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In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 

Today’s first lesson gives us the very first definition of faith in the 

Bible. It says that Abraham—Abram as he was called then—

“believed the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as 

righteousness.” That’s also the very first use of the word believe 

in the Bible. So today’s the day for us to get a refresher in what 

faith actually is. We need that every now and then, because the 

words faith and belief get tossed around so often that we’re not 

always sure what it means to have faith, or to be a believer. One 

of the worst excesses of Puritanism was that it caused people to 

question the genuineness of their faith.  

Faith and belief are the exact same words in both Hebrew and 

Greek, the original languages of the Bible. And the meaning of 

both is to be convinced of something, to have a firm conviction 

that something is true. In Romans, St Paul says that Abram was 

“fully convinced that God was able to do what he had promised 

Therefore his faith ‘was reckoned to him as righteousness’” (4:9), 

quoting what we read today. Or to be more precise, God declared 

Abram to be righteous based on his simple faith in God, his 

conviction that God is who he says he is, and will do what he says 

he will do. So it’s actually God’s own definition of faith that it 

comes simply by believing who he is and trusting what he says. 

And in the wake of the death and resurrection of Jesus, St Paul 

defines Christian faith as confessing that Jesus is Lord, and 

believing in your hearts that God raised him from the dead, as we 

read last week. “For one believes with the heart and so is justified 

[=made righteous], and one confesses with the mouth and so is 

saved” (Rom 10:9). That’s why it’s so important for us to stand up 

in church and say, “I believe in one God, the Father almighty… 

and in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God… and 



in the Holy Ghost the Lord, and Giver of life…” If you can say 

that without crossing your fingers behind your back, and let God 

transform your life as a reflection of your belief, your faith, your 

creed, then as Paul says, you will be saved. It has nothing to do 

with personal effort. There’s no way to get yourself into God’s 

good graces other than by believing. And that faith is itself a gift 

of God’s grace. 

Abram had lived his whole life in the land where he was born—

Ur of the Chaldeans, in what’s now south central Turkey, near the 

Syrian border. At this point his name was Abram (= ‘exalted 

father’). Years later God added the letters to his name which 

changed it to Abraham, changing the meaning to ‘father of many.’ 

He was the oldest of the three sons of Terah, and he seems to have 

built up a pretty sizeable estate for himself. But he and his wife 

were not able to have children. Then when he was 75 years old, 

God spoke to him for the first time, saying,  

Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to 

the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, 

and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be 

a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors 

you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed. (Gen 12.1-3) 

Apparently without any hesitation or questioning, he packed up 

all his possessions and rounded up all his servants, together with 

Sarai his wife and Lot his nephew, and they headed west for the 

land of Canaan. He walked away from his established life simply 

because a God he didn’t know made him a promise that seemed 

impossible to fulfil.  

Abram and all his family were pagan (cf Josh 24.2). The chief god in 

the land of Ur was the Sumerian moon god. And his father’s 

name, Terah, is related to the Hebrew word for moon. It makes 

you wonder what went through Abram’s mind when the real God 

spoke to him. Did he think it was the moon god or one of the 

others? Genesis doesn’t say that God identified himself right 

away, just that he called Abram to pack everything up and go 



wherever God would lead him. This was the beginning of God’s 

long history of reaching out through people of other faiths in order 

to draw all people to himself. Abram knew that this was not a 

human speaking to him, so it had to have been a god. And he 

obeyed. He “took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s son, and all 

their possessions that they had gathered, and the people that they 

had acquired in Haran, and they set out to go to the land of 

Canaan” (Gen 12.5). 

For the most part, his faith grows stronger and stronger through 

his interactions with God, although he continues to have his weak 

moments. What we read today is one of those. Abram has just 

rescued his nephew Lot and returned to the king of Sodom the 

people and the riches of his kingdom that had been carried away 

by Lot’s captors. The king wanted to reward Abram by giving him 

the stolen riches he had recovered, which would have made 

Abram a very powerful man, and much richer besides. But Abram 

turned down the offer because he was believed God’s promise of 

something greater.  

Then we come to the conversation in today’s first lesson. God 

speaks to him in a vision, saying in effect, “Don’t worry, Abram. 

I will keep my promise and give you that greater reward.” Abram 

says, “But when are you going to give me sons like you promised? 

I have no sons of my own, so my only heir is my chief servant 

Eliezer.” God said, “No, but your own son will be your heir. 

Count the stars in the sky if you can. That’s how many 

descendants I’m going to give you.” What God promises to give 

to Abram is all the land between the river Euphrates, which he 

crossed in leaving his old life behind, and the river of Egypt, the 

Red Sea which God was eventually to lead Abram’s descendants 

through in liberating them from slavery in Egypt. He still had 

some weak moments, but by and large his faith continued to grow 

stronger. And when he was 99 years old, and he and Sarah were 

still childless, God gave him his new name, Father of Many, 

Abraham, and Sarai became Sarah, which is basically the 

Canaanite translation of her name. And eventually she gave birth 

to Isaac. 



That’s all in the first book of the Old Testament. Jumping almost 

to the far end of the Bible, and thousands of years later, the letter 

to the Hebrews comments on the faith of Abraham and his 

confidence in God’s promise to give him countless descendants, 

even though he couldn’t imagine how God was going to do it. “By 

faith,” it says,  

Abraham obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he 

was to receive as an inheritance; and he set out, not knowing where 

he was going. By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been 

promised, as in a foreign land, living in tents… For he looked 

forward to the city that has foundations, whose architect and builder 

is God... Therefore from one person, and this one as good as dead, 

descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and as the 

innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.” (11.8-12) 

In addition to Abraham and Sarah’s biological descendants, the 

Jewish people, this passage refers also to all baptized Christians, 

whom God reckons as the spiritual descendants of Abraham 

because we share his faith in God, and because we are joined in 

baptism to Jesus, the greatest of Abraham’s descendants. 

In today’s gospel, we see an example of a faith even greater than 

Abraham’s. Jesus is in a place called Perea, somewhere in the 

province governed by Herod Antipas. Some Pharisees warned 

him to get away from there lest Herod have him arrested and 

executed. This is the same Herod who had executed John the 

Baptist not long before and, when he heard reports about Jesus, 

was worried that John might have come back from the dead to 

torment him. So with good reason the Pharisees urged Jesus to get 

out of town. But Jesus wasn’t worried. He knew beyond all doubt 

that he wasn’t going to die in Perea, and even hinted to the fact 

that he would die in Jerusalem when he prophesied that the 

crowds would welcome him there with shouts of “Blessed is he 

who comes in the Name of the Lord.” 

On one level Jesus is demonstrating complete faith in the 

providence of God. But more than that, knowing who Jesus is, we 

understand that he’s stating the express will of God, because he is 

himself the Word by which God declares his will.  He is the Word 



God spoke to Abraham when he told him to walk away from his 

old life and cross the river into the land he promised to give to 

him and his descendants. He’s the Word by which God led 

Abraham’s descendants through the Red Sea back into that same 

promised land.  

Notice that in both cases, God led them through a body of water. 

Their old life had to be washed away– the paganism that Abraham 

inherited and all that goes with it, and the life and attitudes of 

slavery in a pagan land from which his descendants were 

redeemed. And of course, these things are types, symbols, 

foreshadowings of the washing required by God of all people who 

would enter into the new life in Christ. Baptism is our Euphrates 

and our Red Sea. With the new life in Christ comes a new way of 

thinking and living that is shaped by faith in the God who has 

raised us to that new life. And it’s shaped not only by the teaching 

of his Word and the faithfulness of his chosen teachers, but also 

by the lives of all the faithful people we look to as examples. 

“Join in imitating me, and keep your eyes on those who walk 

according to the example you have in us,” Paul says. In other 

words, don’t just do as I say; do as I do. His teaching goes further 

than simply proclaiming the truth of the Gospel and telling us how 

to live in light of it; he backs it up with his own life (Navarre, ad loc). 

He believes what he proclaims, and he acts and speaks in ways 

reflect what he believes. This is what makes his teaching 

convincing. St John Chrysostom said, “There is no better teaching 

than the teacher’s own example... When your actions are in line 

with your words, nobody will be able to find fault with you” (Hom 

on Phil in Navarre, ad loc). Of course, the perfect example of that is 

Jesus. Nobody was able to find fault in him at all. Yet since the 

people in power weren’t willing to accept the truth that he 

revealed, they killed him. It’s much easier and simpler to remain 

in sin and ignorance that to face the truth and try to be a better 

person. It could cost you everything that’s dear to you, your old 

lifestyle, your family, your friends, your status, your wealth, even 

your life. 



But Paul says, “Keep your eyes on those who walk according to 

the example you have in us.” He’s referring to Timothy who was 

with him at the time, and the other Apostles as well as himself, 

and all the holy men and women of God in every generation. Look 

to the saints for the best examples of how to live the new life: of 

what deep, abiding faith looks like in a person who loves God 

with all his heart, soul and mind, like Abraham; of how to relate 

to people who are hostile to the truth of the Gospel, the way Jesus 

himself did; of how to embrace and proclaim that truth boldly, 

like the Apostles did; of how to love and build one another up in 

that faith and truth, and lovingly reject untruth, the way the 

Christians did in Philippi and Ephesus and all those other 

congregations that heard the Gospel gladly and responded to it by 

counting everything else in their lives as nothing, or as Paul says, 

“as feces.” “For his sake,” Paul says a few verses before what we 

read today, “I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard 

them as excrement, in order that I may gain Christ and be found 

in him” (Phil 3:8-9). (Grk, ; KJV, dung; NRSV, etc, rubbish)

Lent isn’t just about repentance, about dealing with those actions 

or inactions of ours that separate us from God and each other. It’s 

also about learning the things of God, going deeper in faith, and 

in our understanding of the extravagance of God’s love for us, and 

of what he has done to close the gap between himself and us that 

sin has created. So we look to all those holy ones who have gone 

before us to inspire us by their examples, and we learn to rely on 

one another in our little communities of faith to build us up in our 

life together. Imitating the lives of the saints, aspiring to have a 

faith like theirs, and sharing it with others, all these things are 

every bit as important as repentance for us to focus on in Lent. 

And having stretched ourselves in those ways, our observance of 

Holy Week will be so much more solemn and meaningful, and 

our celebration of Easter will be so much greater, and so much 

more joy-filled. And through us, as God promised Abraham, 

through our faith and our witness to the crucified and risen Lord, 

all the nations of the earth will be blessed.  In the Name of… 

a.m.d.g. 
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