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SERMON: THE STORY OF ABRAM (1)

Welcome to our "strange" church service this morning. We trust that the Lord
will bless us despite the masks we are forced to wear this morning. It may be a
good reminder for us that people often wear masks. Behind the smile, someone
may be deeply hurting. Behind pious words may lie a heart filled with darkness
and wickedness. People may not only wear masks to hide their true situation
from others; they may also wear them when they look in the mirror. Paul says
that it is as if there is a veil over us. It is only when we remove the mask that we
see our true image. The surprising thing is that we do not see ourselves in all
our despair, but Christ. Our masks do not only hide our weaknesses and evil
from others and ourselves; they also hide who we have become in and through
Jesus.
To other matters: Bob Liddelow is still in hospital, but recovering well. Please
continue to pray for him. We will be conducting membership and baptismal
classes soon. Please let us know if you are interested in finding out more about
either of these.
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HAPPENINGS THIS WEEK
SUNDAYS@6 - Not this evening
Communion next Sunday Morning
Monday morning Bible study at 9.30
Monday evening Home Group at 7 at the church

LOVE
Craft starts on 9 February.

One of the key questions that every church has to wrestle with is what constitutes a
'successful' church? When do we know that we are achieving what God wants for and
from his church? The problem is that there are several different definitions of a
thriving church that do not always match each other and to which we can,
nevertheless, subscribe. We may have an excellent theological understanding of the
church that we have gleaned from theological seminary or academic books on the
essence of the church. This knowledge is quickly amended by the expectations of and comments from the people in the pew.
Our definition is often further expanded by overt and implied statements that we
have read in the latest popular 'Church growth book'.

On top of this, our own psychological need for power and recognition will play a
part in how we define a successful church, especially when we note how much
more esteem is given to leaders who minister in large churches. National Christian
conferences, for example, are not known to feature keynote speakers from small
struggling churches or churches in decline. Church conferences, instead, usually
only feature ministers from big churches, thereby setting the tone for what
constitutes a successful ministry and church. But, let us not blame the conference
organisers - who of us wants to attend a conference where the keynote speaker is
someone from a church that has not grown numerically, or even declined over the
past few years? Such a speaker offers us no hope on how to become successful
ourselves.
Numerical growth is important and will always be important in the way we define
success in the church. Churches who pride themselves on being small while they
are not growing numerically, often do so purely as a defensive mechanism, as a
way to escape acknowledging their failure in this area.
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Churches want to grow numerically because
the call of the gospel is for the church to
make disciples of all the nations of the
world. Our very heart for evangelism means
that we should seek to become better
equipped to reach the world with the
gospel. And so, even though I will always
argue that there are many ways to define
success and that 'numbers' are not the
most important criterium by which to
measure success, we should not want to
use them to excuse our weaknesses and
failures, either!

Failure and struggle are part of being church. Let us not, however, turn failure into a virtue.
We need to face it, confess it, and struggle to overcome it. We may then decide to
renounce it, start a new small church and continue the struggle. But that is another
matter.
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NIV TRANSLATION

Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. 2 As people
moved eastward,[a] they found a plain in Shinar and settled there. 3 They
said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricks and bake them thoroughly.” They
used brick instead of stone, and tar for mortar. 4 Then they said, “Come, let
us build ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens so that we
may make a name for ourselves; otherwise we will be scattered over the face
of the whole earth.” 5 But the Lord came down to see the city and the tower
the people were building. 6 The Lord said, “If as one people speaking the
same language they have begun to do this, then nothing they plan to do will
be impossible for them. 7 Come, let us go down and confuse their language
so they will not understand each other.” 8 So the Lord scattered them from
there over all the earth, and they stopped building the city. 9 That is why it
was called Babel—because there the Lord confused the language of the
whole world. From there the Lord scattered them over the face of the whole
earth.
GENESIS 12
The Lord had said to Abram, “Go from your country, your people and your
father’s household to the land I will show you. 2 “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.3 I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will
curse, and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” 4 So Abram
went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventyfive years old when he set out from Harran. 5 He took his wife Sarai, his
nephew Lot, all the possessions they had accumulated and the people they
had acquired in Harran, and they set out for the land of Canaan, and they
arrived there. 6 Abram travelled through the land as far as the site of the
great tree of Moreh at Shechem. At that time the Canaanites were in the
land. 7 The Lord appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give
this land.” So he built an altar there to the Lord, who had appeared to him. 8
From there he went on toward the hills east of Bethel and pitched his tent,
with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east. There he built an altar to the
Lord and called on the name of the Lord. 9 Then Abram set out and
continued toward the Negev.

