondly is the case where you may be working toward something that is Biblically good and would be glorifying to God.  Yet problems and delays keep happening and going forward is very difficult.  Do you keep going or back off?  I’ve found that a good rule of thumb is that satan sets up obstacles; God closes doors.  As we read the accounts of Paul’s missionary journeys, we see that he constantly faced hinderances to spreading the Gospel, yet he kept on going.  But occasionally, Paul was stopped by the Holy Spirit from preaching in certain areas; this was God closing a door.

If you are doing something for the Kingdom of God, satan will defy you and try to get you to stop.  Satan is allowed by God to set problems in the path to strengthen us and help us depend on Him.  If God doesn’t want us on a particular path, He will make it so that we can’t progress.  At that time we must stop and look for whatever door God has opened for us.

Well, the plan worked in as far as Hagar became with child.  But it was downhill from there.  The problems started immediately.  Hagar foolishly let the success of becoming pregnant go to her head.  She saw herself in a position of superiority over her former mistress and treated her with contempt.  You can be sure that Sarai was already hurting from the decision she had made, and now she was suffering in a way she had not expected: her former maid believed herself in a higher position than she and was rubbing it in.

Deeply wounded, Sarai turned on her husband, Abram, and blamed him for the whole mess.  Perhaps it was unreasonable for her to blame him; it had been her idea.  But remember that he should have said “no” and things would have never gotten to this point.  Regardless, Sarai claims to be wronged and calls the curse of it down on Abram.  She even calls upon the LORD to judge between them.  Right or wrong, Sarai is hurt and angry and she unloads it all on Abram.


Probably feeling caught between a rock and a hard place, Abram dumps the problem.  Hagar had become his wife, which gave her a different standing; she was no longer Sarai’s maid.  Abram gave his new wife back to Sarai as her maid.  She now had complete authority over Hagar once again, and she did not hold back vengeance.  This sudden turn of events caused Hagar to run away.

In some ways, listening to this story is comical.  But I ask you to put yourselves in the places of each of the people involved.  It’s important to keep in mind that these were real people and these things were really happening to them.  Try to imagine what each of them felt as they went through these things.

Consider also how sin affects our own lives.  How much pain, and how many problems, could be avoided, in our lives and the lives of others if we would consider our actions in the light of the Bible?  

Then consider how amazing our God is, that He is able to bring about His ultimate will in spite of what we mess up.  His will is to gather many people to Himself.  He will be their God and they will be His people.  The gathering takes place through Jesus Christ alone.  That is God’s stipulation, that no one comes to Him except by Jesus.  And this was made possible by Jesus’ perfect work on the cross.  








Prayer

Lord God, we confess to You that we are sinners and that we deserve no good thing from You: We cannot follow the Law, our works are as filthy rags, our attempts at righteousness are polluted immediately by our pride and selfishness.  We read of the sorry actions of people in Your word and think we would have done better; knowing all the while that we would not.

Your love reaches into the pit that traps us and lifts us out.  You call to us and reach out to us and if only we will take Your hand, You will save us.  Outside of Jesus, our actions condemn us to eternal hell; but Jesus’ actions grant us eternal life with Him.  

Now, when we are in Christ, Your Law is written on our hearts, our works done in faith are pleasing and useful to You, and we no longer work for our own righteousness but have the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ imparted to us.  Blessed and gracious Lord, thank You for the salvation and the wondrous gifts You give us in this life; and thank You for the unimaginable glory that is to come through Jesus.

It is in His name we pray
Amen
