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Advent Midweek 2 ~ December 8, 2004

God’s Family Tree—The Tree Promised

The text for this evening is Genesis 15:4: “A son coming from your own body will be your heir.”

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

After you dig a hole in the ground, plant a seed, and cover it up, there is a time before you see the little sprout coming up out of the ground.  This is a time of faithful waiting.  During this time you cannot see the seed, and so you cannot monitor its progress and growth.  In fact, if you try to dig it up to see how it’s doing, you’ll very likely kill it.  But just because the seed is hidden from your sight doesn’t mean that nothing happens.  Under the cover of topsoil and enlivened by moisture, the seed germinates and begins to take root in the ground. 

In much the same way God planted the Seed of His Family Tree, and then came the time of faithful waiting.  Last week we heard how God planted the Seed of His Savior to rescue fallen humanity.  This promised Seed of the woman would crush the serpent’s head and bring life and forgiveness for God’s fallen people.  But like most seeds we’re familiar with, once planted, the Seed of God’s Family Tree remains hidden for a time before it sprouts from the ground. 

Tonight we hear of “The Tree Promised.”  We jump from the time of Adam and Eve to the time of Abraham and Sarah.  In between times, the tree of humanity grew and flourished “when men began to increase in number on the earth” (Genesis 6:1).  But that tree was diseased with sin because “every inclination of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only evil all the time” (Genesis 6:5).  Sorry that He had ever made mankind, God sent the great flood of Noah’s day.  And later He confused the languages and scattered the people at the tower of Babel. 

Despite all of this judgment through these many centuries, God’s promised Seed of a Savior remained planted.  God always preserved a faithful remnant of people who trusted and proclaimed the promise of the coming Savior.  

Then came Abraham, the father of nations.  About 20 centuries before Christ, God called Abraham to faith in the promised Savior.  God told Abraham, “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. . . . all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:2–3). 

But don’t think that Abraham found it easy to trust God’s promise.  He was 75 years old when the Holy Spirit gave him the gift of faith.  Before that, he and his family had served false gods in Ur of the Chaldeans (see Joshua 24:2–3).  

Even after Abraham believed in the coming Christ, he still had trouble believing God’s promise that he would have a son.  On one occasion, Abraham even despaired that his servant Eliezer of Damascus would be his heir.  

So God renewed His promise to Abraham: “This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir” (Genesis 15:4). 

Just like Abraham, you and I have the same trouble with trusting God’s promises.  In His Word and the water of Holy Baptism, God plants His promise of a Savior within us.  But we often don’t see the visible, tangible evidence that God is at work in our lives.  

Abraham saw his advancing old age, but he could not see any fruit of God’s promise to give him a son.  Likewise, you and I can see our lives, our struggles, our doubts, our failures, and our frustration.  But too often we don’t see the fruit of God’s redeeming work through His own Son, Jesus the Christ.  

When the economy slows down or you lose your job, you struggle to believe that God the Father provides for your every need.   When you are diagnosed with cancer or lose a loved one, you struggle to believe that God gives you life in His Son, Jesus Christ.  When you struggle with certain sins and temptations, you find it hard to believe that the Holy Spirit gives you faith and makes you holy.  When any of these things happen—and the day will surely come when one or more of them will happen to you—then what are you going to do?

You could try to imitate Abraham and forge your own fulfillment of God’s promise, some fulfillment that you can easily see.  That’s what Abraham tried to do when he had a son, Ishmael, by Hagar, his wife’s maidservant (Genesis 16). 

But our man-made solutions always fall short in fulfilling God’s gracious promises. As Psalm 146 says, “Do not put your trust in princes, in mortal men, who cannot save” (v. 3).  That includes you!  God warns you not to trust your own ways of fulfilling His promises of salvation! 

God promised to give Abraham a son of promise, not a son of a servant.  So, to bolster Abraham’s waning faith, God again renewed His promise: “I will confirm my covenant between me and you, and will greatly increase your numbers” (Genesis 17:2). 

In spite of his many doubts and his troubles with trusting God’s promise, Abraham is still a great example of faith.  Genesis 15:6 tells us, “Abraham believed the Lord, and He credited it to him as righteousness.”   

What makes Abraham a great example of faith?  Certainly not his perfect life, because he worshiped false gods for most of his life before God chose him and gave him faith.  Certainly not his spotless record in dealing with other people, because, after all, twice he lied to the authorities that his wife was his sister.  And he let foreign leaders take her into their harems just to save his skin.  

It was also certainly not because Abraham always completely trusted God, because, as we’ve seen, on many occasions the patriarch despaired and tried to take matters into his own hand.  More than once he tried to offer his own fulfillment for God’s promise.

So, what does make Abraham a great example of faith?  (Pause)  He simply received God’s mercy and clung to the promise that God would send the Seed of a Savior.  As our Lutheran Confessions say, “Faith is that worship which receives God’s offered blessings” (Tappert, Apology IV 49). 

Abraham certainly received God’s offered blessing that the Savior of the world would come through him and his family line.  The promise may have been like a seed hidden in the ground, and the growth, or progress, of God’s promise may have been undetectable for a time, but Abraham still received it and believed it.  And the Lord credited that faith as righteousness.

In due time, when Abraham was 100 years old and his wife, Sarah, was 90, God’s Family Tree began to poke through the soil and show itself.  A miracle son, Isaac was born.  And then Isaac had twin sons, Jacob and Esau.  Jacob then had 12 sons, the sons of Israel became the 12 tribes of Israel.  God’s Family Tree began to shoot up for all to see, even as it was transplanted for awhile in Egypt. 

After He led His people Israel out of Egypt and through the wilderness, God replanted His Family Tree in the Promised Land.  There it flourished and grew through the times of the judges and the kings.  

But God’s people still had to live by faith that He would send the Seed of a Savior.  This was especially true when God sent His people into Babylonian exile.  They could no longer see God’s Family Tree.  They no longer had Jerusalem or the temple to remind them and help them remember God’s Promised Seed and their home in the Promised Land.  So they would have to imitate Abraham and live by faith, which receives God’s offered blessing, sight unseen.

In time, God did deliver on His promise to send a Savior, Jesus the Christ, born of the Virgin Mary.  When you read the genealogies of Jesus in the New Testament in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, you see that Jesus is indeed the descendant of Abraham and his family.  He is the Promised Seed of Adam and Eve, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Each of them lived in hope looking forward in time, but you and I get to look backward in time to see the full bloom of God’s Family Tree—Jesus Christ and Him crucified. 

In John 15 Jesus used imagery similar to a tree and called Himself “the true vine.”  As Jesus said, when you are connected to Him, you have life and bear fruit, especially the fruit of trusting God’s promises.  The same is true when you see Jesus as God’s tree of life.  

Jesus takes on our human flesh and blood so that He can be nailed to the tree of the cross.  It may not seem like it, but when He hangs from that cross, you see God’s Family Tree at its fullest bloom.  God often does His best work when times seem the worst and the days their gloomiest and the nights their darkest.  And though the serpent strikes His heel, Christ, the Seed of the woman crushes Satan’s head as He gives up His holy life on the cross. 

Then like a seed that after a long, cold winter bursts from the warm spring ground bringing new life, Jesus rose victoriously from the grave.  Having conquered our most fearsome enemies—sin, death, and the devil—Jesus ascended to heaven where He sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty and intercedes with the Father on our behalf.    

Having prepared a place for you in the heavenly Promised Land, Jesus sends His Holy Spirit to bring you home.  He connects you to Himself and His cross-won forgiveness and life through your Baptism into His death and resurrection.  Through His body and blood given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins, Jesus keeps you grafted into eternal life with God, even now.   

As you meditate on the Lord’s Word, you will be like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither.  You will be more ready to withstand the buffeting winds as the devil, the world, and your own sinful flesh assail you.  Like an oasis in the midst of a spiritual wilderness your life will produce abundant fruit—the fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  You’ll be equipped with spiritual gifts for serving God and your fellow man—gifts like serving, teaching, encouraging, giving, leading, and showing mercy.   

So when the economy slows down or if you should lose your job, you’ll continue to believe that God the Father provides for you and you’ll be able to help your neighbor in his or her every need.   If you should be diagnosed with cancer or lose a loved one, you’ll remember God’s love and you’ll teach others that He gave His only begotten Son, Jesus Christ that you and all believers might have eternal life.  When you struggle with certain sins and temptations, you’ll be able to trust the Holy Spirit to give you faith and make you holy.  And you’ll be able to encourage your neighbor in his or her struggles to trust in God’s mercy and grace as well.  

Dear friends, in each of these adversities, you have the opportunity to exercise the faith of Abraham, the faith that receives God’s offered blessings in Jesus the Christ.  When you have trouble trusting God’s promise of forgiveness and life with Him, remember how God kept comforting Abraham with the promised Seed of a Savior.  Your God will always comfort you in the same way, that is, by giving you the Christ who was promised, who went to the cross, who will come again. and who comes even now with this Good News, “You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.  

