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Genesis 18:1-15, 21:1-17

God of promise, Abraham scoffed and Sarah laughed when they were told
of your plans for them and their family. Yet you remained faithful to your
promise, and gave them a son, Isaac. Help us to trust in your promises for
our lives, and to live according to your will. Amen.

“Incredulous”

Today’s story from Genesis picks up where we left off last week, with the
story of Abraham and Sarah. One commentator calls this the Christmas
story of the Old Testament.

Sarah and Abraham have been on quite the journey since we met them last
week. God has repeatedly promised Abraham that he would have land and
many descendants. But as the years went by, those promises never came to
fruition. Sarah never had a child, and they grew old. Sarah is presumed to
be 90 years old in this story, and Abraham 100. They are, to use a very
Biblical word, barren. Barren is a word that sounds insensitive and cruel to
modern ears. Ask a woman about the word barren — especially a woman
who wants to have a child but is unable to conceive -- and she will likely tell
you, “That word ’barren’ is harsh and hurtful.”

In the Bible, “barrenness” is a metaphor. It means emptiness, dryness,
hopelessness, or resignation. Land can be barren. An era can be barren. A
nation can be barren. A man can be barren. Barrenness indicates the end of
creativity, passion, and future hope.

When we met them today, Sarah and Abraham are barren, They're at the
end of possibility. There is no future. There will be no future, they think, no
children for them . . . despite the years of promises from God. After many
passing years, Abraham and Sarah realized it was just a dream; maybe they
had imagined the whole thing. Time passes. They resume their nomadic
life, following their livestock in search of food and water, living in a tent.



One day Abraham is sitting in front of the tent. Sarah is inside preparing
dinner. Three strangers approach. Bedouin hospitality requires a welcome
and the offer of food and drink. These are no ordinary wandering strangers.
They are on a mission from God. They are angels, which means
“messengers from God.” “Where is Sarah?” one of them asks. And then and
there the promise is repeated: “I will return, and when | do, you and Sarah
will have a son.” Sarah is listening inside the tent. When she hears the
business about conceiving and bearing a child in her old age, the nonsense,
she laughs out loud, and gets caught. Then there is that wonderful
interchange between the Lord and Abraham and Sarah:

“Why did Sarah laugh?”

“I didn’t laugh.”

“O yes, you did laugh.”

“Did not.”

“Did so.”

And then God asks the question of all questions: “Is anything too wonderful
for the Lord?”

Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?

At first glance we may answer that question with a resounding, “No,”
because we know the ending of this story is a happy one. Sarah does
conceive, and has a son and names his Isaac.

But if we’re honest, we’ll admit we often lead our lives as if the answer is
“Yes”, as if some things are too wonderful for the Lord. Sometimes what
seems impossible is impossible. Modern forms of Sarah’s laughter may
sound like this:

e People never change.

e Nothing will ever be different.

e This problem is too big.

e Itiswhatitis.



But friends, if that’s our attitude; if the answer is “Yes, some things are too
hard; are too impossible for God” then God is not God. And we have
decided to live in a closed universe where things are stable, reliable, and
hopeless.

It’s a matter of faith, really: Is your life story already over? Is everything
predictable and tied down? Are you resigned to the status quo, whatever it
is? Is there no place for surprise, no capacity to be startled by love and
goodness and grace?

Some people call this realism. Theologians call this functional deism, which
is the practical belief that God created the world but remains distant and
uninvolved in day-to-day affairs. But Genesis 18 flies in the face of that, and
reveals an intimately involved God who breaks boundaries to visit Abraham
and Sarah’s tent. Can we trust God’s vision more than our own? Sarah
laughed when she heard God’s vision.

And | have to confess, | understand her.

Over the years of ministry, I've stood beside people who were convinced
their story was finished. I've sat with widows and widowers who said they
could never imagine joy again, only to watch them unexpectedly discover
companionship years later. I've seen estranged parents and adult children
find their way back to one another. I've watched people receive frightening
diagnoses, but find a deeper appreciation for life than they had before.

None of those stories erased the pain that came before them. None of
them were easy. But every one of them reminded me that our vision of
what is possible is often much smaller than God's.

Sarah laughed because she believed the future had already been written.
And if we're honest, so do we.

That assumption—that tomorrow will simply be more of yesterday—was
the worldview Abraham and Sarah inherited. The world was stable.
Predictable. Closed. Life simply repeated itself. Once you reached a certain
age, your future was behind you, not ahead of you.



And it isn't only true in our personal lives. We carry that same skepticism
into our communities. We become convinced that certain problems are
simply permanent—that nothing anyone does will ever make much
difference.

Last week, | attended the hearing for the proposed homeless resource
center downtown. The majority of speakers were in favor of the center. |
spoke in favor of it. It’s a good idea, and needed. But there were, as you can
imagine, those speakers against it, for various reasons. But sprinkled into
some of those reasons were the usual, “This is never going to make a
difference.” It was a modern-day form of Sarah’s laughter.

The voices saying homelessness is simply the way things are.
The voices saying people cannot change.

The voices saying hope is naive.

The voices that laugh.

But friends, God refuses to laugh.

Look, we’ve all been at the meeting when someone suggests an idea and
our first reaction is not belief, not excitement, but laughter. And hey,
sometimes I've been the one laughing. Thinking to myself, “it’s never going
to happen.” Thank the Lord, | was proven wrong.

Because that is a worldview that assumes that a new idea won’t work, or
that something tried and failed will always fail. It’s a defeatist attitude that
assumes that impossible things are always impossible.

But the Bible and our faith tell a different story. Again and again God
creates a future where none seems possible. Yes, Sarah is too old. Also,
Moses was inadequate and David was too young. And Mary was a virgin,
and the disciples were just ordinary fishermen. And don’t forget, the tomb



was sealed. Is anything too wonderful for the Lord? The empty tomb says
no.

Abraham and Sarah, in this Old Testament Christmas story, broke this
worldview when they followed God’s call and left Haran; but it’s hard to
entirely leave it behind. So when God tells them they’re going to be
parents, the old worldview sneaks up on them, and they laugh.

In these ancient stories about people who were in the process of folding
their tents, shutting down, and living out the rest of their years in an empty
routine, there is a reality that changes everything, a God who shows up in
unexpected and unconventional ways, a God who comes to these dear old
people and says, “There is a future; you have life to live and work to do and
people to love.”

And here | want to insert a very important post-script. If you should find
yourself this morning in a place of barrenness, | cannot promise a miracle
ending like Sarah and Abraham received. I've struggled with that this week,
as I've reflected on this story. Of how to reconcile Sarah’s ending with those
who are facing the reality of a future that is no laughing matter. But | do
believe this, and | do have all faith that God holds us in our barrenness, and
God meets us there, just Like God did with Sarah and Abraham.

| do believe God serves as the source of hope when the way into the future
seems entirely blocked. | do believe God gives shape to possibilities when
all around us things seem impossible.

"Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?"
That question still hangs in the air.

It hangs over our families.

Sometimes, It can hang over this church.

And It can hang over our city.



Many centuries later, there was another angelic visit with another
improbable, impossible prediction. It was to a young, unwed teenager,
engaged to be, but not yet married, living with her parents in the village of
Nazareth.

“You are going to have a baby, a boy. Name him Jesus. He will be
Emmanuel, God with us.”

Mary, perhaps because she is young and not yet resigned to the status quo,
not yet cynical, has a little more imagination than Sarah and Abraham. She
doesn’t laugh and she doesn’t doubt.

She simply asks, “How can this be?”

And to her come those words again, those amazing, world-changing, life-
changing words: “Nothing will be impossible; nothing is too wonderful for
God.”

Amen.
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