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Introduction 
 

These all died in faith, … and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.1 
 

Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, …2 
 



 

The average believer today usually does not think of themselves as a stranger and a pilgrim, even 

though Peter addresses all of us as such. Perhaps the closest we come to recognizing this reality is 

to remember the oft repeated phrase “in the world but not of the world.”3 That phrase, for all its 

truth, does not fully convey the dynamism of what it means to lead the life of a pilgrim since it 

describes only what it means to be seen as a stranger. To the person living in harmony with this 

present world, Christians are seen as people who live among them but who are not like them, in 

short: strangers. But such a view is incomplete. The term “pilgrim” describes God’s view of this 

stranger in the world’s estimation. What then is a pilgrim? A pilgrim is one called of God, as 

Abraham of old, who responds to that call in faith. When God calls a man, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

observes, He calls him to come and die. The death of which Bonhoeffer speaks is usually a long, 

painful, and slow process: ‘crucifixion’. But the process is particularly effective. It leaves nothing 

behind that is not of and for God alone. Such a process can occur only by the grace of God, given 

in response to the pilgrim’s faith. But again, as Bonhoeffer observes, it is not cheap. In the end the 

life we are called to lead by God’s grace will cost us everything, or it is not real. It ultimately cost 

Abraham his son Isaac, even though God did not allow Abraham to go through with the actual 

sacrifice. Humanly, Isaac was everything to Abraham.  But his willing obedience demonstrated to 

God (and Isaac) that God was supreme in his life, and nothing on this side of the grave ultimately 

mattered. It is the call of God that begins the pilgrimage. And it is the response of faith in action 

that distinguishes the pilgrim. The call of God defines the Church, the ekklhsia, the community 

of those who have been “called (klhsia) out (ek)” of the world. 
 

It is important to note that both terms (strangers and pilgrims) describe a single reality, so that 

they cannot be separated in our thinking without entertaining the grave danger of believing an 

untruth about what it means to belong to God.  To see our selves as pilgrims responding to God’s 

call and not immediately and unavoidably becoming strangers to the world4 is to run the risk of 

believing the lie that we can serve money now and God hereafter; that we can live comfortable 

lives now and still hope for eternal rewards hereafter. “All this and heaven too?” is not the 

spiritual translation of the doctrine of the perseverance of saints! “Ye cannot serve God and 

mammon. 5 ” Yet how many carnal persons foolishly run the risk of hearing that dreadful 

condemnation “Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his 

angels 6 … I never knew you: depart from me, ye that work iniquity.7 ”  

                                                           
1 Hebrews 11:13a,c 
2 1 Peter 2:11a 
3 A conflation of the two phrases found in John 17:11 “in the world” and in John 17: 14, 16 “not of the world” 
4 It is Paul who so ably describes this aspect of the cross in the spiritual life. “But God forbid that I should glory, save in 

the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.” - Galatians 6:14  The 

phrase “the world is crucified unto me” describes the stranger. The phrase “I unto the world” describes the pilgrim. The 

two are inseparable. They describe two aspects of the same event: crucifixion. 
5 Matthew 4:24c mammon: “mammwnav (mammonas) a word of Chaldee origin meaning confidence in wealth i.e. wealth, 

personified as a god, literally avarice deified. 
6 Matthew 25:41 
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The phrase “in the world but not of the world” is an equation of state but “strangers and 

pilgrims” describes a principle of life. Given the uniqueness of Jesus’ assertion “I am the way, the 

truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me,8” the term pilgrim describes not 

just some way of life but the only possible way of life. While there may be a different path for 

each one of us to come to God, they are all found in living the life of Jesus Christ, a life of self 

denial and self sacrifice.9 It is to this life that He calls us to when He says to each one of us “take 

up your cross and follow me.” What alienation and pain echoes in the word “stranger” when it 

describes our estrangement from those we love so dearly because we have chosen to follow Jesus? 

“A man's foes shall be they of his own household.10” What uncertainty and risk is found in the 

word “pilgrim” when we must leave everything familiar to us to seek “a city which hath 

foundations, whose builder and maker is God11 … a better country that is, a heavenly (country)12” 
 

There is another problem with modern thinking about the term “pilgrim” in that it embodies the 

concept of the pilgrimage as an occasional albeit lengthy physical journey to some religious site. 

The medieval concept, so prevalent in the practice of the cult of saints, is often confused with the 

biblical concept of pilgrimage. How different is the Pilgrim’s Progress of John Bunyan from 

Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. This is not to say that individual pilgrimages in the Middle Ages, or 

even those of today, are without merit. But it is didactic. All such limited and purposeful 

peregrinations teach us something about the life of a pilgrim by way of parable. Today’s religious 

pilgrims are definitely not tourists, nor are they wanderers. Hopefully, they have an avowed 

purpose, to journey to a place where they will encounter God in their lives. And that is a good 

thing. Theirs is often a corporate exercise, reminding us that the Church is a community of 

pilgrims and we are part of it. But the medieval notion of pilgrimage, as practiced by “non-

religious” or “lay people” is far from the biblical sense which views our entire life as a pilgrimage. 

Real pilgrimage is not primarily peregrination as we move from place to place but spiritual 

transformation as we move from “glory to glory.”13 It was this notion that lay at the heart of the 

monastic movement from its earliest inception and inspired the desert ascetics of Egypt and 

Palestine to physically forsake the materiality of their ancient world and flee to the desert in a 

life-long search for communion with God. Above all, pilgrimage as the Bible describes it is a life 

long process that ultimately costs us everything. Not that it takes everything away from us 

(though it may require that for some) but it alters the way we “possess” everything. It ultimately 

deals with our attachments to things material or immaterial, anything that is not God. Jesus’ 

question everlastingly resonates in the pilgrim’s soul, ”Lovest thou me more than these?”14 The 

only gut wrenching but possible answer (by their life not just their words) is “Lord, thou knowest 

all things; thou knowest that I love thee.”15 It is the author’s hope that this brief consideration of 

the life of the Patriarch Abraham will encourage each reader to a more profound realization of 

who Jesus really is (the only Way to the Father) and who we really are in Him (strangers and 

pilgrims).  

                                                                                                                                                                             
7 Matthew 7:23 
8 John 14:6 
9  Mark 8:34 And when he had called the people unto him with his disciples also, he said unto them, Whosoever will come 

after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. 
10 Matthew 10:36 
11 Hebrews 11:10 
12 Hebrews 11:16 
13 2 Corinthians 3:18 But we all, with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same 

image from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord. 
14 John 21:15b 
15 John 21:17b 
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I Abraham in the Old Testament 
 

“By faith Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he should after 

receive for an inheritance, obeyed; and he went out, not knowing whither he went. By 

faith he sojourned in the land of promise, as in a strange country, dwelling in tabernacles 

with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise: For he looked for a city 

which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God. Through faith also Sara 

herself received strength to conceive seed, and was delivered of a child when she was 

past age, because she judged him faithful who had promised. Therefore sprang there 

even of one, and him as good as dead, so many as the stars of the sky in multitude, and 

as the sand which is by the sea shore innumerable. These all died in faith, not having 

received the promises, but having seen them afar off, and were persuaded of them, and 

embraced them, and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth. For 

they that say such things declare plainly that they seek a country. And truly, if they had 

been mindful of that country from whence they came out, they might have had 

opportunity to have returned. But now they desire a better country, that is, an heavenly: 

wherefore God is not ashamed to be called their God: for he hath prepared for them a 

city. By faith Abraham, when he was tried, offered up Isaac: and he that had received the 

promises offered up his only begotten son, Of whom it was said, That in Isaac shall thy 

seed be called: Accounting that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead; from 

whence also he received him in a figure.”16 
 

 
 

Of the forty verses in the eleventh chapter of Hebrews, eleven of them, fully one quarter of the 

chapter, deal with Abraham and Abraham’s wife, Sarah. Another seven of the forty lines in the 

eleventh chapter (roughly 18%) are devoted to Moses for a total of almost half the chapter. In his 

defense before the Sanhedrin, Stephan deals primarily with Abraham and Moses; Abraham the 

progenitor of the race and Moses the founder of the nation. It is Abraham who is told of the 

pending captivity of his children. It is Moses who affects their deliverance under God. For each 

man, their lives become a paragon of what pilgrimage is all about. Abraham’s life begins in Ur of 

the Chaldees and ends in a country promised to his progeny, but not received by him. Moses life 

begins in Egyptian bondage and ends in the wilderness outside the Promised Land. Abraham’s 

life is the story of a single heroic pilgrimage, while Moses, who begins alone, ends with a pilgrim 

party numbering in the hundreds of thousands.  
 

Biblically and historically pilgrimage has been seen as an allegory of the Christian life.17   In this 

series of reflections we will look at Abraham’s life experience as a paradigm of our own spiritual 

life.   

                                                           
16 Hebrews 11:8-19 
17 “Invariably pilgrimage has been seen as an allegory of the Christian life, from Abraham going out by faith, the 

wilderness wanderings of old Israel, the return from Babylonian captivity, through Bonaventure’s Itinerarium Mentis in 

Deum to Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. It has seemed to be entirely scriptural – the people of God seeking a country, Jesus 

himself in John’s Gospel the spiritual dragoman (a near eastern guide) going ahead to prepare a mansion in his Father’s 

house for his disciples, himself also ‘the Way’ as was his religion in early days, according to the Acts of the Apostles. And 

the letter to the Hebrews in particular is aware of the transience of mortal life. We have no continuing city here, but are 

strangers and pilgrims (literally sojourners) on the earth. Therefore we must not linger unduly or invest in temporal 

goods which pass away.” 

- From the article on Pilgrimage, page 302, 

-  The Westminster  Dictionary of Christian Spirituality,  
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The story of Abraham begins at the end of the 11th chapter of Genesis and ends in the first third of 

the 25th chapter, a considerable amount of material. The account of Abraham’s life is contained 

within a number of related stories: 
 

Abraham’s Life  

(Genesis 11:27 – Genesis 25:11) 
 

Abraham’s Background    Genesis 11:27 – 30 

Abraham’s Call and the Departure  Genesis 12 – Genesis 14 

 The call in Ur of the Chaldeans18   (Acts 7:2-4) 

The departure from Ur of the Chaldeans  Genesis 11:31 

The delay in Haran (& death of his father) Genesis 11:32  

The call renewed    Genesis 12:1-3 

The departure from Haran   Genesis 12:4 - 5 

Abraham’s Faith and God’s Covenant   Genesis 15 – Genesis 22 

The Promised Land revealed   Genesis 12:6-9 

The first trip to Egypt    Genesis 12:10-20 

The return to the Promised Land  Genesis 13:1-4 

Strife with Lot (& the promise renewed)  Genesis 13:5-18 

Abraham rescues Lot    Genesis 14:1- 17 

Abraham & Melchisedec   Genesis 14:18-20 

Abraham & the King of Sodom   Genesis 14:21-24 

Abraham and the promise of a son  Genesis 15:1-21 

Abraham, Hagar and Ishmael   Genesis 16:1-16 

God establishes His covenant (names changed) Genesis 17:1-10 

Circumcision the mark of the covenant  Genesis 17:10-27 

A son promised to Sarah   Genesis 17:16-22 

Abraham’s Hospitality and the fulfillment  Genesis 18:1-8 

The promise of a son to Sarah renewed   Genesis 18:9-15 

Abraham bargains for Lot’s deliverance  Genesis 18:16-33 

(The deliverance of Lot and the sins attendant Genesis 19:1- 38) 

Abraham’ dissimulation with Abimelech Genesis 20:1-18 

The Birth of Isaac    Genesis 21:1-8 

Hagar and Ishmael driven away   Genesis 21:9-14 

Hagar and Ishmael saved by an Angel  Genesis 21:15-21 

The Covenant of Beersheba   Genesis 21:22-34    

Abraham’s Final acts     Genesis 23:1 – Genesis 25:11 

 The sacrifice of Isaac    Genesis 22:1- 19 

 Family news     Genesis 22:20-24 

Sarah’s death     Genesis 23:1-2 

Abraham buys a tomb    Genesis 23:3-20 

Abraham finds a wife for Isaac   Genesis 24:1-67 

Abraham’s later children   Genesis 25:1-4 

                                                                                                                                                                             
- Westminster Press, Philadelphia,  

- 1983 ISBN 0-664-21396-0 
18 Acts 7:2-4 And he said, Men, brethren, and fathers, hearken; The God of glory appeared unto our father Abraham, 

when he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Charran, And said unto him, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy 

kindred, and come into the land which I shall shew thee. Then came he out of the land of the Chaldaeans, and dwelt in 

Charran: and from thence, when his father was dead, he removed him into this land, wherein ye now dwell. 
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Abraham’s inheritance and gifts   Genesis 25:5-6 

Abraham’s death and burial   Genesis 25:7-10 
 

1. Family Attachment 
 

Now these are the generations of Terah: Terah begat Abram, …19 
 

 
 

The story of Abraham begins not with his call as we might expect it, but with his history and with 

his family. It gives the story a historical setting as well as presenting one of the central issues that 

Abraham will contend with for the remainder of his life: the role of family in the fulfillment of 

God’s plan for his life and its place as an obstacle to fulfillment of that plan. The call of Abraham, 

as reiterated in the twelfth chapter of Genesis, specifically addressed his family. “Get thee out of 

thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will shew thee: 

And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou 

shalt be a blessing: And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curses thee: and in 

thee shall all families of the earth be blessed.”20 Instead of Abram’s complete obedience we read 

that Terah, Abram’s father “took Abram his son, and Lot the son of Haran his son's son, and Sarai 

his daughter in law, his son Abram's wife; and they went forth with them from Ur of the 

Chaldees, to go into the land of Canaan. While Abram leaves his country, he does not leave his 

kindred or his father’s house. Accordingly they travel not to the wilderness of Canaan but to the 

city of Haran. Abram’s family is a city family. The desired separation from his father’s house will 

have to wait awhile, until death does what Abram was unwilling to do. We read finally that 

“Terah died in Haran.” While we do not know just how long this delay in Haran took, we know 

that the call is either felt anew or actually renewed and Abram departs Haran in his seventy fifth 

year. Yet even this departure is marked by an unwillingness to leave his kindred. We read “Lot 

went with him … Lot his brother's son, and all their substance that they had gathered, and the 

souls that they had gotten in Haran”21 The inclusion of Lot would become a source of contention 

with his herdsmen,22 a source of conflict with local city kings,23 a source of grave concern24 and 

ultimately a sin that would produce peoples who would ever after trouble his own children.25 The 

implication of this aspect of Abram’s pilgrimage is clear: a halting or partial obedience to the call 

of God will cause problems that follow the pilgrim all his days. There is a less obvious lesson that 

is well expressed in the Biblical saying: “And therefore will the LORD wait, that he may be 

gracious unto you, and therefore will he be exalted, that he may have mercy upon you: for the 

LORD is a God of judgment: blessed are all they that wait for him.”26 If Abram must wait at 

Haran for Terah to be taken from him, God also waits to accomplish His purpose of perfecting 

that faith for which Abraham is to be famous.27 The real issue in all this is the constant demand 

for faith as a response to God’s word and for detachment from all that would hold us back from 

                                                           
19 Genesis 11:27a 
20 Genesis 12:1-3 
21 Genesis 12:4b &5a 
22 Genesis 13:5-18 
23 Genesis 14:1-17 
24 Genesis 18:16-33 
25 Genesis 19:1-38 Lot became the unwitting father of both the Ammonites and the Moabites two local tribes that caused 

much suffering for the children of Israel.  
26 Isaiah 30:18 
27 Romans 4:1-3 What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found? For if Abraham 

were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God. For what saith the scripture? Abraham believed 

God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness. 
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the complete obedience of faith. In Abram’s case that attachment seems to have centered at least 

in part on his family. Yet the promise of a future family is of the greatest extent. “I will make of 

thee a great nation.” Abram must let go of his insular family to become a great family by faithful 

obedience to God’s direction and by trusting in God’s promise.  
 

2. Walking by Faith  - A Promised Heir 
 

“The name of Abram's wife was Sarai… Sarai was barren; she had no child.”28 
 

“And the LORD appeared unto Abram, and said, Unto thy seed will I give this land.”29 
 

 
 

If family is to play a role in the promise of God that accompanied Abram’s call, these short verses 

set before us the central challenge to Abram’s faith. Humanly speaking there is no way Abram 

could have the promised son. The conflict between the circumstances surrounding Abram and 

Sarai are set in sharp distinction to the promise of God. If detachment from that which is not God 

is to characterize Abram’s faith, learning to walk by faith and not by sight is also plays a key role 

in the development of it. How much of the story will center on Sarai and Abram having a son.  
 

The first trial of Abram’s faith is brought on by nature. In response to a famine in Canaan, Abram 

goes down to Egypt. Watered by the Nile, Egypt has always been a “bread-basket” for the 

peoples of the Mediterranean.  Sarai, though old, is still beautiful and Abram fears that Pharaoh 

will kill him in order to take his wife. So he resorts to a partial deception. He claims that she is his 

sister (a half truth30) but does not acknowledge that she is his wife. Abram’s assessment of the 

situation in Egypt is correct as far as things turn out. The princes of Egypt behold Sarai’s beauty 

and Pharaoh desires her for his harem. But would the Egyptians have killed Abraham to get her? 

That surely would have flown in the face of God’s promise to him. In this instance we see in 

Abram an undue attachment to his life accompanied by a failure to trust in the inevitable 

guarantee of personal safety implicit in God’s promise of a seed to him. In this case, God moves 

to protect their marriage31, but could He not have moved, just as easily, to protect Abram’s life? 
 

The second trial of Abram’s faith is characterized by some confusion and a certain longing to 

have the promise fulfilled sooner than later. And it is Lot’s prosperity that is a catalyst for the 

dialogue between God and Abram. As mentioned, Abram left Haran with Lot, his brother’s son, 

an evidence of familial attachment that was not fully in accord with God’s intentions for Abram.  

With the growth of the wealth of each, trouble began to brew between their herdsmen, trouble 

that would ultimately have affected their relationship.32 So Abram suggests that they part ways 

                                                           
28 Genesis 11:29b, 30a 
29 Genesis 12:7a 
30 Genesis 20:12 Speaking of Sarah to Abimelech king of Gerar, Abraham confesses this half truth which he has twice used 

(with Pharaoh and Abimelech) to avoid a life threatening conflict: “And yet indeed she is my sister; she is the daughter of 

my father, but not the daughter of my mother; and she became my wife.” 
31 Genesis 12:17- 20 And the LORD plagued Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai Abram's wife. 

And Pharaoh called Abram, and said, What is this that thou hast done unto me? Why didst thou not tell me that she was 

thy wife? Why saidst thou, She is my sister? So I might have taken her to me to wife: now therefore behold thy wife, take 

her, and go thy way. And Pharaoh commanded his men concerning him: and they sent him away, and his wife, and all 

that he had. 
32 Genesis 13:6-9 And the land was not able to bear them, that they might dwell together: for their substance was great, so 

that they could not dwell together. And there was a strife between the herdmen of Abram's cattle and the herdmen of 

Lot's cattle: and the Canaanite and the Perizzite dwelled then in the land. And Abram said unto Lot, Let there be no strife, 

I pray thee, between me and thee, and between my herdmen and thy herdmen; for we be brethren. Is not the whole land 
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peaceably and gives Lot first choice as to where he will take up residence. Wealth has brought 

about for Abram and Lot what death did for Abram and Terah: separation, the very separation 

urged in the original call that Abram was unwilling to accomplish. In allowing Lot the freedom 

to choose, we see Lot in a new light. Lot “lifted up his eyes, and beheld all the plain of Jordan, 

that it was well watered every where, … like the land of Egypt.” So he “chose him all the plain of 

Jordan; and … journeyed east” to dwell “in the cities of the plain, and pitched his tent toward 

Sodom.” Lot’s choice revealed that he, like all those who went out with Abram from Ur of the 

Chaldees were city dwellers and not at all prone to trust God or dwell alone with Him in the 

wilderness. Lot is typical of one who walks by sight and not by faith. And such people are poor 

companions for strangers and pilgrims.  
 

But Abram also has made a revealing choice. In giving Lot first choice, he takes what Lot does not 

want. In doing this Abram demonstrates a certain detachment from the land that he has been 

promised. He does not clutch at the real estate as if his life depended on it. And immediately after 

Lot is separated from him, God speaks to Abram.33 There is a kind of symmetry in the dialogue. If 

Abram allowed Lot to “lift up his eyes” to survey the land and choose, God now invites Abram 

to do the same with the assurance that all the land that he sees, including that which Lot has 

chosen in the east, will be given to him and to his seed, which will be increased “as the dust of 

the earth.” The promise to “thy seed” not lost on Abram, but its repetition the second time must 

have vexed him and started him thinking again.   
 

The inevitable consequences for Lot’s choice are not long in coming. An alliance of local kings’ 

forms against Sodom, lays siege to it, and takes it. The consequences for the inhabitants, 

including Lot, are poverty and slavery. Had Abram left Lot in Haran, none of this would have 

happened and Abram would have been spared much trouble. But Abram, living in the desert, is 

well able not only to protect his own assets, but has the strength to arm his servants and military 

skill to pursue the victorious kings and to defeat them in order deliver Lot from their grasp.34 It is 

this loyalty to his family that brings Abram into contact with two kings who are as different as 

night and day. And it is Abram’s dealings with these two men that reveal how much he has 

grown in faith in God’s word and concern for God’s glory.  
 

On his return Abram first encounters Melchizedek, king of Salem (future Jerusalem).  In an act of 

charity, Melchizedek brings bread and wine for the refreshment of Abram. Not only does he 

refresh this pilgrim and stranger, but as priest “of the most high God” he blesses both Abram in 

the name of Him who is the “possessor of heaven and earth” and blesses the most high God who 

has delivered Abram’s enemies into his hand. In joyous response, Abram gives Melchizedek a 

tithe or tenth of all the wealth.35  
 

                                                                                                                                                                             
before thee? separate thyself, I pray thee, from me: if thou wilt take the left hand, then I will go to the right; or if thou 

depart to the right hand, then I will go to the left. 
33 Genesis 13:14 -17 And the LORD said unto Abram, after that Lot was separated from him, Lift up now thine eyes, and 

look from the place where thou art northward, and southward, and eastward, and westward: For all the land which thou 

seest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed for ever. And I will make thy seed as the dust of the earth: so that if a man can 

number the dust of the earth, then shall thy seed also be numbered. Arise, walk through the land in the length of it and in 

the breadth of it; for I will give it unto thee. 
34 Genesis 14:1-17 
35 The profound Christological significance of this encounter which is presented in Hebrews 5:6 to 8:1 will be discussed 

later as part of the New Testament’s retelling of Abraham’s story, but the student is advised to review the section 

carefully so that they will understand that God is accomplishing something here far beyond the immediate life of 

Abraham.  
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Abram next encounters Bera, king of Sodom. Bera comes to Abram, not to bless him but to take 

from him. ‘You keep the stuff and give me the people’ says Bera. Here is a real temptation that 

any materialist would jump at: legal possession of all the material spoil that the former kings had 

desired (and doubtless which Bera also desires). We might say that he was offering Abram these 

goods as a “reward” for his brave service. But Abram refuses Bera’s reward lest he find 

opportunity to lie and say to those beholding Abram’s wealth, that it was he, the king of Sodom, 

and not the hand of God that made Abram rich. Abram answers, “I have lift up mine hand unto 

the LORD, the most high God, the possessor of heaven and earth, that I will not take from a 

thread even to a shoe latchet, and that I will not take any thing that is thine, lest thou shouldest 

say, I have made Abram rich.” In this exchange, we see that Abram is now more attached to 

God’s honor than to stuff.  
 

And so it is that Lot’s poor choice, his resulting distress, Abram’s valor, and his wise choice, set 

the stage for God’s next dialogue with Abram. “After these things the word of the LORD came 

unto Abram in a vision, saying, Fear not, Abram: I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great 

reward.”36 God reveals Himself as both shield (from those who might seek to take his life) and 

Abram’s exceeding great reward. But the dialogue, which confirms Abram’s courage and faith 

also exposes Abram’s ongoing confusion vis-a vis “thy seed.” 
 

Abram tells God that the only candidate who even comes near to fulfilling the prophecy is “this 

Eliezer of Damascus”37 Eliezer is the chief steward of Abram’s considerable household and fills 

the office that an elder son might be trusted with. Eliezer may well have been that nameless 

“eldest servant of his house, that ruled over all that he had”38 that he sent to obtain a bride for 

Isaac. In any case God assures Abram that this is not to be, but that “he that shall come forth out 

of thine own bowels shall be thine heir.”39 God then gives much detail about the number (the 

stars of the sky).40  Abram’s response is exactly on target. “And he believed in the LORD; and he 

counted it to him for righteousness.”41 
 

One would think that at this point, Abram had arrived. But, alas, how deeply does unbelief affect 

us. How many alternatives to simple trust will Abram’s and Sarai’s fertile brains propose to God. 

Yes Abram will have a son who “shall come forth out of thine own bowels” and not Eliezer. But 

there is nothing in all that has been said about Sarai; and Sarai is still childless. She will continue 

so for the next fourteen years, 42 a very long time for a woman who deeply feels the reproach of 

being barren. The flesh is ever impatient in refusing to wait on the God who waits for us that He 

                                                           
36 Genesis 15:1 
37 Genesis 15:2 
38 Genesis 24:2b 
39 Genesis 15:4b 
40 Genesis 15:5 And he brought him forth abroad, and said, Look now toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to 

number them: and he said unto him, So shall thy seed be. 
41 The previous accounting of the number of his progeny used the paradigm of the “dust of the earth” and addressed itself 

to those children who would trace their lineage to father Abraham as pertaining to the flesh. But this accounting is 

different, in that it uses the picture of the “stars of the sky” and constitutes a reference to those who trace their spiritual 

lineage to Abraham as the father of all the faithful. So the principle that is annunciated in the very next line, “he believed 

the LORD and he counted it to him for righteousness,” is the same principle used in the New Testament in Romans 4:3, 9, 

13; Galatians 3:6; and James 2:23 to describe the imputation of the righteousness of Jesus Christ to the believer. 
42 The promise of a seed was given when Abram was 75.  Ishmael was born eleven years later in Abram’s 86th year 

(Genesis 16:16). Isaac was born when Abraham was 100 years old (Genesis 21:5).  So between the promise and its 

fulfillment lay a quarter of a century. The carnal solution (having a child by Hagar) was thus 14 years before the time that 

God appointed to fulfill His promise. 
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may be gracious unto us.43 So Sarai persuades Abram to have a son, Ishmael, by her Egyptian 

maid Hagar. 44  But Sarai’s plan does not work as expected. Hagar finding herself pregnant 

despises her barren mistress because it is she who carries the ‘promised’ son, not her mistress. 

Sarai has proposed that which later spiritual writers describe as a carnal solution, the unfortunate 

consequences of which are immediate. In typical sinful fashion, the scheming Sarai shifts her 

responsibility for the sad events to her husband. “My wrong be upon thee: I have given my maid 

into thy bosom; and when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her eyes: the LORD 

judge between me and thee.” 45  Abram will have none of her complaining. So he, in turn, 

abdicates his role as head of the house and gives Sarai’s anger free rein with Hagar, whose life 

Sarai now makes miserable by dealing “hardly with her” so that Hagar “fled from her face” i.e. 

runs away. Such are the painful complications when we allow carnal impatience to try and rush 

God’s plan. Were it not for God’s kind intervention and gracious encouragement of Hagar, both 

she and the child might have perished. “… the angel of the LORD found her by a fountain of 

water in the wilderness, … and he said, Hagar, Sarai's maid, whence camest thou? And whither 

wilt thou go? And she said I flee from the face of my mistress Sarai. And the angel of the LORD 

said unto her, “Return to thy mistress, and submit thyself under her hands.”46  
 

But there are long term consequences for Abraham’s seed. Hagar’s child, Ishmael, “will be a wild 

man; his hand will be against every man, and every man's hand against him; and he shall dwell 

in the presence of all his brethren.”47 The present Arab nations who bristle with anti-Semitism, 

trace their ancestry to Ishmael, and through him to Abraham. 
 

3. The Promise Renewed and the Covenant Established 
 

“…tell (count) the stars, if thou be able to number them: and he said unto him, So shall 

thy seed be. And he believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for 

righteousness.”48… “In the same day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, 

Unto thy seed have I given this land, from the river of Egypt unto the great river, the 

river Euphrates.”49  
 



 

When Abram was 87, God had appeared to him after the deliverance of Lot and his refusal to 

compromise with Bera the king of Sodom. In response to Abram’s faithfulness to God’s glory, 

God assured Abram that He was both his shield (protector) and exceeding great reward.  On that 

occasion and in response to Abram’s query about the certainty of these promises, God introduced 

the terms of a covenant or legal agreement to confirm the promise (or oath).50  The actual process 

                                                           
43 Isaiah 30:18 And therefore will the LORD wait, that he may be gracious unto you, and therefore will he be exalted, that 

he may have mercy upon you: for the LORD is a God of judgment: blessed are all they that wait for him. 
44 Genesis 16:1-16 
45 Genesis 16:5a 
46 Genesis 16:7-9 
47 Genesis 16:12 
48 Genesis 15:5b - 6 
49 Genesis 15:18  
50 This transaction is cited in the letter to the Hebrews 6:13-18 “For when God made promise to Abraham, because he 

could swear by no greater, he swore by himself, Saying, Surely blessing I will bless thee, and multiplying I will multiply 

thee. And so, after he had patiently endured, he obtained the promise. For men verily swear by the greater: and an oath 

for confirmation is to them an end of all strife. Wherein God, willing more abundantly to shew unto the heirs of promise 

the immutability of his counsel, confirmed it by an oath: That by two immutable things, in which it was impossible for 

God to lie, we might have a strong consolation, who have fled for refuge to lay hold upon the hope set before us” The two 

strong things are the promise and the oath or covenant. 



 13 

of completing the covenant involved a ceremony that was familiar to Abram, but seems strange 

to us. In those days, when covenants were established the parties would offer sacrifices that 

would be cut in half and then they would walk between the halves as a testimony that if they 

should fail in the terms of the covenant that they were entering into then they would be cut 

asunder like the sacrificial animals. They were to turn neither to the left or the right but to 

observe the terms of the covenant flawlessly.  So it is that when “a smoking furnace, and a 

burning lamp … passed between those pieces,”51 it signified that God, Himself (manifest as the 

Shekinah Glory) had passed between the pieces and had entered into the covenant with Abram. 
 

Now Abram was 99 years old and God was about to fulfill the promise of a son for him and to 

begin the execution of the covenant made thirteen years before. God appears to Abram, 

introduces Himself, and tells Abram of His expectation for Abram’s behavior. “I am the 

Almighty God; walk before me, and be thou perfect.”52 Abraham had been in the wilderness for 

25 years before the time had come for God to fulfill His promise.  
 

The simple phrase “walk before me, and be thou perfect” sets before us the essence of Abram’s 

life as a pilgrim and stranger. Abram, as all of us are, was expected to walk before the face of God 

in completeness or maturity. Abraham had been learning for many years to trust God completely 

and not cling to anything or anyone else. God now introduces the specifics of the covenant. First 

there is the requirement for circumcision of every male child as a sign or “a token of the 

covenant.” Spiritually the surgery speaks to the Christian as a type of the cutting off of the carnal 

nature or the flesh.53  
 

Secondly Abram’s and Sarai’s names are changed to Abraham54 and Sarah55 respectively. The 

reason for this is that both names now contain the “ah” sound: Abraham and Sarah. The “ah” 

sound is part of the unpronounceable Tetragrammaton representing the Divine name, hwhy, 

Jehovah. This shows that God has now associated Himself with both Abraham and Sarah in the 

covenant and hence forth in their very existence, they will be revelators of His power, wisdom, 

glory, and grace through the miraculous birth of the promised son and heir, Isaac. It is interesting 

to note that both Abraham and Sarah laugh at the thought of giving birth to a son in their old 

age.56 How stubborn is our unbelief! Even as God is about to fulfill the promise of a son and heir 

for Abraham, he pleads for Ishmael! “O that Ishmael might live before thee!“ 57  But such 

incredulous laughter and such a carnal solution cannot be part of God’s providential plan. 

                                                           
51 Genesis 15:17b 
52 Genesis 17:1b 
53 Col 2:8-11 Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the 

rudiments of the world, and not after Christ. For in him dwelleth all the fullness of the Godhead bodily. And ye are 

complete in him, which is the head of all principality and power: In whom also ye are circumcised with the circumcision 

made without hands, in putting off the body of the sins of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ: 
54 Genesis 17:5 - 6 Neither shall thy name any more be called Abram, but thy name shall be Abraham; for a father of many 

nations have I made thee. And I will make thee exceeding fruitful, and I will make nations of thee, and kings shall come 

out of thee. 
55 Genesis 17:15 - 16 And God said unto Abraham, As for Sarai thy wife, thou shalt not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall 

her name be. And I will bless her, and give thee a son also of her: yea, I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; 

kings of people shall be of her. 
56 Genesis 17:17 Then Abraham fell upon his face, and laughed, and said in his heart, Shall a child be born unto him that is 

an hundred years old? And shall Sarah, that is ninety years old, bear? ~ Ge 18:11-14 Now Abraham and Sarah were old 

and well stricken in age; and it ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women. Therefore Sarah laughed within 

herself, saying, After I am waxed old shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also? And the LORD said unto Abraham, 

Wherefore did Sarah laugh, saying, Shall I of a surety bear a child, which am old? Is any thing too hard for the LORD? 
57 Genesis 17:18b 
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Nothing will stay the hand of God from fulfilling His promise and His covenant with Abraham. 

The carnal machinations of Sarai that produced Ishmael and naïve pleadings of Abram for 

Ishmael are no match for the miraculous power of God that will bring Isaac into the world. God 

does concede that “… as for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him, and will 

make him fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly; twelve princes shall he beget, and I will 

make him a great nation. But my covenant will I establish with Isaac, which Sarah shall bear unto 

thee at this set time in the next year.”58 Case closed! Well, for God yes; but for Abraham not quite! 
 

4. A Relapse 
 

“And Abraham journeyed from thence toward the south country, and dwelled between 

Kadesh and Shur, and sojourned in Gerar.”59 
 

 
 

In making this move Abraham now puts himself in the same situation that he had so long ago 

with Pharaoh.  As with Pharaoh, so it is with Abimelech king of Gerar.60 In spite of the fact that 

God has now established a covenant to support Abraham’s faith and given him many reprises 

and elucidations of the promise pertaining to his son and heir, Abraham’s weak faith causes him 

to, once again, make use of deception. In this instance as in the first, God intervenes to prevent 

the violation of Abraham’s and Sarah’s marriage. 61  The same question arises as in the first 

instance. Since God had promised Abraham “a seed” and, as yet, the promise is unfulfilled, why 

should Abram fear for his life seeing that God must intend for him to live long enough to father 

Isaac. Abraham’s assessment of both situations was correct as far as things turned out. Abimelech, 

like Pharaoh before him, beheld Sarai’s beauty and desired her for a wife. In this second instance 

as in the first, we see in Abraham an undue attachment to his life accompanied by a failure to 

trust in the inevitable guarantee of personal safety implicit in God’s promise of a seed to him. As 

with Pharaoh, God intervenes to deliver Abraham and Sarah from Gerar’s hand. 
 

5. The Promise of Isaac Fulfilled 
 

“And the LORD visited Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did unto Sarah as he had 

spoken. For Sarah conceived, and bare Abraham a son in his old age, at the set time of 

which God had spoken to him. And Abraham called the name of his son that was born 

unto him, whom Sarah bare to him, Isaac. And Abraham circumcised his son Isaac being 

eight days old, as God had commanded him. And Abraham was an hundred years old, 

when his son Isaac was born unto him. And Sarah said, God hath made me to laugh, so 

that all that hear will laugh with me.”62 
 

“And so, after he (Abraham) had patiently endured, he obtained the promise.”63 

                                                           
58 Genesis 17:20-21 
59 Genesis 20:1  
60 Genesis 20:1-18 
61 Genesis 20:3-7 But God came to Abimelech in a dream by night, and said to him, Behold, thou art but a dead man, for 

the woman which thou hast taken; for she is a man's wife. But Abimelech had not come near her: and he said, Lord, wilt 

thou slay also a righteous nation? Said he not unto me, She is my sister? and she, even she herself said, He is my brother: 

in the integrity of my heart and innocency of my hands have I done this. And God said unto him in a dream, Yea, I know 

that thou didst this in the integrity of thy heart; for I also withheld thee from sinning against me: therefore suffered I thee 

not to touch her. Now therefore restore the man his wife; for he is a prophet, and he shall pray for thee, and thou shalt 

live: and if thou restore her not, know thou that thou shalt surely die, thou, and all that are thine. 
62 Genesis 21:1-6 
63 Hebrews 6:15 
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“And these all (including Abraham), having obtained a good report through faith, 

received not the promise:”64 
 

 
 

Eventually God fulfills the promise that Abraham will have a son by Sarah. And for Sarah, there 

is now not the laughter of unbelief but of transparent joy, she is a mother of a son at ninety years 

of age – a miracle! But her joy is short-lived. Sarah’s machinations come back to haunt her. “Sarah 

saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, which she had born unto Abraham, mocking. Wherefore she 

said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for the son of this bondwoman shall 

not be heir with my son, even with Isaac. And the thing was very grievous in Abraham's sight 

because of his son.”65 But God intervenes to comfort Abraham assuring him that “of the son of the 

bondwoman will I make a nation, because he is thy seed.”66 So Abraham “… rose up early in the 

morning, and took bread, and a bottle of water, and gave it unto Hagar, putting it on her 

shoulder, and the child, and sent her away …”67 What was grievous to Abraham, was doubtless 

frightening to Hagar! She now had her freedom, but a freedom to do what: wander defenseless in 

the wilderness of Beersheba and to see her son die of thirst once the water bottle was empty? 

Abraham loses a son whom he has seen grow up over the last thirteen years. But Hagar, just as 

many years distant from that prophesy which concerned Ishmael, must cast the child under one 

of the shrubs and sit down a good way off to insulate herself while she awaits his death! No 

wonder she wept! But if Abraham was grieved, and Hagar was frightened, God had not 

forgotten these innocent sufferers. God hears the child’s voice (calling for his mother?) and God’s 

angel again addresses Hagar reminding her of God’s promise “to make of him a great nation.” 

God shows Hagar a well of water which will sustain their life so that Ishmael will grow up in the 

wilderness, become a successful hunter, and eventually marry an Egyptian maid like his mother. 

The promise of Isaac had been fulfilled. The promise of the inheritance would have to wait till the 

iniquity of the Amorites was full. 68 
 

6. Ultimate Separation 
 

“And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt (i.e. test) Abraham, and said 

unto him, Abraham: and he said, Behold, here I am. And he said, Take now thy son, 

thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer 

him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.”69 
 

 
 

                                                           
64 Hebrews 11:39 
65 Genesis 21:9-11 
66 Genesis 21:13 
67 Genesis 21:14a 
68 God had made it very clear to Abraham what he was and what he was not to receive in his lifetime. He would receive a 

son by Sarah, but the Promised Land would have to wait. In Genesis 15:12-16 God reveals the details of His plan for 

Abraham’s progeny. “And when the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram; and, lo, an horror of great 

darkness (i.e. a deep and frightening darkness) fell upon him. And he said unto Abram, Know of a surety that thy seed 

shall be a stranger in a land that is not theirs, and shall serve them; and they shall afflict them four hundred years; And 

also that nation, whom they shall serve, will I judge: and afterward shall they come out with great substance. And thou 

shalt go to thy fathers in peace; thou shalt be buried in a good old age. But in the fourth generation they shall come hither 

again: for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet full.” 
69 Genesis 22:1-2 
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Death had separated Terah from Abram in Haran. Wealth had separated Lot from Abram in the 

wilderness near Sodom. And Sarah had forced the separation of Hagar and Ishmael from 

Abraham in the wilderness of Beersheba. But in each case, the separation, though necessary, was 

not voluntary. This separation was to be different in three ways. First Isaac was obviously central 

to God’s plan of an inheritor for the Promised Land. All the others had been more of obstacles 

accrued by partial disobedience (Terah and Lot) or impatience (Ishmael). All the future seemed to 

center in Isaac. Secondly, Isaac was far more deeply loved than any other family member had 

ever been. Lastly, this separation was to be totally voluntary in obedience to the express 

command of God.  
 

To our amazement we read of no equivocation on Abraham’s part with God as he had with 

Ishmael. We read, instead that, “And Abraham rose up early in the morning, and saddled his ass, 

and took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son, and clave the wood for the burnt 

offering, and rose up, and went unto the place of which God had told him. Then on the third day 

Abraham lifted up his eyes, and saw the place afar off.”70 Three days elapsed and not a whimper 

from Abraham. As far as Abraham was concerned, when God had spoken, Isaac was as good as 

dead – and had been dead for three full days, before Abraham would receive him back from the 

sentence of death. Somehow in all of his experiences, Abraham had learned to trust God and to 

obey with complete abandonment no matter what the cost. We might have been tempted to see in 

the arrival of Isaac the denouement of Abraham’s life. But it was not!  
 

The first word that Abraham utters after receiving the command of God to sacrifice Isaac is: “I 

and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to you.”71 It is significant that this 

sentence contains the first mention of the word “worship” in the scriptures. It is instructive that 

the act of worship is connected from the very first with sacrifice, a sacrifice that gives practical 

meaning to the term worth implicit in the word worship. That is: worship affirms that God is 

worthy to receive that which is now sacrificed to Him. The greater the cost of the sacrifice, the 

more profound is the assertion of the worth of God. Isaac means everything to Abraham. So to 

sacrifice him as God has asked demonstrates, at last, both the depth of Abraham’s valuation of 

his relationship with God and his total detachment from anything that is not God. This event is 

surely one of the great spiritual mountain peaks of all Scripture.  
 

The fact that Abraham also says to the young men with them, “and come again to you” is not a 

lie but an expression of complete trust in God’s faithfulness. Certainly God has asked for Isaac’s 

life and just as certainly God has promised that in Isaac shall your seed be called. The only way 

these two discordant sayings of God can be resolved is by the assumption of the resurrection of 

the dead. This is the point made by the writer to the Hebrews. “By faith Abraham, when he was 

tried, offered up Isaac: and he that had received the promises offered up his only begotten son, of 

whom it was said, That in Isaac shall thy seed be called: accounting that God was able to raise 

him up, even from the dead; from whence also he received him in a figure.”72 
 

So in this account we see a demonstration of, at least, four great aspects of Abraham’s spirituality: 

complete devotion to God (love), complete trust in God (faith), a good understanding of the 

implications of God’s words (hope), and complete abandonment to God (detachment). At the 

point of sacrifice, God stops Abraham saying, “… now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou 

                                                           
70 Genesis 22:3-4 The place is commonly held to be the rock outcrop that became the temple mount in Jerusalem. 
71 Genesis 22:5b 
72 Hebrews  11:17-19 
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hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me.”73 This section also marks the last recorded 

conversation between God and Abraham. 
 

7. Final Scenes – Doing His Part 
 

“Sarah was an hundred and seven and twenty years old… And Sarah died in … Hebron 

in the land of Canaan: and Abraham came to mourn for Sarah, and to weep for her.”74  

“… after this, Abraham buried Sarah his wife in the cave of the field of Machpelah before 

Mamre…”75 
 

“And Abraham said unto his eldest servant of his house, … swear by the LORD, the God 

of heaven, and the God of the earth, that thou shalt not take a wife unto my son of the 

daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I dwell. But thou shalt go unto my country, 

and to my kindred, and take a wife unto my son Isaac.”76 
 

“And Rebecca lifted up her eyes, and when she saw Isaac, she lighted off the camel. For 

she had said unto the servant, What man is this that walketh in the field to meet us? And 

the servant had said, It is my master: therefore she took a veil, and covered herself. And 

the servant told Isaac all things that he had done. And Isaac brought her into his mother 

Sarah's tent, and took Rebecca, and she became his wife; and he loved her: and Isaac was 

comforted after his mother's death.”77 
 



 

After Abraham’s ultimate obedience to God, there are no further recorded instances where God 

spoke to Abraham. We might be tempted to conclude that Abraham’s pilgrimage ended with the 

triumph of his faith, hope, love, and detachment in the last account. But nothing could be farther 

from the truth. God had certainly given to Abraham all that He has planned for him to have in 

his lifetime, but there were things that Abraham had to look forward to, despite having arrived at 

that state of maturity which was the chief goal of his earthly pilgrimage. But Abraham also had 

things that he had to do. Isaac, born in his mother’s 90th year, would morn her death when he was 

thirty seven. Death, the universal end of men and of all creation had to be experienced and a final 

resting place for both Abraham and Sarah secured. Then too the promise had been not only to 

Isaac but to all those who would be born of him. So Isaac needed a wife. Abraham was wise 

enough to realize that a “virtuous” or godly wife is worth more than rubies,78 but that a carnal 

woman would be a trap for his son. Abraham was living up to God’s assessment of his character, 

“I know him, that he will command his children and his household after him, and they shall keep 

the way of the LORD, to do justice and judgment; that the LORD may bring upon Abraham that 

which he hath spoken of him.”79 Abraham wanted a wife from his home town and his chief 

servant was pledged to find her if God would prosper his way. And God did. The servant found 

Rebecca and she was willing to undertake the long journey to marry a husband that she had 

never met, but who would be greatly comforted by her. Isaac might have been almost forty years 

                                                           
73 Genesis 22:12b 
74 Genesis 23:1, 2 
75 Genesis 23:19 
76 Genesis 24:2a,3,4 
77 Genesis 24:64-67 
78 Proverbs 31:10 Who can find a virtuous woman? For her price is far above rubies. 
79 Genesis 18:19 
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old when he married Rebecca. Isaac would be seventy five80 when he finally had to bury his 

father. Abraham’s pilgrimage had lasted a full century! Possibly fifty to seventy years had passed 

since Abraham had been willing to sacrifice Isaac at God’s command. 
 

8. Lessons about pilgrimage: 
 

“Now all these things happened unto them for ensamples: and they are written for our 

admonition, upon whom the ends of the world are come.”81 
 

 
 

While the context of the reference above cites other Biblical stories, the principle it advances is 

undoubtedly a general one to all the stories of the Bible, including Abraham’s. “All scripture is 

given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 

instruction in righteousness that the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly {or perfectly} 

furnished unto all good works.”82 There are of course many different ways that this long story 

may be understood. Some, for example, understand the story of Abraham, Isaac, the servant and 

Rebecca as an allegory of the Holy Spirit bringing the church to the heavenly Isaac whom the 

Father did in fact sacrifice. But exotic and interesting lessons, however true, should not blind us 

to the obvious fact that Bible stories reflect fundamentally human experiences that contain very 

practical lessons for us to learn. What lessons, then may we learn from Abraham’s earthly 

pilgrimage? 
 

1. We all make mistakes but God’s grace is greater than the sum of them. Abraham was a 

human prone to mistakes, unbelief, and sin just like any of us. That condition did not 

invalidate his selection as a pilgrim and stranger by God, nor does it for us. We are 

constituted “strangers and pilgrims” by the grace of God ministered to us in response to our 

faith in Jesus Christ, which faith is, itself, a gift of God. Every one of us has been called to be 

led of the Holy Spirit and follow in the pathway that God has marked out for us. While we 

may never know exactly where God will lead us, we may be confident that He will do so, just 

as He did for Abraham. 
 

2. Abraham’s progress was not flawless. His faith was at first quite weak as evidenced by his 

halting and partial obedience. Yet God continued to work with Abraham through the many 

trials of his faith. He suffered from undue attachments to his family and even his own life 

and was ready to delay (as in the case of Haran) and to lie to save his life (as in the cases of 

Pharaoh and Abimelech). But he did progress past such weakness. 
  

3. Abraham and Sarah both sought to accomplish God’s plan in their own way and in their own 

time (as in the case of Hagar and Ishmael). Ultimately our carnal nature will only get in the 

way of God’s workings but it cannot ‘derail’ God’s plan for our lives, though there may be 

painful consequences. Beware of the flesh that lies close coiled in each of us.  
 

Press not thy purpose on thy GOD, 

 Urge not thine erring will, 

Nor dictate to the Eternal Mind, 

                                                           
80 Genesis 25:7 And these are the days of the years of Abraham's life which he lived, an hundred threescore and fifteen 

(175) years. 
81 1 Corinthians 10:11 
82 2 Timothy 3:16-17 
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 Nor doubt thy Maker’s skill 83 
 

4. Disobedience, carnal solutions, rushing God all have their consequences both for the pilgrim 

and those who are around them. Abraham’s children suffer to this day because of his 

children by Hagar. Lot who went with Uncle Abraham gained great wealth early in their 

mutual sojourn and in Egypt, but lost it all when he cast in his lot with Sodom. Taken captive 

by an alliance of local strongmen only to be delivered by his uncle Abraham, he ultimately 

loses everything, including his wife, when Sodom is overthrown in the judgment of God. Lot, 

the scriptures affirm, was a righteous man who was vexed with the filthy conversation of the 

wicked84, but in warning “his sons in law, which married his daughters, saying ‘Up, get you 

out of this place; for the LORD will destroy this city’, he seemed as one that mocked.”85 So 

much had his moral influence been degraded by living in Sodom. Yet even as judgment 

descends on the city, he and his wife linger, so that their deliverers must lay hold upon his 

hand, and upon the hand of his wife, and upon the hand of his two daughters (the LORD 

being merciful unto him) and bring them forth (i.e. drag them) out of the city. And when he 

is outside the city he pleads for yet another little city to go to.86 You can take Lot out of Ur of 

the Chaldees but you cannot take Ur of the Chaldees out of Lot. Lot becomes a living 

example of “the Lord knowing how to deliver the godly out of temptations.” Righteous Lot: 

yes, but how sad his end: widowed, penniless, and drawn unknowingly into an incestuous 

relation with his two daughters, he fathers the Moabites and the Ammonites, tribes hostile to 

Isarel. His life ends aching with sorrows that would never have been had he not gone with 

Abraham, or, having gone with Abraham, had he not looked with longing eyes to the cities of 

a well watered plain. Those of God’s people who continue to live a carnal life have endless 

adverse consequences as a result of their folly. 
 

5. Do not presume or resist the Call of God. The simple corollary to Lot’s tragedy is that one 

should never go into the wilderness unless God calls you. And if God calls you, you should 

never seek to avoid the wilderness. 
 

6. Abraham’s pilgrimage was one of faith in God’s word. His pilgrimage was not primarily one 

of geographical movement, though he did move many times. His pilgrimage was one in 

which he moved from one spiritual state (generally weak faith) to another (generally stronger 

faith and devotion) not just from place to place. The difficulties he encountered were 

generally spiritual in nature, not geographically induced. Although famine is mentioned in 

the story, it is not clear that this necessitated his moving down to Egypt. Perhaps God would 

have ultimately provided for him right where he was. 
 

7. Abraham’s pilgrimage lasted his entire life. And even then there were promises that he did 

not receive, because God had something better for him, ‘that he without us should not be 

                                                           
83 L.H. Sigourney 1858 
84 2 Peter 2:6-9 And turning the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah into ashes condemned them with an overthrow, making 

them an example unto those that after should live ungodly; And delivered just Lot, vexed with the filthy conversation of 

the wicked: (For that righteous man dwelling among them, in seeing and hearing, vexed his righteous soul from day to 

day with their unlawful deeds;). The Lord knoweth how to deliver the godly out of temptations, and to reserve the unjust 

unto the day of judgment to be punished: 
85 Genesis 19:14 
86 Genesis 19:18-20 And Lot said unto them, Oh, not so, my Lord: Behold now, thy servant hath found grace in thy sight, 

and thou hast magnified thy mercy, which thou hast shewed unto me in saving my life; and I cannot escape to the 

mountain, lest some evil take me, and I die: Behold now, this city is near to flee unto, and it is a little one: Oh, let me 

escape thither, (is it not a little one?) and my soul shall live. 
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made perfect (or complete)’.87 We tend to see Abraham’s pilgrimage as distinct from our own, 

if we even see that we are strangers and pilgrims as Abraham was. But there is a certain 

corporate experience of pilgrimage, that of the “great cloud of witnesses.” Their pilgrimage 

and our pilgrimage are not totally separate but connected somehow as those who have gone 

before and those who follow after. Although we may be alone with God in the wilderness of 

this world, there is always the ‘fellowship of the burning heart’ whose struggles comfort, 

instruct, and encourage us. 
 

8. The goal of the pilgrimage is not some ecstatic achievement of ‘super-spirituality’. True there 

are heights for each of us to reach as Abraham did with his willingness to sacrifice of Isaac. 

But Abraham lived many years after that event. And there were many mundane tasks (buy a 

grave, find a daughter-in law) to be accomplished as part of his involvement in God’s plan 

for him. It is wonderful to experience the transfigured Christ on the mountain top, but we 

cannot build tabernacles there. Jesus leads us down once again to the valley where demonic 

activity abounds and where there is much spiritual warfare for us to be engaged in.88  
 

9. The word of God is absolutely central to all our pilgrimage. Whether the beginning call ‘leave 

all and follow me’ or the final “now I know” every word of God is to be treasured, pondered, 

and (above all) to be obeyed.  Hence the concluding emphasis in these notes on really hearing 

what God is saying to each of us. God is in this place and He is not silent! It is we, generally 

speaking, that have difficulty hearing Him.  

                                                           
87 Hebrews 11:40 
88 Matthew 17:1-21 recounts the story referenced. 
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II Abraham in the New Testament 
 

1. The Story of Abraham (Retold)  
 

”And he said, Men, brethren, and fathers, hearken; The God of glory appeared unto our 

father Abraham, when he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Haran, and said unto 

him, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and come into the land which I 

shall shew thee. Then came he out of the land of the Chaldeans, and dwelt in Haran: and 

from thence, when his father was dead, he removed him into this land, wherein ye now 

dwell. And he gave him none inheritance in it, no, not so much as to set his foot on: yet 

he promised that he would give it to him for a possession and to his seed after him, when 

as yet he had no child. And God spake on this wise, that his seed should sojourn in a 

strange land; and that they should bring them into bondage, and entreat them evil four 

hundred years. And the nation to whom they shall be in bondage will I judge, said God: 

and after that shall they come forth, and serve me in this place. And he gave him the 

covenant of circumcision: and so Abraham begat Isaac, and circumcised him the eighth 

day; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat the twelve patriarchs. … But when the time 

of the promise drew nigh, which God had sworn to Abraham, the people grew and 

multiplied in Egypt.”89  

 



 

The context of the passage above is the trial of Stephan, a charismatic and wonderworking 

disciple who has been called before the council to answer false charges brought against him by 

those who had unsuccessfully opposed his preaching.90  He begins his defense with the retelling 

of Abraham’s story. Not that the council were unaware of the story. On the contrary he begins at 

a point of common ground but will proceed from that ground in a direction that the council 

neither expects nor approves. His defense is doubtless of a piece with that reasoning whose 

“wisdom and spirit” the plaintiffs (certain of the synagogue of the Libertines, Cyrenians, and 

Alexandrians, as well as of Cilicia and of Asia) having disputed with him, had been unable to 

gainsay by rational means. Having failed by reason, they now sought to resist (and silence) 

Stephan’s witness by false and unjust means.  
 

This heroic and yet tragic scene highlights the important role that the story of Abraham plays not 

only in Stephan’s thinking but also for the other writers of the New Testament. For them, the 

story of their faith does not begin with the birth of Jesus but with the call of Abraham and the 

exercising of his faith by which he was justified with God. And the duration of their story spans 

the same events of the history of the Jewish nation up to that point in time. So the retelling of the 

story of Abraham has real meaning for the early believers, particularly the theologians like Paul 

and apologists like Stephan, not because their hearers had not already heard it. It has meaning 

because the significance of the divine activities integrated into Abraham’s life and experiences 

                                                           
89 Acts 7:2-8,17 
90 Acts 6:8 -14 And Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and miracles among the people. Then there arose 

certain of the synagogue, which is called the synagogue of the Libertines, and Cyrenians, and Alexandrians, and of them 

of Cilicia and of Asia, disputing with Stephen. And they were not able to resist the wisdom and the spirit by which he 

spake. Then they suborned (or bribed) men, which said, We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses, 

and against God. And they stirred up the people, and the elders, and the scribes, and came upon him, and caught him, 

and brought him to the council, And set up false witnesses, which said, This man ceaseth not to speak blasphemous 

words against this holy place, and the law: For we have heard him say, that this Jesus of Nazareth shall destroy this place, 

and shall change the customs which Moses delivered us. 
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needed exposition.  The retelling of the story becomes inevitable. Retelling Abraham’s story also 

has real importance to the gentile hearers of the gospel because the acceptability of any religion in 

the ancient world was increased by its antiquity. The presentation of the new Christian faith 

supported by an association with the much older faith of Israel was a real plus for the serious 

enquirer into the truth of the gospel in those times. There had to be an intelligent and honest 

apologetic for the thoughtful among ancient society where the gospel was soon to make such 

headway. But the early believers are not primarily concerned with advertising the value of their 

faith based on some hoary pedigree. They were not interested in specious arguments like the 

shallow advertisers of this age. For them, and for us, the connection to Abraham is real and 

spiritually substantial. The connection for them (and for us) had to be real. Their commitment to 

the truth of their faith would soon be tried in the furnace of affliction and persecution that 

brought many of them to martyrdom. Nothing but a faith rooted in a convincing reality could 

have sustained them in such trials. The Christian community, whose faith was placed in Jesus 

Christ as the Son of God and as personal Savior and Lord, sought and found in Abraham such an 

ancient exemplar of the godly life.  
 

But the faith of Abraham rested upon the promises of God. The call of Abraham that begins the 

formal history of the Jewish people is a call associated with a promise to Abraham and to 

Abraham’s seed. For the Jew the promise was for them. ‘We are Abraham's seed’91 was ever the 

claim of the observant Jew. But for the Jewish believer, particularly, the seed pointed forward to 

the promised Messiah, a figure who would bring deliverance to the Jewish people, in much the 

same way that Moses did for them in Egypt. They accepted that Jesus was the promised Messiah 

who would save His people from their sins.92 There was also the thought that the seed promised 

to Abraham also referred to the community of believers as well. Speaking to them the Apostle 

Paul writes: “if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise.”93 

So, for the Christian community, Abraham was a significant eschatological figure with the 

promise of the Messiah being linked to the call that begins his pilgrimage, and as an apology 

linking the new faith in Jesus to the ancient story of Abraham’s pilgrimage of faith. 
 

But there are other parts of Abraham’s pilgrimage tale that are also significant for the writers of 

the New Testament. Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his only son Isaac in response to God’s 

command anticipates in type the all important sacrifice of God’s Son Jesus for the salvation of 

mankind. Even the differences between the two stories are profoundly significant. As Abraham 

and Isaac go together to the place of sacrifice, Abraham’s answer to Isaac’s innocent question 

“Behold the fire and the wood: but where is the lamb for a burnt offering” is rich with prophetic 

significance: “My son, God will provide himself a lamb for a burnt offering.”94 For Isaac, “a ram 

caught in a thicket by his horns”95 is provided. But for Jesus, no such substitute is possible. He 

alone can pay the awful cost of His peoples’ salvation.  

                                                           
91 John 8:33 They answered him, We be Abraham's seed, and were never in bondage to any man: how sayest thou, Ye 

shall be made free? 
92 Matthew 1:21-23 And she shall bring forth a son, and thou shalt call his name JESUS: for he shall save his people from 

their sins.  Now all this was done, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken of the Lord by the prophet, saying, Behold, 

a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Emmanuel, which being interpreted is, 

God with us 
93 Galatians 3:26-29 For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as have been baptized 

into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor 

female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus. And if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the 

promise. 
94 Genesis 22:7b-8 
95 Genesis 22:13b 
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Then too, Abraham’s life of faith itself becomes an archetypal illustration of the principle found 

in the Old Testament as well as the New Testament, that the just shall live by faith.96 Certain of 

his experiences (the birth of Ishmael and Isaac and his giving tithes to the priest-king Melchisedec) 

are also used to explain both the superiority of the new covenant as well as the spiritual 

distinctiveness of Christian community as opposed to the Jewish community.  
 

For these many reasons, retelling the story of Abraham and interpreting it anew became central 

to the presentation and explanation of the gospel first to the Jewish community (both in Judea 

and the Diaspora), to the wider gentile community which was heavily Greek and Roman, and 

finally to the small but growing Christian communities.  Let us examine several of these New 

Testament insights into the life of Abraham, archetypical stranger and pilgrim. 
 

2. The Promised Seed, Blessing, and an Everlasting Covenant 
 

Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they the seed of Abraham? 

So am I.97 
 

I say then, Hath God cast away his people? God forbid, for I also am an Israelite, of the 

seed of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.98 
 

Neither, because they are the seed of Abraham, are they all children: but, In Isaac shall 

thy seed be called.99 
 

And if ye be Christ's, then are ye Abraham's seed, and heirs according to the promise.100 
 

Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith not, and to seeds, as of 

many; but as of one, and to thy seed, which is Christ.101 
 

For verily he (Jesus) took not on him the nature of angels; but he took on him the seed of 

Abraham.102 
 



 

The Apostle Paul makes frequent use of the promises relating to Abraham and his seed.  But he 

uses the term “seed of Abraham” in three different ways, depending on his flow of thought. The 

term “seed of Abraham” may refer to the earthly children of Abraham (the Jews), the community 

of Christian believers, and to Jesus, himself, the promised Messiah. One can sense how the 

Apostle was able to resolve the dichotomy of styling both the Jewish people and Gentile believers 

the seed of Abraham. “Therefore sprang there even of one (Abraham), and him as good as dead, 

so many as the stars of the sky in multitude, and as the sand which is by the sea shore 

innumerable.”103 Using the two similitudes, sand with its attachment to the earth, could easily be 

                                                           
96 Habakkuk 2:4 Behold, his soul which is lifted up is not upright in him: but the just shall live by his faith. 

 Romans 1:17 For therein is the righteousness of God revealed from faith to faith: as it is written, The just shall live by faith. 

 Galatians 3:11 But that no man is justified by the law in the sight of God, it is evident: for, The just shall live by faith. 

 Hebrews 10:38 Now the just shall live by faith: but if any man draw back, my soul shall have no pleasure in him. 
97 2 Corinthians 11:22 
98 Romans 11:1 
99 Romans 9:7 
100 Galatians 3:29 
101 Galatians 3:16 
102 Hebrews 2:16 
103 Hebrews 11:12 
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applied to symbolically to the earthly children of Israel. Paul’s quote of Isaiah makes this clear, 

“Isaiah also cries concerning Israel, Though the number of the children of Israel be as the sand of 

the sea, a remnant shall be saved”104 We may infer, then that the reference to the “stars of the sky” 

with their association to the heavens would refer, in Paul’s thought, to the community of 

Christian believers. 
 

But there is still the question of inheritance. Which group of “children” (sand of the sea being the 

physical children (the Jews) or stars of the heaven being the spiritual children (the Christians)), 

are to inherit the promised blessing? Paul’s lament over “his kinsmen” supplies the simple 

answer, “Not as though the word of God hath taken none effect. For they are not all Israel, which 

are of Israel: Neither, because they are the seed of Abraham, are they all children: but, In Isaac 

shall thy seed be called. That is, they which are the children of the flesh, these are not the children 

of God: but the children of the promise are counted for the seed.”105  
 

The part of Abraham’s experience that the Apostle is referring to here by the use of the phrase “In 

Isaac shall thy seed be called” 106  is the denouement of a situation of almost thirteen years 

surrounding Abraham’s two sons. The first son was named Ishmael. He was born at Sarai’s 

urging Abram to have a child by Hagar, Sarai’s Egyptian bondwoman. The birth only created 

tension between Sarai and Hagar as we have seen. The second son, Isaac, was born almost 

thirteen years later according to God’s good purposes. In the intervening time between their 

births, Abraham had sought for God’s recognition of Ishmael as his legitimate heir, the heir of the 

promised blessings. But in response to Abraham’s request “Ishmael might live before thee” (i.e. 

inherit the promised blessing), God tells him “Sarah thy wife shall bear thee a son indeed; and 

thou shalt call his name Isaac: and I will establish my covenant with him for an everlasting 

covenant and with his seed after him. And as for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have 

blessed him, and will make him fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly; twelve princes shall 

he beget, and I will make him a great nation. But my covenant will I establish with Isaac, which 

Sarah shall bear unto thee at this set time in the next year.”107  
 

At the birth of Isaac, Ishmael is almost thirteen years old. And in response to Isaac’s birth Ishmael 

mocked the heir apparent. “And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, which she had born 

unto Abraham, mocking. Wherefore she said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her 

son: for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, even with Isaac.”108 But to cast 

out his own son of thirteen years at Sarah’s bidding for such an apparently minor infraction was 

indeed, to use the words of scripture, “grievous in Abraham’s sight.” It was at this time that God 

re-affirmed His intention that Isaac and not Ishmael should be the heir to Abraham’s promised 

blessing and the channel through which that blessing should extend to all nations.  

                                                           
104 Romans 9:27 
105 Romans 9:6-8 
106 Genesis 21:10-13 Wherefore she said unto Abraham, Cast out this bondwoman and her son: for the son of this 

bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, even with Isaac. And the thing was very grievous in Abraham's sight because 

of his son. And God said unto Abraham, Let it not be grievous in thy sight because of the lad, and because of thy 

bondwoman; in all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice; for in Isaac shall thy seed be called. And also of 

the son of the bondwoman will I make a nation, because he is thy seed.  
107 Genesis 17:18-21 “And Abraham said unto God, O that Ishmael might live before thee! And God said, Sarah thy wife 

shall bear thee a son indeed; and thou shalt call his name Isaac: and I will establish my covenant with him for an 

everlasting covenant, and with his seed after him. And as for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him, and 

will make him fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly; twelve princes shall he beget, and I will make him a great 

nation. But my covenant will I establish with Isaac, which Sarah shall bear unto thee at this set time in the next year.” 
108 Genesis 21:9-10 
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The Jew would have seen God’s resolution of this situation as the differentiation between the 

physical descendants of Isaac vs. those of Ishmael with the everlasting covenant referring to the 

covenantal relationship that then existed between God and the children of Israel. It was to them a 

vindication of the unique place of the Jew. But Paul applies this thirteen year conflict in an 

allegorical109 and spiritual sense, not a genealogical one.  
 

“Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the law? For it is written, that 

Abraham had two sons, the one by a bondmaid, the other by a freewoman. But he who 

was of the bondwoman was born after the flesh; but he of the freewoman was by 

promise. Which things are an allegory: for these are the two covenants {or, testaments}; 

the one from the mount Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, which is Agar.  For this Agar 

is Mount Sinai in Arabia, and answereth to {or, is in the same rank with} Jerusalem which 

now is, and is in bondage with her children. But Jerusalem which is above is free, which 

is the mother of us all. For it is written, Rejoice, thou barren that bearest not; break forth 

and cry, thou that travailest not: for the desolate hath many more children than she 

which hath an husband. Now we, brethren, as Isaac was, are the children of promise. But 

as then he that was born after the flesh persecuted him that was born after the Spirit, 

even so it is now. Nevertheless what saith the scripture? Cast out the bondwoman and 

her son: for the son of the bondwoman shall not be heir with the son of the freewoman. 

So then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free.”110 
 

He likens the Jewish nation to Ishmael and the Christian believers to Isaac, the exact reverse of 

the Jewish view of the significance of the events. But there are several elements in Paul’s view of 

the situation accords well with other scripture.  
 

First there is the reference that God makes to an “everlasting covenant” in His first answer to 

Abraham. From Paul’s point of view (and that of Christians), the old covenant of the Jewish 

people, though given of God, has been abrogated and in its place a new and everlasting covenant 

established with Christian believers. Hence the promise that links Isaac with an everlasting 

covenant can only be redeemed if Isaac is understood as being equivalent to the Christian 

believers. It is they who are the children of Abraham, the promised seed (through Isaac) that are 

as the “stars of the sky.”  
 

Second there is the reference to Isaac as the child of promise. The promise which portends good 

to all nations111 is clearly to be fulfilled through the Messiah. Those who have believed on Jesus 

the Messiah clearly 1) come from all nations and 2) have been supremely blessed with every 

spiritual blessing in heavenly places in Jesus Christ. So it is they who are seen as the children of 

the promised seed and who are blessed in Him who is the “Seed of Abraham”. 
 

Third there is the issue of freedom from the condemnation of the law. Clearly everyone, Jew and 

Gentile have sinned, and just as clearly all are under the condemnation of the law, bound like 

prisoners awaiting execution. But Jesus has come to set the prisoners of sin sentenced to death 

free. Those who continue to refuse to believe in Him and the efficacy of His sacrificial death and 

present ministry of intercession continue in bonds. In this Paul uses the difference in status of 

                                                           
109 Indeed this is the only instance to my knowledge that an allegory is used explicitly as the means of interpreting an Old 

Testament passage. 
110 Galatians 4:21-31 
111 Genesis 18:18 Seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall 

be blessed in him? 
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Hagar who was a bondwoman or slave and Sarah who was the freeborn wife of Abraham, to 

contrast the status of the Jew who continues under the law trying vainly to obtain righteousness 

with the Christian believer who has been set free from the law of sin and death. In his allegorical 

treatment of Abraham’s situation there are two mothers. There is Hagar a bondwoman 

producing a bond-slave son, Ishmael who stands for the unbelieving Jew and there is Sarah the 

free mother of the free-born son Isaac who stands for the Christian believer. 
 

Lastly by linking Hagar with Mount Sinai where the Decalogue was given to Moses and Sarah to 

Mount Jerusalem, he compares the issue of bondage to the Law and freedom from its 

condemnation. This necessarily must address their associated covenants: that of the law: 

temporal and passing and that of grace the everlasting covenant mentioned by God in connection 

with Isaac.  Sinai is the mount of the law and associated with the first (but not the final) covenant. 

Then there is the mount of Jerusalem, not the physical one of the Jews but that heavenly city for 

which Abraham sought whose builder and maker was God. And that city speaks of the covenant 

of grace which imputes righteousness to the believer through their faith.  
 

The point in all of this is that these are not just didactic devices whose intention is to make clear 

the differences between children vs. promised seed; between freedom vs. bondage; between 

grace vs. law; but these are actual spiritual realities that God has communicated and revealed by 

means of these “types and shadows” in the life and experiences of Abraham. 
 

If, therefore, the Christian believers are to be seen as the “seed of Abraham” then just as the Jews 

trace their genealogical lines back through Isaac to Abraham, so too the Christian Community are 

to trace their spiritual heritage through Jesus Christ the seed of Isaac to whom God promised the 

everlasting covenant” and to Abraham in whom all the nations of the earth (from whence the 

Christian believers come) are to be blessed. The covenant blessing comes then, not as a matter of 

the law of inheritance, but as a matter of grace which holds out a promise of salvation freely 

offered for faith to lay hold of. Paul’s reasoning is quite concise here, “Even as Abraham believed 

God, and it was accounted {or, imputed} to him for righteousness. Know ye therefore that they 

which are of faith, the same are the children of Abraham. And the scripture, foreseeing that God 

would justify the heathen through faith, preached before the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In 

thee shall all nations be blessed. So then they which be of faith are blessed with faithful 

Abraham.”112 
 

3. Faith and Works 
 

“What shall we say then that Abraham our father, as pertaining to the flesh, hath found?  

For if Abraham were justified by works, he hath whereof to glory; but not before God, for 

what saith the scripture? Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for 

righteousness.”113  
 

“Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone {or by itself}.  Yea, a man may say, 

Thou hast faith, and I have works: shew me thy faith without thy works, and I will shew 

thee my faith by my works. Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the 

devils also believe, and tremble. But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without 

works is dead? Was not Abraham our father justified by works, when he had offered 

Isaac his son upon the altar? Seest thou how faith wrought with his works, and by works 

                                                           
112 Galatians 3:6-9 
113 Romans 4:1-3 
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was faith made perfect? And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed 

God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness: and he was called the Friend of 

God. Ye see then how that by works a man is justified, and not by faith only.”114 
 

 
 

As we have noted, faith was the sine qua non of Abraham’s life of pilgrimage. “Abraham believed 

God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness.”115 But faith as it occurs in the scriptures is 

an active life principle, not to be confused with merely intellectual assent to a particular truth. 

The eleventh chapter of Hebrews makes this abundantly clear.  
 

“By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain.  

By faith Enoch …pleased God. 

By faith Noah… prepared an ark.  

By faith Abraham… went out, not knowing whither he went. 

By faith (Abraham) sojourned in the land of promise. 

By faith Abraham… offered up Isaac. 

By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau. 

By faith Jacob blessed … and worshipped. 

By faith Joseph … gave commandment concerning his bones.  

By faith Moses …was hid three months of his parents. 

By faith Moses… refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter; 

By faith (Moses) forsook Egypt. 

By faith they passed through the Red Sea. 

By faith the walls of Jericho fell down. 

By faith the harlot Rahab … had received the spies with peace.”116 
 

Faith involves works. Both James and Paul comment on Genesis 15:6 but in very different ways 

and apparently contradict each other.  Many have been troubled by this apparent disagreement 

between them over the roles of faith and action (works) in the life of the spiritual child of 

Abraham, particularly in terms of their justification with God, a central aspect of salvation.  
 

The usual solution to the problem proposes that Paul is talking about living faith and dead works, 

the works of the law by which no flesh shall be justified, while James is speaking of living works 

and dead faith or faith devoid of any work. Thus when James cites the verse in Genesis, he is 

focusing on Abraham’s works as the mature product of a living faith as opposed to the absence of 

any works which invariably accompanies a dead faith. But when Paul cites the same verse in 

Genesis, he is focusing on Abraham’s living faith as opposed to the dead works of the Jews who 

profess to be Abraham’s children by birth but who in practice deny the ancient faith of their 

progenitor. In short living faith produces living works, and a dead, cerebral faith produces dead 

works of the law for justification.  
 

While containing an important element of truth about faith and works, such a solution doesn’t 

really resolve the differences adequately. Both men cite Abraham. And Abraham clearly has both 

a living faith and living works. There is nothing dead about either in his life. But Paul says that 

his living faith was sufficient alone to justify Abraham with God, while James says that 

Abraham’s living faith was not sufficient alone to justify him, but his living works were also 

                                                           
114 James 2:17-24 
115 Genesis 15:6 And he believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness. 
116 Hebrews 11: (selected) 



 29 

necessary. The context of each writer’s use of the text is essential to understand why they were 

saying what they were saying.  
 

Paul starts with the assertion that Abraham believed God, and it was counted unto him for 

righteousness. The key word in Paul’s word in Paul’s thinking is “counted” a term from 

accounting that means to impute or to put an asset to the account of someone. There are of course 

two ways that an asset may be put to someone’s account either as a payment for services 

rendered or as a free gift of a gracious giver. If imputing an asset is reckoned as payment for a 

debt, then it is a just action but it confers no glory to the giver. In fact if God is constrained to pay 

someone for services rendered to Him, the very fact that God is constrained to do so may be seen 

as the glory of the individual who rendered the service for which God is making the payment.  

But Paul knows that Abraham is a sinner like all of us. Because of this he has come short of the 

glory that God intended for each man. So if it were possible for Abraham by reason of works of 

merit to be justified with God, he would have somewhat to glory of before God who owed that 

justification to Abraham as a payment of a debt that God owed Abraham for his service. But Paul 

well understands the intent of God in choosing the people He does. “God hath chosen the foolish 

things of the world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to 

confound the things which are mighty; And base things of the world, and things which are 

despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things that are: That 

no flesh should glory in his presence.”117  
 

Paul also reasons that since justification with God is tantamount to having the sins that separate a 

person from God forgiven, it is impossible that any work of virtue should erase the debt that was 

created by sin in the first place. Therefore the term “counted for righteousness” can only refer to a 

gift of forgiveness that is put to the indebted’s account with God’s justice. Paul makes allusion to 

David in the Psalms to further illustrate his point. “David also describeth the blessedness of the 

man, unto whom God imputeth righteousness without works, Saying, Blessed are they whose 

iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not 

impute sin.”118 Justification then is imputed to Abraham as a free gift given in response to his faith 

in God’s promise that his seed should be “the stars, if thou be able to number them.”  
 

But Paul’s real concern here lies not only in establishing that Abraham was justified with God as 

a free gift of grace but exactly when that event happened. We might ask why the timing of this 

justification is important. Clearly it happened just before God makes a covenant with Abraham 

and at least thirteen years before the covenant sign of circumcision is given to Abraham. We 

know the latter because as yet Ishmael was not born and that Ishmael is thirteen when he, along 

with other male members of Abraham’s house, is circumcised. The reason for the emphasis on 

timing is that the principle of justification by faith alone precedes and is therefore not part of the 

covenantal terms and conditions. Paul states it concisely “How was it then reckoned? When he 

was in circumcision, or in uncircumcision? Not in circumcision, but in uncircumcision. And he 

received the sign of circumcision, a seal of the righteousness of the faith which he had yet being 

uncircumcised: that he might be the father of all them that believe, though they be not 

circumcised; that righteousness might be imputed unto them also: And the father of circumcision 

to them who are not of the circumcision only, but who also walk in the steps of that faith of our 

father Abraham, which he had being yet uncircumcised.” 119  Timing is important because it 
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demonstrates that the doctrine of justification by faith alone as a free gift not only exists prior to 

the covenant and therefore not part of it but that it is universal. Justification is available to all 

people in the same way the blessing promised to Abraham came - by faith.  Both Jew and Gentile 

may and need to come to God on the basis of faith; there is no difference between them. “For God 

hath concluded them all in unbelief, that he might have mercy upon all.”120  And again “Is the law 

then against the promises of God? God forbid: for if there had been a law given which could have 

given life, verily righteousness should have been by the law. But the scripture hath concluded all 

under sin that the promise by faith of Jesus Christ might be given to them that believe.”121  
 

But James has a very different need of this verse. James key concept is “have not the faith of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with respect of persons.” His argument addresses the matter 

of church discipline not eternal salvation. James is not focused on what God sees but his request 

is “show me.” And the Christian’s witness is very much a matter of works. His audience is 

presumed to “have the faith of our Lord Jesus Christ”, but is behaving in a way that mars their 

witness and reveals a faulty measure of righteousness. The faulty judgment involves unequal 

treatment of the occasional rich or poor visitor to the assembly. Faulty judgment points to a 

failure to understand the demands of God’s righteous standard for human behavior. Like Paul, 

James cites God’s choice of the poor of this world, the very poor that they despise and the 

illogicality of treating well those who tend to oppress them.122 This case is treated as a specific 

violation of the general admonition “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” This generalization 

is necessary, and shifts the issue into a discussion of the role of the Decalogue or Ten 

Commandments in the spiritual life. James is making a case for the value of the Ten 

Commandments that many evangelical believers do not fully comprehend. While the law cannot 

justify, and any infraction brings only a sentence of death; the law, to use Paul’s words is still 

“holy, and the commandment holy, and just, and good.”123 While the law cannot justify, it still 

provides a correct measure of what it means to be righteous. It still reveals how God would 

behave as a human among humans. And for those who have been justified by the grace of God 

through faith, living righteous lives is the heart of the matter. The point James makes is that there 

is a practical fulfillment of the saying, “Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto him for 

righteousness,” not just the forensic declaration of it. James cites the Abraham’s willingness to 

offer Isaac his son upon the altar as the good work that together with his faith justifies Abraham. 

But the time of that good work in fulfillment of the saying was possibly twenty to thirty years after 

righteousness had been efficaciously declared to a childless Abraham.  
 

The righteousness of which Paul speaks when he uses this verse is a forensic usage. It is the 

commuting of a death sentence by reason of accepting the efficacy of Jesus’ death on the cross, a 

forgiveness immediately imputed to the individual the moment they believe on the Lord Jesus 

Christ.  It is the justification that the thief on the cross experienced at the point of his death, when 

his hands were pinned to the cross and he could do nothing. The righteousness that James is 

addressing is the result a long process enabled by the grace of God the end of which is behavior 

that conforms to the two fold essence of the Decalogue: Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all 
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thy heart, soul, mind, and strength and Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.124  The works 

constitute the practical demonstration as evidence of the reality of the efficacious forensic 

declaration. Justification may be an event, but sanctification (which must follow justification if 

that justification was real) is both an event and a process. We are declared holy but that holiness 

must be worked out in fear and trembling.125 One cannot be said to have been justified in the eyes 

of God if there is no sanctification in the life as seen by men. We are both declared to be holy and 

we are admonished to purify ourselves as He is pure. And as noted at first, these are not two 

separate events. The later - living works are the inevitable consequence of the former - living faith. 

Lying between these two extremes of Abraham’s spiritual experience is the major period of his 

pilgrimage in which his initial faith, though small and attached, grew steadily through various 

trials to a great faith that ultimately marked him as a “friend of God.”126 
 

4. The Resurrection of the Dead 
 

“By faith Abraham, when he was tried, offered up Isaac: and he that had received the 

promises offered up his only begotten son, of whom it was said, that in Isaac shall thy 

seed be called accounting that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead; from 

whence also he received him in a figure.”127 
 

 “Jesus answered and said unto them, Ye do err, not knowing the scriptures, nor the 

power of God. For in the resurrection they neither marry, nor are given in marriage, but 

are as the angels of God in heaven. But as touching the resurrection of the dead, have ye 

not read that which was spoken unto you by God, saying, “I am the God of Abraham, 

and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob”? God is not the God of the dead, but of the 

living.”128 
 

 
 

The centrality of the resurrection is of the greatest importance to the church. “The fact that Jesus 

Christ died and afterward rose from the dead is both the central doctrine of Christian Theology 

and the major fact in a defense of His teachings. This was true in the earliest church and remains 

so today.”129  Given its importance to the church, it is interesting to note that the two most cogent 

New Testament apologies for the doctrine of the resurrection from the dead both involve 

Abraham.  
 

While there are some evidences for the doctrine of the resurrection in the Old Testament there is 

no explicit mention of it. The word simply doesn’t occur. There may be the beginnings of a 

technical term in the Old Testament for resurrection in Isaiah 130 where  the verbs חיה,     ya  h, 
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“live,” קּום,     m “rise,” קיץ,     c “awake” are found. There is also the story of Elisha raising son of 

the Shunammite from the dead,131 as well as Ezekiel’s visionary account of the valley of dry 

bones.132 Then too the religious prohibitions on necromancy pointed to the reality of a life after 

death in that God, not the dead were to be sought out for guidance as in the case of Saul’s 

enquiry of the witch of Endor.133  But one of the clearest testimonies (and possibly the most 

ancient) is Job’s famous statement of faith in the resurrection: “For I know that my redeemer 

liveth, and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth, and though after my skin worms 

destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God, whom I shall see for myself, and mine eyes 

shall behold, and not another; though my reins be consumed within me.”134 
 

Given the paucity of Old Testament material on the resurrection, it is not surprising that a belief 

in a life after death and the resurrection of the dead was not universal among the Jews. The 

Sadducees rejected both ideas. Jesus’ defense of the doctrine begins with the elaborate question 

put to Him by the Sadducees135. Their “loaded” question amply reflects their unbelief. Jesus’ 

answer, cited above, is amazing in that it makes such facile use of God’s reference to Abraham 

when speaking with Moses. 1. God cannot lie. 2. God in speaking to Moses refers to Himself as 

“the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” The assertion (3) that God is 

not the God of the dead immediately completes the logical progression: Abraham is not dead but 

alive to God, vouchsafing the truth of life after death and consequentially that the resurrection is 

a pending historical reality. No wonder the multitude were astonished at his doctrine when they 

heard Jesus’ simple and obvious answer.  

The second defense of the doctrine of the resurrection is somewhat more involved. The writer to 

the Hebrews in reviewing the ultimate act of Abraham’s faith, his willingness to sacrifice Isaac, 

resolves the story in a way that the casual reader of the tale would not have guessed. Certainly 

the Genesis account of Abraham’s unflinching and complete obedience to God’s command to 

sacrifice Isaac does not mention anything about Abraham’s inner thought processes except to say 

that “that thou fearest God.” Clearly Abraham’s willingness was an expression of his great faith 

as was his cryptic answer “My son, God will provide himself a lamb for a burnt offering.” But 

how Abraham resolved the promise of God “in Isaac shall thy seed be called” with the untimely 

death of the promised son is not clear to the casual reader. But with the retelling of the story, God 

inspires the human author136 to provide an interior picture of Abraham’s faith that Genesis is 

silent on. Abraham believes in the resurrection of the dead, not some event in the distant future 

but as a very real, here and now event. If it were not so, he would have never said to the young 

men accompanying him and Isaac, “I and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come again to 

you.”137 That Abraham believed that God would honor His promise even though Isaac had been 

slain and consumed by fire can validly be inferred from this single statement. The writer to the 

Hebrews also observes that things did not go as Abraham evidently expected, nevertheless he 

did receive him as one from the dead “in a figure.”  
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The value of this second apology for the resurrection is four fold. 1.) It reinforces the antiquity of 

the belief in the resurrection of the dead for the Christian community. 2.) It refutes the view of the 

Sadducees that there is no resurrection of the dead.138 3.) It completes the symbolic pattern of God 

who sacrifices His only begotten Son Jesus and then raises Him from the dead. The pattern in the 

Genesis account does not match the Gospel exactly (Isaac is spared, Jesus is not) but the two fold 

theme of death and resurrection is nevertheless manifest as an ancient story plot given by God as 

an adumbration or foreshadowing of the great Sacrifice for the salvation of humanity. Even the 

substitution of a ram for Isaac, fulfilling Abraham’s cryptic prophesy that God would provide 

himself a lamb, looks forward to Jesus standing in the place of judgment as a holocaust for sinful 

mankind. 4.) It illustrates most effectually a central principle New Testament Hermeneutics: that 

of finding patterns or types in the Old Testament and investing them with spiritual significance 

for the Gospel age.  
 

5. Life after Death : Fellowship with Abraham  
 

“And I say unto you, that many shall come from the east and west, and shall sit down 

with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven.”139 
 

“There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth, when ye shall see Abraham, and Isaac, 

and Jacob, and all the prophets, in the kingdom of God, and you yourselves thrust out.”140 
 

“And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham's 

bosom: the rich man also died, and was buried; And in hell he lift up his eyes, being in 

torments, and seeth Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom. And he cried and said, 

Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his 

finger in water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame. But Abraham said, 

Son, remember that thou in thy lifetime receivedst thy good things, and likewise Lazarus 

evil things: but now he is comforted, and thou art tormented. And beside all this, 

between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they which would pass from hence 

to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that would come from thence. Then he said, I 

pray thee therefore, father, that thou wouldest send him to my father's house: For I have 

five brethren; that he may testify unto them, lest they also come into this place of torment. 

Abraham saith unto him, they have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them. And he 

said, nay, father Abraham: but if one went unto them from the dead, they will repent. 

And he said unto him, if they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be 

persuaded, though one rose from the dead.141 
 

 
 

The doctrine of the resurrection and life after death are necessarily linked. If the doctrine of the 

resurrection is accepted, then the question, ”What is life like after death” will not be far behind.  

Not surprisingly the answer to this question was also framed in terms that involved Abraham. 

For the Pharisees and the Christians who shared these beliefs, Abraham provided a point of 

common ground on which to explore the subject. What we might call “going to heaven” today 

was for them to “sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven.” It 

referred to a feast. Even the poetic description of “Abraham’s bosom” in the story of the rich man 
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and Lazarus is a figure suggested by the practice of the guest at a feast reclining on the breast of 

his neighbor. Thus, John leaned on the breast of Jesus at supper. Heaven, then, was not unlike a 

feast for an enormous family reunion. There Abraham (who sits at the head of the table in the 

place of highest honor) receives, as at a feast, the truly faithful, and admits them to closest 

intimacy. To be gathered to Abraham’s bosom, then, is not just to be admitted to heaven, but to 

have the highest place of honor next to the head of the race.  
 

But this was a corporate feast. The individual role was not always emphasized. A personal 

heaven was not the usual view of the Jews until late. This should not seem strange when we 

consider that the individual was not so heavily stressed in the covenant thinking of the day, but 

rather the tribe or the nation. “It is very remarkable that a doctrine of life after death as an 

essential part of religion was of very late development in Israel, although this doctrine, often 

highly elaborated, was commonly held among the surrounding nations. The chief cause of this 

lateness was that Israel's religion centered predominantly in the ideal of a holy nation. 

Consequently the individual was a secondary object of consideration, and the future of the man 

who died before the national promises were fulfilled either was merged in the future of his 

descendants or else was disregarded altogether.”142  
 

In speaking of heaven as being gathered to Abraham’s bosom, however, Jesus sets the stage for 

the consideration of the question of whether or not the individual will be so favored, a point of 

real concern. It is not enough to be born into the covenant nation, the behavior of the individual 

must be considered. The tale of the rich man and Lazarus is a case in point. The story would have 

provoked concern among his hearers because many of Jesus’ most hostile detractors were part of 

a religious establishment who were rich. In all three references cited above, Jesus implies that 

there will be those “come from the east and west, and shall sit down with Abraham, and Isaac, 

and Jacob, in the kingdom of heaven, whereas there will be “weeping and gnashing of teeth, 

when ye shall see Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, and all the prophets, in the kingdom of God, 

and you yourselves thrust out.” The figure of the rich man who “lift(ed) up his eyes, being in 

torments, and seeth Abraham afar off” and cried “Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send 

Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his finger in water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in 

this flame” reveals that the rich man’s self perception was that he was still a son of Abraham, just 

as Jesus’ detractors and enemies maintained. Abraham’s direct address “Son, remember…” does 

not refute the rich man’s genealogical relationship to the patriarch. But his tragic separation is 

evidence that what was lacking in the rich man’s life was sympathy for Lazarus the beggar who 

“was laid at his gate, full of sores,” and who desired “to be fed with the crumbs which fell from 

the rich man's table.” Even the dogs had more compassion for Lazarus than the rich man because 

they at least “came and licked his sores.” The rich man, though born with a relationship to 

Abraham nevertheless showed no brotherly kindness to Lazarus who was also a son of Abraham. 

And it was this coldness of heart that marked him as a stranger to Abraham and therefore 

alienated from him.  The “great gulf” that separated the rich man from Abraham and Lazarus is 

not a physical space but a psychological alienation that has been made permanent by death. The 

fact that it was “fixed” implies that once it was not so and that repentance could have eliminated 

that emotional isolation of the rich man from Lazarus in life.  How ironic then that the rich man 

who never served Lazarus with compassion or mercy, now requests that Abraham “have mercy 

on me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his finger in water.” Served in life, he still 

wants to be served in death. Having shown no mercy to Lazarus in his tormented life, he now 
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wants Lazarus to show mercy to him in his tormented death.  But the gulf between him and 

Lazarus that he refused to bridge in life is now his fitting condemnation in death. The rich man is 

personally responsible for the terrible punishment that now befalls him.  
 

The final lines of the dialogue between the rich man and Abraham are a thinly veiled discourse 

directed at the Lord’s detractors to truly heed the testimony they have from the scriptures. The 

rich man wants a dramatic demonstration like the resurrection to convince those of his kinsmen 

who in their present lives are living just the way he did, but Abraham (Jesus) knows full well that 

“if they hear not Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded, though one rose from 

the dead” which, of course, came to pass. 
 

The sobriquet “a son of Abraham” then is not a guaranteed ‘ticket to heaven’ given at birth, but a 

challenge to live a life of compassion and obedience to God’s word as faithful Abraham did. All 

of which leads naturally to another, less obvious question. If people will come from all places to 

sit down with Father Abraham in the kingdom of heaven, while other individuals are cast out, 

separated by a great gulf, how will it happen? Why are some treated as children of Abraham and 

others are not? 
 

6. Becoming the Children of Abraham 
 

“And ought not this woman, being a daughter of Abraham, whom Satan hath bound, lo, 

these eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?”143 
 

“And Jesus said unto him, This day is salvation come to this house, forasmuch as he also 

is a son of Abraham.”144 
 

 
 

When Jesus asked the question: “ought not this woman, being a daughter of Abraham, whom 

Satan hath bound, lo, these eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day” he was 

addressing himself to the ruler of the synagogue who, after Jesus had healed the woman on the 

Sabbath day, indignantly complained that there were six days in which men ought to work: and 

that she should have come to be healed on a weekday and not the Sabbath.  He condemned the 

obvious double standard that could loose his ox or his ass from the stall where they had been 

bound for a night and lead him away to watering on the Sabbath but had no compassion for this 

woman who had bound by Satan for the last eighteen years! Not only was the response a rebuke 

to an uncompassionate and self-righteous hypocrite, but it was also, indirectly, an invitation to 

cease from that mode of living and to view the woman for who she really was, “a daughter of 

Abraham.” The account goes on to say that “his adversaries were ashamed.” But the question 

remains, were they ashamed enough to repent and to start acting like sons of Abraham, like this 

unfortunate woman’s brothers? The account does not give us the answer. We can only hope that 

repentance followed rebuke. But the exchange does reveal an underlying problem that dogged 

our Lord’s steps for his entire ministry. Religious people among the Jews fancied themselves 

“children of Abraham” when, in their dealings with Jesus, they denied such a connection. Yes 

they were genealogically connected to the Patriarch, but was that what it really meant to be a 

child of Abraham? Clearly our Lord thought otherwise.  
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“They answered and said unto him, Abraham is our father. Jesus saith unto them, If ye 

were Abraham's children, ye would do the works of Abraham. But now ye seek to kill 

me, a man that hath told you the truth, which I have heard of God: this did not Abraham. 

Ye do the deeds of your father. Then said they to him, we are not born of fornication; we 

have one Father, even God. Jesus said unto them, If God were your Father, ye would love 

me: for I proceeded forth and came from God; neither came I of myself, but he sent me. 

Why do ye not understand my speech, even because ye cannot hear my word? Ye are of 

your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do. He was a murderer from the 

beginning, and abode not in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he 

speaketh a lie, he speaketh of his own {or, from his own will or disposition}: for he is a 

liar, and the father of it. And because I tell you the truth, ye believe me not.”145 
 

The fact that they were mistaken is not so arresting as the fact that one might or might not be a 

child of Abraham depending on whether their actions reflected pride of position and focused on 

the Lord Jesus’ actions with hostile jealousy or whether their actions reflected sympathy for their 

needy brothers and sisters and focused with compassion on those needs and with joy when the 

needs were met by Jesus’ gracious actions. Family is as family does. Birth may produce a relative, 

but love makes a family. If one still doubted whether such a transformation from stranger to son 

were possible, the story Zacchaeus should remove those doubts.  
 

Zacchaeus, a man of small stature, was “chief among the publicans, and he was rich.” We may 

speculate about the relationship between his short stature, feelings of inferiority and consequent 

over-compensation to gain affection and respect, but the scripture is moot on these speculations, 

however interesting. But what we can validly infer that what Zacchaeus needed, like all people, 

was to be loved for who he was in himself. But being a publican was hardly the way to satisfy 

that need. Publicans contracted with the Roman authorities for the right to collect taxes. 

Basically they paid the taxes to Rome that the people were expected to pay. Then they had the 

authority, backed by Roman force to collect what they had paid the Romans plus whatever more 

they felt was reasonable to cover their expenses as surrogate taxpayers. The additional amount 

could be considerable. Evidently Zacchaeus was very successful at his task because 1.) he was 

chief among the publicans, and 2.) he was rich. If he had been mocked by other children and not 

loved as a child because he was small for his age (as children are wont to do) then he certainly 

had his revenge on those who had mocked them. Taxes were burdensome at best, but when the 

publican’s fee was tacked on it must have been extortion! Then too the publicans, though native 

Jews, were nevertheless complicit with the hated Romans, people who had betrayed their own 

kind. Little love from countrymen must have come his way as a child and even less as an adult. 

But the tragedy was that Zacchaeus’ need was undiminished, though probably self denied to 

alleviate the inner pain of one who has gone without love for a whole lifetime.  
 

It was curiosity that sent Zacchaeus “up a tree” with no way down. It was not curiosity, 

however, that brought Jesus into his life that day. When “Jesus came to the place, he looked up, 

and saw him.” The tension of that moment is almost unbearable. Zacchaeus, the hated publican, 

is now up a tree with nowhere to go. Everyone is watching him, especially those from whom he 

has extorted money from over the years. Anger and hatred must have hovered like a fog over 

that swamp of people that day. ‘At last we have him where we want him, with no where to 

hide,’ they might well think.  Just a word of mockery or distain from Jesus was all that was 

needed for the sweet enjoyment of revenge on this hateful little man! Zacchaeus is totally 
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exposed and vulnerable! The crowd waits in hushed anticipation of that delicious moment when 

Zacchaeus gets his “come-up-pence”. And the tragedy was that Zacchaeus, lamenting the 

curiosity that had gotten him into this situation, probably expected no better. But the crowd was 

disappointed that day and Zacchaeus pleasantly amazed. Jesus called out to him not as one who 

was hated but as a dear friend who he had come to visit. “Zacchaeus, make haste, and come 

down; for to day I must abide at thy house.” How could Jesus have known his name and how, 

for that matter, could this teacher of righteousness ever consent to abide in the house of such a 

notorious sinner? Zacchaeus “made haste, and came down, and received him joyfully.” Why 

joyfully? Because for the first time in his life, Zacchaeus felt he was loved, in spite of his 

behavior. How many people are there just like Zacchaeus in this world? How powerful is the 

love of God that abides in each one of us to transform those lives. Zacchaeus could not restrain 

his joy. “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have taken any thing from 

any man by false accusation, I restore him fourfold.146” It is against this remarkable manifestation 

of heartfelt repentance that Jesus now pronounces his judgment, “This day is salvation come to 

this house, forasmuch as he also is a son of Abraham.” Zacchaeus has gone from hatred and 

vengeance to love and restitution, from being a son of Rome to being as son of Abraham!  
 

There remain three observations: 
 

First, being a child of Abraham is no guarantee that affliction will never mark one’s life as in the 

case of this “daughter of Abraham, whom Satan hath bound, lo, these eighteen years.”  
 

Second, having behaved badly with fellow believers for whatever reason does not close the door 

to repentance, a change of heart that can move us from anger, hurt and vengeful feelings to love 

and compassion. Becoming a child of Abraham does look forward both to deliverance and to 

being loved in return.  
 

Third, being a child of Abraham is not an inalienable right of birth but a relationship to be 

achieved through repentance and faith. John the Baptizer warns the religious people of his day 

to “bring forth therefore fruits worthy of repentance, and begin not to say within yourselves, we 

have Abraham to our father: for I say unto you, that God is able of these stones to raise up 

children unto Abraham.”147 And, in a sense, so were we all once – stones. We all were once had 

hearts of stone until God touched each one of us making us His own dear children through  faith 

in Jesus Christ.  
 

7. The Pre-existence of Jesus Christ 
 

“Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad. Then said the 

Jews unto him, Thou art not yet fifty years old, and hast thou seen Abraham?  Jesus said 

unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Before Abraham was, I am.”148 
 

 

                                                           
146 The term “fourfold” refers to the judgment of David in response to Nathan’s veiled recounting of David’s affair with 

Bathsheba which he sought to hide by arranging the death of her husband, Uriah the Hittite. Nathan styles the affair as 

parable of the theft of a poor man’s lamb (Uriah’s wife Bathsheba) by a wealthy holder of great flocks (David). In anger 

David condemns himself. “As the LORD liveth, the man that hath done this thing shall surely die: {or, is worthy to die, or, 

is a son of death} And he shall restore the lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity. (2 Samuel 

12:1-12) The level of restitution is made all the more poignant in that the law required only a twofold restitution for the 

theft of an animal: “If the theft be certainly found in his hand alive, whether it be ox, or ass, or sheep; he shall restore 

double.” Ex 22:4 
147 Luke 3:8 
148 John 8:33-58 (selected) 
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One of the most overarching facts of Jesus’ life and ministry was that the people to whom He 

was sent had no idea with whom they were dealing or how great His person and offices really 

were. To help them understand, Jesus referred to Abraham, who’s pre-existence and greatness 

as father to the race were unquestioned. In a lengthy and complex dispute with Jesus, His 

detractors claim their kinship with Abraham and with God. Jesus refutes both claims. “If ye 

were Abraham's children, ye would do the works of Abraham. (i.e. believe my witness)… If God 

were your Father, ye would love me: for I proceeded forth and came from God; neither came I of 

myself, but he sent me.”  His responses only serve to heighten their murderous intent. But that 

intent makes it clear that 1) they are not free because “whosoever committeth sin is the servant 

of sin.” And 2) they are “of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do. He was 

a murderer from the beginning, and abode not in the truth, because there is no truth in him.”   
 

In their frustration they try to accuse Jesus of having a devil (as if to refute the all too accurate 

assessment of their inner character). Jesus answers’ “I have not a devil; but I honor my Father, 

and ye do dishonor me.” He goes on to say that He is not seeking glory for himself (implying 

that these who opposed themselves were doing so by naming Abraham and claiming kinship to 

him.)  Jesus tells them “There is one that seeketh and judgeth (implying One capable of exacting 

a death sentence.) But Jesus then tells them that another benefit of keeping His sayings besides 

freedom in general, is specifically freedom from death. “Verily, verily, I say unto you, If a man 

keep my saying, he shall never see death.” The argument shifts back to Abraham. They rejoin: 

“Abraham is dead, and the prophets; and thou sayest, if a man keep my saying, he shall never 

taste of death.” the implication of their saying being that Abraham kept God’s sayings and he is 

dead. So who are you claiming to be? Are you greater than Abraham? The argument has finally 

come to the point of Jesus’ identity. Jesus explains “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: 

and he saw it, and was glad.” That is Abraham desired greatly to see the “promised seed” or the 

messiah in whom all the nations of the earth would be blessed and in a sense did see Him in the 

birth of Isaac. The Jews misunderstood because they were thinking along material lines while 

Jesus was speaking of spiritual things revealed in Old Testament types. So they misunderstood 

Jesus to say that He had been bodily present in Abraham’s day. “Thou art not yet fifty years old, 

and hast thou seen Abraham?” Jesus answers with a mind jolting answer that we do well to 

ponder deeply. “Before Abraham was, I am.”  
 

Jesus’ answer makes use of the Divine Name “I AM THAT I AM” given in response to Moses’ 

question “Behold, when I come unto the children of Israel, and shall say unto them, The God of 

your fathers hath sent me unto you; and they shall say to me, what is his name? What shall I say 

unto them?”149 It is the language of pure being and of complete self existence. Only God could 

validly say what Jesus has now uttered and their response is to immediately judge by 

appearance, assume Jesus is uttering a blasphemous lie and to take “up stones to cast at him.”  
 

But if we accept what Jesus has said as truth, its ramifications are world shaking. To say I AM is 

to make a statement in what theologians might call the ‘eternal now’. If we picture a movie film 

playing out through a movie projector, there are picture frames that have past and there are 

picture frames yet to be seen. But only one frame is before the lens at any given instant. The 

frames already shown are like the past. Those that are to be shown are like the future. The frame 

before the lens is like the present moment. But God does not see the film in that way. He is like 

the projectionist who sees the entire movie all at once. Which is to say that even if we say God 

                                                           
149 Exodus 3:13 
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has created time, He is not trapped in time of His creation: He is in the eternal now. Past, present, 

and future are all present to Him continually and in every instant. We might say that God is 

omnipresent in all time as He is in all space.  Time as we know it is like an automobile traveling 

down a long road, we see it one inch at time. But to one high overhead, the entire road is seen all 

at once. So Jesus’ assertion “Before Abraham was, I am,” at the very least confronts us with His 

divine nature as the Son of God who is in the eternal now. But Jesus is obviously a man as well. 

So His saying brings us face to face with the mystery of the incarnation. He can both speak as 

man and as God because He is the theanthropic person. As man he is “not yet fifty years old.” 

But as God He can say “Before Abraham was, I am,” which is to say “I AM THAT I AM.”  

And in this saying, Jesus introduces us to His eternal pre-existence and his supreme pre-

eminence. Jesus’ supreme pre-eminence and His eternal pre-existence are related. But the 

emphasis must be upon eternal pre-existence for this relationship to hold. An artist may have 

produced many paintings, but his pre-eminent work, his ‘master-piece’ may have been one of 

his later paintings. In relative terms earlier does not absolutely mean superior. Israel’s Passover 

feast long precedes the Christian’s communion feast. But the Christian does not hold that the 

former is better. Indeed to go back to the earlier Jewish sacrificial practice is a frightening 

spiritual state to fall into.  
 

“For it is impossible for those who were once enlightened, and have tasted of the 

heavenly gift, and were made partakers of the Holy Ghost, And have tasted the good 

word of God, and the powers of the world to come, If they shall fall away, to renew them 

again unto repentance; seeing they crucify to themselves the Son of God afresh, and put 

him to an open shame. For the earth which drinketh in the rain that cometh oft upon it, 

and bringeth forth herbs meet for them by whom it is dressed, receiveth blessing from 

God: But that which beareth thorns and briers is rejected, and is nigh unto cursing; 

whose end is to be burned.”150 
 

Though pre-existing, the Passover is not pre-eminent over the Lord’s Table because it existed as a 

shadow of what followed after. Then too, things that simply pre-exist have a beginning 

somewhere. They are created things. But He who created them may be validly said to be pre-

eminent over his creation. So when Jesus uses the little phrase “I AM”, He is claiming not just 

pre-existence but eternal pre-existence.  
 

Eternal pre-existence is a characteristic that is defined wholly in terms of the One who pre-exists.  

No other entity is necessary to understand eternal pre-existence since there can be none to have 

created that which has been eternally pre-existent. Or to put it another way eternal pre-existence 

argues uncreated-ness since all created entities are marked by a beginning and eternity has no 

beginning. Thus eternal pre-existence is a statement of fact wholly contained within the One 

who eternally pre-exists.  
 

To be eternally pre-existent is also to precede anything else that actually does exist or will ever 

exist. Since things do not self-create themselves from nothing, eternal pre-existence implies that 

any thing and everything (material or immaterial) that ever was or ever will be is in some way 

dependent on the eternally pre-existing One for its creation. “He is before all things, and by him 

all things consist.”151 “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honor and power: for thou 

hast created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and were created.”152 

                                                           
150 Hebrews 6:4-8 
151 Colossians 1:17 
152 Revelation 4:11 
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Pre-eminence, on the other hand argues a measure of one entity against another. Since eternal 

pre-existence argues the creation in some way of all things by the eternally pre-existent One, 

then all things that come after their eternally pre-existent Creator must of necessity be less in 

some way than the One who created them. Hence the creator of all things must be supremely 

pre-eminent among all His creations. The one concept flows logically into the other.  Jesus’ 

eternal pre-existence is the ground of His supreme pre-eminence. “He is before all things, and 

by him all things consist. And he is the head of the body, the church: who is the beginning, the 

firstborn from the dead; that in all things he might have the preeminence.”153  
 

The people to whom Jesus came did not comprehend His eternal pre-existence nor did they in 

any proper way acknowledge His pre-eminence.  But Abraham did pre-exist the Hebrew race, 

being the father of them. And Abraham was acknowledged universally among the Jews as 

having pre-eminence with God. He was “the friend of God.”154 So in the case  of Jesus’ supreme 

pre-eminence as in the case Jesus’ eternal pre-existence, Abraham becomes a useful point of 

reference.   
 

8. The Pre-eminence of Jesus Christ 
 

“The LORD hath sworn, and will not repent, Thou art a priest for ever after the order of 

Melchizedek.”155 
 

“For this Melchisedec, king of Salem, priest of the most high God, who met Abraham 

returning from the slaughter of the kings, and blessed him; to whom also Abraham gave 

a tenth part of all; first being by interpretation King of righteousness, and after that also 

King of Salem, which is, King of peace. Now consider how great this man was, unto 

whom even the patriarch Abraham gave the tenth of the spoils. And verily they that are 

of the sons of Levi, who receive the office of the priesthood, have a commandment to 

take tithes of the people according to the law, that is, of their brethren, though they come 

out of the loins of Abraham. But he whose descent is not counted from them received 

tithes of Abraham, and blessed him that had the promises. And as I may so say, Levi also, 

who receiveth tithes, paid tithes in Abraham.”156 
 

 
 

Not only was Christianity seen as an extension of the Old Testament religion of the Jews but as 

its ultimate conclusion. All that had passed before were ‘types and shadows’157 but in Jesus the 

believer found the reality to which everything in the past had pointed. The point being that 

                                                           
153 Colossians 1:17-18 
154 James 2:23 And the scripture was fulfilled which saith, Abraham believed God, and it was imputed unto him for 

righteousness: and he was called the Friend of God. 
155 Psalm 110:4 
156 Hebrews 7:1-9 
157 See: Colossians 2:16-17 “Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink{or, for eating and drinking}, or in respect 

of an holyday, or of the new moon, or of the Sabbath days: which are a shadow of things to come; but the body (i.e. he 

who casts the shadow or the reality of which the shadow pictures) is of Christ.” 

Hebrews 8:4-5 “For if he were on earth, he should not be a priest, seeing that there are priests that offer gifts according to 

the law: who serve unto the example and shadow of heavenly things, as Moses was admonished of God when he was 

about to make the tabernacle: for, See, saith he, that thou make all things according to the pattern showed to thee in the 

mount.” 

Hebrews 10:1 “For the law having a shadow of good things to come, and not the very image of the things, can never with 

those sacrifices which they offered year by year continually make the comers thereunto perfect.” 
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Jesus is pre-eminent in everything. The pre-eminence of Jesus in all things is central to 

answering the question of what had happened to the God-given Jewish religion. Basically the 

answer was that it had been superceded by the ultimate reality that it had pointed to. “When 

that which is perfect is come, then that which is in part shall be done away.”158 But a specific 

reference in the Old Testament proved invaluable to build the case for Jesus’ pre-eminence. That 

argument is founded on an exposition of the two verses cited above. It is presented in the 5th and 

7th chapters in the book of Hebrews interrupted by a long parenthetic lament over spiritual 

immaturity of the hearers in the 6th chapter.  
 

Jewish religious practice hinged as much upon the sacrifices as upon the role of the high priest. 

In fact all Jewish religions practice was so interrelated that to abrogate one element was to 

abrogate all other elements and to render the entire system pointless. So the verse in a generally 

accepted Messianic psalm (110:4) which speaks of being made a priest forever after the order of 

Melchisedec is full of profound significance. First it speaks of being made a priest forever after 

the order of Melchisedec. Second the priesthood of Melchisedec is not the same as the Levitical 

priesthood. Third, because of its occurrence in a Messianic Psalm, it doubtless refers to an 

appointment of the Messiah to that order of the priest hood. It is a different priest hood. It is an 

everlasting priesthood. And it is a Messianic priest hood. Because of these startling statements 

about the order of Melchisedec, the question of pre-eminence between the priesthoods of 

Melchisedec and of Levi is critical.  Basically who “trumps” whom? Enter Abraham. Clearly the 

priesthood of Melchisedec pre-exists the Levitical priesthood. But does that mean that the 

priesthood of Melchisedec is necessarily pre-eminent? As we have seen pre-existence in regard 

to any other than God is not a de-facto admission of its pre-eminence over similar successors. 

Perhaps the Levitical Priesthood succeeded the priesthood of Melchisedec in much the same 

way as the Communion feast succeeded the Passover. If this were so, however, then why would 

God by the psalmist say “Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek” when the 

Levitical Priesthood was in full force? Furthermore it is described as a priesthood forever 

implying that it was not going away. The writer to the Hebrews calls it an “unchangeable 

priesthood.”159 But there is still no clear evidence as to which has priority over the other. Two 

points are raised to help establish pre-eminence. First the priesthood of Levi is changeable – the 

priests die. The priesthood of Melchizedek is permanent – granted forever to a person who will 

not die. Second the writer to the Hebrews uses a legal truth to provide the final answer. In 

meeting Melchizedek, Abraham was blessed.160 “And without all contradiction the less is blessed 

of the better.” 161  Then Abraham offers Melchizedek tithes of all the spoil gotten from the 

confederation of kings that he had defeated. (The spoils of Sodom are not included because he 

                                                           
158 1 Corinthians 13:10. While the context of the passage cited does not address the Jewish religious system but those 

expediencies of the church age: tongues, prophesy, knowledge, the principle of setting a temporal bound on the transient 

practices of the early church is identical in principle to setting a temporal bound on Jewish practice.  The Apostle cites the 

universal experience of humanity as evidence of that generality. “When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a 

child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.” One might say that Jewish religious 

practice was an infant state of Christianity. And when the individual came to the fully mature faith of Abraham not just in 

the spoken word of God but rather in the eternal Word of God they passed from spiritual childhood wherein the law was 

a schoolmaster to bring them to Christ (Galatians 3:24-25 Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, 

that we might be justified by faith. But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster) to maturity as 

believers in Jesus Christ.  
159 Hebrews 7:24 But this man, because he continueth ever, hath an unchangeable priesthood. {or, a priesthood which 

passeth not from one to another} 
160 Genesis 14:18-19  And Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth bread and wine: and he was the priest of the most high 

God. And he blessed him, and said, Blessed be Abram of the most high God, possessor of heaven and earth: 
161 Hebrews 7:7 And without all contradiction the less is blessed of the better. 
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gives them back to the king of Sodom.) But Abraham, though acting as an individual, also acts 

on behalf of his heirs. We can understand this simply if we consider the abdication of a king. 

When a king abdicates the throne, he renounces his right to govern as a king. But he does this 

not just for himself, but for all his heirs forever. It is as if each heir cosigned the instrument of 

abdication with their ancestor. Henceforth none of them has any right to the throne. The king 

who abdicates is acting as the federal head of his family. In just the same way Abraham in 

offering tithes to Melchizedek offers not only for himself but for all his descendants including 

Levi. So the writer to the Hebrews states that “Levi also, who receiveth tithes, paid tithes in 

Abraham, for he was yet in the loins of his father, when Melchisedec met him.”162 But the 

blessing of Abraham and Abraham’s giving of tithes is a two-fold indication of the pre-eminence 

of the priesthood of Melchizedek over that of Levi.  
 

Of necessity, then, it is necessary to infer that a change of the priesthood is foreshadowed in the 

reference in Psalms. But since the entire system of Jewish religious practice is intertwined, a 

change of one part argues the change of the whole. “For the priesthood being changed, there is 

made of necessity a change also of the law.”163  
 

In conclusion then, Jesus profoundly simple answer “Before Abraham was, I am,” marks the 

coming end of the entire system of Jewish worship! 

                                                           
162 Hebrews 7:9-10 
163 Hebrews 7:12 
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III Our Pilgrimage 
 

1. The Power of Ideas – Laying Hold of God’s Word 
 

“For the word of God is quick, and powerful,…”164 
 

 
 

If you happened to be living in the city of Ulm in Wurttemberg, Germany in the spring of 1879, 

you might have been privileged to see Frau Einstein wheeling her newborn Albert through the 

park. Knowing what you now know about what Albert Einstein, what might you have been 

tempted to say to her? To his mother, Albert was a lovely boy for whom she probably had high 

hopes of a successful middle-class career with a future wife and children. Had you told her that 

her little boy would revolutionize the way people thought about everything from the atom to the 

universe and whose genius would pave the way for weapons of untold destructive power, she 

might have been incredulous at best and thought you mentally unbalanced at worst. Yet the 

situation that I have described is generally true for all people. It is common place for the parents 

of a new-borne to speculate on their precious child’s future. “Perhaps she’ll become President of 

the United States.” Some children do.  
 

The experiences of Mary and Joseph with their child Jesus were similar. From local shepherds to 

Magi from far away, from ruthless Herod to aged Simeon and Anna, they were affected by a 

succession of people interested in their new-borne. Imagine Mary’s wonder when aged Simeon 

took baby Jesus into his arms while they stood on the temple grounds in Jerusalem and said to 

her, ”Behold, this child is set for the fall and rising again of many in Israel; and for a sign which 

shall be spoken against; (Yea, a sword shall pierce through thy own soul also,) that the thoughts 

of many hearts may be revealed.”165 Unlike Frau Einstein, Mary must have had somewhat more 

of an understanding of the greatness of her Son, but probably not in totality. How could she have 

known what two millennia of history have only partly revealed to us? If the Queen of Sheba 

could say of Solomon “until I came, and mine eyes had seen it: and, behold, the one half of the 

greatness of thy wisdom was not told me: for thou exceedest the fame that I heard.”166 What shall 

we say of Mary (and ourselves) when we deal with One far “greater than Solomon”? 167 
 

There is a similar situation in the world of ideas as there is in the world of people. Great ideas 

often make their entrance into the world of human thought in humble surroundings unnoticed 

by most but with the potential to revolutionize human life and change human history. Selfish 

champions of the status quo, eager to defend their corrupt sway over the bodies and souls of 

humanity, have been as desirous as Herod to end the ‘life’ of ideas before they play out. 

Autocrats and dictators know all to well that a new idea can be very dangerous. That is why 

books are burned, advocates of causes are jailed as political prisoners, and large sections of the 

human population (particularly women) are kept uneducated. Wise people lament this loss of 

human potential as Thomas Gray lamented a mute inglorious Milton buried unnoticed in the 

country churchyard:  
 

                                                           
164 Hebrews 4:12a 
165 Luke 2:34-35 
166 2 Chronicles 9:6 
167 Luke 11:31 The queen of the south shall rise up in the judgment with the men of this generation, and condemn them: 

for she came from the utmost parts of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon; and, behold, a greater than Solomon is 

here. 
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Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid 

Some heart once pregnant with celestial fire; 

Hands, that the rod of empire might have sway'd, 

Or waked to ecstasy the living lyre: 

 

But Knowledge to their eyes her ample page, 

Rich with the spoils of time, did ne'er unroll; 

Chill Penury repress'd their noble rage, 

And froze the genial current of the soul. 168 
 

There is a real correspondence in these observations on the world of humanity with the world of 

ideas. If we return for a moment to Frau Einstein; what we would say to her if she, like Mary, had 

pondered things in her heart, 169 and asked us to tell her why baby Albert would play such an 

important role in history. We would have to explain that his greatness would lie in his discovery 

of the theory of relativity. In short, his greatness lay in the nature of the ideas he would discover 

and promulgate. We might easily say the same about our Lord Jesus. With the exception of His 

total and selfless sacrifice of Himself on the cross for our sakes, it was His words (i.e. His ideas) 

that He emphasized as important. “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not 

pass away.170 He that rejecteth me, and receiveth not my words, hath one that judgeth him: the 

word that I have spoken, the same shall judge him in the last day.171 Believest thou not that I am 

in the Father, and the Father in me? The words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself: but 

the Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works.172” 
 

People are the vehicle through which life changing ideas emerge into the world of humanity. 

And those ideas may be good, true, and liberating or evil, false, and bring bondage. One third of 

the world’s population lies under the bondage of communism because of the ideas that began 

with Carl Marx. Philosophy and ideas do change lives.   
 

It is well within the mark to say that the greatest and most influential source of great and true 

ideas is the Bible. Even the hardened unbeliever and most hostile atheist must admit that western 

civilization and world history cannot be properly understood apart from understanding the Bible. 

They might hasten to point out that there have been many destructive and evil ideas that men 

espoused that found their origin in the pages of Scripture. But that assertion only demonstrates 

that great and true ideas may be misused depending on the character of the person handling 

them. “Unto the pure all things are pure: but unto them that are defiled and unbelieving is 

nothing pure; but even their mind and conscience is defiled.”173  The Pharisees were experts in the 

Scriptures, able to quote them line by line. But they were strangers to the love of God that wrote 

those lines. They knew the words, but not their meaning. They had the letter which kills but not 

the spirit which brings life.174 Jesus addresses the fault-finding Pharisees, “But if ye had known 

what this means, I will have mercy, and not sacrifice, ye would not have condemned the 

guiltless.”175 Similarly the Apostle Paul says what was once true of him and was still true of his 

                                                           
168 From Elegy Written in a Country Grave Yard  by Thomas Gray  
169 Luke 2:19 But Mary kept all these things, and pondered them in her heart. 
170 Matthew 24:35 
171 John 12:48 
172 John 14:10 
173 Titus 1:15 
174  2 Corinthians 3:6 Who also hath made us able ministers of the new testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the 

letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life. 
175 Matthew 12:7 
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countrymen, “I bear them record that they have a zeal of God, but not according to knowledge. 

For they being ignorant of God's righteousness, and going about to establish their own 

righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the righteousness of God, for Christ is the 

end of the law for righteousness to every one that believeth.”176 In short, the Pharisees, Sadducees, 

and the religious establishment had heard but not believed Jesus’ words. Jesus explains to them 

how this can be. “Do not think that I will accuse you to the Father: there is one that accuseth you, 

even Moses, in whom ye trust. For had ye believed Moses, ye would have believed me: for he 

wrote of me. But if ye believe not his writings, how shall ye believe my words?”177  
 

So as to the cavil of the hardened unbeliever and most hostile atheist, the root of the 

misapplication of the Biblical ideas rests not in the Bible itself but in the very condition of their 

heart – unbelief. Our Lord’s answer also contains a great observation that should be highlighted: 

“Moses… wrote of me.” There is a real correspondence of the Old Testament with the New 

Testament. The quaint rubric: the new is in the old contained and the old is in the new explained, 

does have a note of truth about it. Moses really did write about Jesus. “The LORD thy God will 

raise up unto thee a Prophet from the midst of thee, of thy brethren, like unto me; unto him ye 

shall hearken; According to all that you desired of the LORD thy God in Horeb in the day of the 

assembly, saying, Let me not hear again the voice of the LORD my God, neither let me see this 

great fire any more, that I die not. And the LORD said unto me, They have well spoken that 

which they have spoken. I will raise them up a Prophet from among their brethren, like unto thee, 

and will put my words in his mouth; and he shall speak unto them all that I shall command him. 

And it shall come to pass, that whosoever will not hearken unto my words which he shall speak 

in my name, I will require it of him.”178 
 

But there is much more than Moses’ testimony. Jesus admonishes His hard-hearted hearers to 

“Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of 

me.” Yet even as He speaks, He knows that they will not do this because “the Father himself, 

which hath sent me, hath borne witness of me. Ye have neither heard his voice at any time, nor 

seen his shape.  And ye have not his word abiding in you: for whom he hath sent, him ye believe 

not. And ye will not come to me, that ye might have life.”179 Theirs was a willful ignorance.  
 

As we look at Jesus’ teaching and that of the Apostles, it is striking to see how many Old 

Testament references they use. Many of the ideas that Jesus presents, the words that God “put in 

His mouth,”180 are already present in the Old Testament. If we liken the progress of ideas to the 

growth of people, those Old Testament ideas are like Albert Einstein – in diapers! How was it, 

humanly speaking, that Jesus and the Apostles recognized these great ideas in such humble 

surroundings and expounded their greatness? And even more importantly, is it possible for us to 

emulate those noble Bereans who “received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched 

the scriptures daily, whether those things were so.”181 The answer, I believe, is definitely yes. Each 

of us, with prayer and practice, can begin to find great New Testament Ideas as they emerge in 

their Old Testament infancy. It is possible for us to become the vehicles through which life 

changing and even history changing ideas propagate in the world of humanity.  
 

                                                           
176 Romans 10:2-4 
177 John 5:45-47 
178 Deuteronomy 18:15-19 
179 John 5:37-40 
180 John 17:8 For I have given unto them the words which thou gavest me; and they have received them, and have known 

surely that I came out from thee, and they have believed that thou didst send me. 
181 Acts 17:11 
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2. Identity and Action 
 

… But whom say ye that I am?182 
 

 
 

Abraham was a stranger and a pilgrim. That is how he saw himself.183 But the real question for us 

is how we see ourselves. Who are we? The reason this question is important for us is that our 

actions in any given set of circumstances are based on our self perception and our awareness of 

what the situation requires of us. The Christian’s identity, as presented in the Bible, is 

multifaceted. In Peter’s first epistle 184 we are called a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a 

holy nation, and a peculiar people; four different identities. But in the very next sentence, when 

he exhorts that we “abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against the soul,” he addresses us as 

“strangers and pilgrims.” (KJV)  
 

A brief consideration of these and other descriptors of the Christian’s identity will reveal that 

they all bear some relation to our Lord Jesus’ identity, so that the question that our Lord Jesus 

asks the disciples (and us as well) has a great deal with both how we perceive ourselves and how 

we will act in any given situation. A few examples should clarify this matter. 
 

When we see that Jesus is:  Then we are:  Reference 

The Shepherd      Sheep   John 10:11 

The Light / Truth      Disciples  I John 1:5, John 14:6 

The Word       Believer  John 1:1, Galatians 6:10 

The Life       Child of God  John 14:6 

Older brother      Brothers  Romans 8:29, Hebrews 2:1 

Heir       Joint heirs  Romans 8:7 

Holy       Saints   I Peter 1:16 

Great Physician      Patients  Luke 5:31 

Captain of our salvation       Soldiers  Hebrews 2:10 

Bride groom      Bride   John 3:29 

Vine       Branches  John 15:1-10 

Master       Stewards  Luke 12:42-48 

High Priest / Prince       Royal priesthood Hebrews 8:1 

Chief Corner stone         Living stones   I Peter 2:4-8 

The Way       Pilgrims  John 14:6, I Peter 2:11 
 

A word of caution is in order here! It is easy to grasp what is being said here intellectually and 

yet still not have a real possession of these aspects of our identity in Christ, because we do not 

know Him fully in our experience. I may understand the meaning of slavery, but I never saw my 

mother and father parted when one of them was sold ‘down the river’. I may hate the institution 

but I have never known the depth of grief and anger at seeing a loved one beaten mercilessly by 

the task master’s lash before my eyes. I understand slavery intellectually, not experientially!  In 

just such a way we can learn about Jesus’ identity and yet not have really experienced what that 

means to us in terms of who we really are! Unfortunately, there are too many who call 

themselves Christians who are strangers to the transforming grace of God. They may have a great 

                                                           
182 Matthew 16:15b 
183 Genesis 23:4a I am a stranger and a sojourner with you… 
184 1 Peter 2:9 But ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar people; that ye should shew 

forth the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvellous light: 
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deal of accurate knowledge of biblical truths, but their experience of God’s Son is little. All such 

knowledge is head knowledge, not theology!  The real measure of theology lies in our ability to 

love as God loves.185 The real progress in the Christian life lies in our ability to love God and one 

another because we “see” Jesus Christ and who we all are in Him. It is the last of these identities 

that this series of reflections have centered on. What does it mean to be a stranger and a pilgrim 

in our own experience? 
  

3. Pilgrims and Strangers: 
 

“I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims…”186 
 



 

The two words that Peter uses here are strangers - paroikov (pronounced  par'-oy-kos) and  

pilgrims - parepidhmov  (pronounced  par-ep-id'-ay-mos).   
 

Stranger: paroikov comes from two Greek words: para (pronounced par-ah meaning near) and 

oikov (pronounced oy'-kos meaning having a home). So that paroikov - stranger is one having a 

home near by or a by-dweller i.e. an alien resident, a foreigner, a sojourner. The word occurs in 

only four places in the New Testament: Acts 7: 6 & 29, Ephesians 2:19, and as noted in 1 Peter 2:11.  
 

The account in Acts is part of Stephan’s defense before the Sanhedrin before his martyrdom. In it 

he describes the experience of Abraham’s pilgrimage and the fact “that his seed should sojourn 

(paroikov) in a strange (allotriov pronounced al-lot'-ree-os meaning not one's own) land and 

that they should bring them into bondage, and entreat them evil four hundred years.” The 

second use is with regard to the experience of Moses who fled “and was a stranger (paroikov) in 

the land of Madian, where he begat two sons.” In Ephesians Paul says: “Now therefore ye are no 

more strangers (xenov  pronounced  xen'-os) and foreigners (paroikov),  but fellowcitizens with 

the saints, and of the household of God; 
 

Pilgrim:  parepidhmov comes from three Greek words: para (pronounced par-ah meaning near), 

epi (pronounced ep-ee' meaning superimposition), and dhmov (demos pronounced day'-mos  

meaning the people).187 Taken together these three mean an alien placed alongside the people, a 

resident foreigner, a pilgrim. The word occurs in only three places in the New Testament: 

Hebrews 11:13, 1 Peter 2:11 (both already noted) and 1 Peter 1:1. 
 

“Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to the strangers (parepidhmov) scattered throughout Pontus, 

Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, Elect according to the foreknowledge of God the 

Father, through sanctification of the Spirit, unto obedience and sprinkling of the blood of 

Jesus Christ: Grace unto you, and peace, be multiplied.” 
 

So the term for pilgrim parepidhmov carries with it a sense of one, standing alongside the people, 

who is, nevertheless, not one of them. Whereas the term for stranger paroikov carries with it the 

sense of a person dwelling near who is nevertheless a sojourner among the people and not a 

permanent resident of the country, a stranger living among the people, who does not have an 

ancient lineage in that place like everyone else living there. He arrived in their lifetime and may 

                                                           
185 1 John 4:8 He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love. John 13:35 By this shall all men know that ye are my 

disciples, if ye have love one to another. 
186 1 Peter 2:11b 
187 We get our word democracy, the rule of the people, partly from this root word. 
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go sometime. He is a resident alien sojourning among the people. The terms are complimentary 

to one another and reinforce the picture of someone in transit to somewhere. 
 

Although the two words only occur six times in the New Testament, the concept arises in many 

other areas. When, for example, Jesus makes declarations that His disciples are “not of the 

world”188 and when He or the Apostles make declarations that they are nevertheless “in the 

world”189 then the concept of strangers and pilgrims is being invoked. Strangers and pilgrims are 

in the world but they are not of the world. Theirs is a heavenly citizenship.190 They look for a city 

whose builder and maker is God.191 And the world in which they now live their spiritual lives is a 

total wilderness incapable of supporting that spiritual life. And, as we will see, the wilderness is a 

quiet place where the pace is slow and the portions are small. It is a place that acquaints us our 

smallness in the vast scope of things and teaches both humility toward ourselves and reverence 

toward God upon whom our next breath depends. It was the place of the preparation of the great 

saints of God from Abraham to Moses, from Elisha to John the Baptist, from Paul to John on 

Patmos. It should have been the place of preparation of a great Exodus people of God, Israel, but 

because of their unbelief it became that generation’s grave. Pilgrimage and the wilderness go 

hand in hand. When Jesus, Himself, is moved by His Father from the role of carpenter to that of 

preacher, He too must go through the wilderness with its terrible trials and temptations. And the 

servant is not above the master.192 The great issues of the life in God are settled in the wilderness.  

The wilderness is the place of temptation and of battling the demons.193 But thank God, He who is 

in us is greater than him who is in (and of) the world that is against us.194 We are all strangers and 

pilgrims. 
 

4. The Great Cloud of Witnesses: 
 

By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain … By faith Enoch was 

translated that he should not see death … By faith Noah… prepared an ark to the saving of 

his house… By faith Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he should 

after receive for an inheritance, obeyed … Through faith … Sara … received strength to 

                                                           
188 John 15:18-19 If the world hates you, ye know that it hated me before it hated you. If ye were of the world, the world 

would love his own: but because ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world 

hateth you.  

John 17:13-16 And now come I to thee; and these things I speak in the world, that they might have my joy fulfilled in 

themselves. I have given them thy word; and the world hath hated them, because they are not of the world, even as I am 

not of the world. I pray not that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but that thou shouldest keep them from the 

evil.  They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. 
189 John 17:11 And now I am no more in the world, but these are in the world 

Philippians 2:15 That ye may be blameless and harmless, the sons of God, without rebuke, in the midst of a crooked and 

perverse nation, among whom ye shine as lights in the world … 
190 Ephesians 2:19 Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellow-citizens with the saints, and of the 

household of God; 
191 Hebrews 11:9-10 By faith he (Abraham) sojourned in the land of promise, as in a strange country, dwelling in 

tabernacles with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs with him of the same promise, for he looked for a city which hath foundations, 

whose builder and maker is God. 
192 Matthew 10:24 -25 The disciple is not above his master, nor the servant above his lord. It is enough for the disciple that 

he be as his master, and the servant as his lord. If they have called the master of the house Beelzebub, how much more 

shall they call them of his household? 
193 Matthew 4:1-3a Then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted of the devil. And when he had 

fasted forty days and forty nights, he was afterward hungred. And when the tempter came to him, he said…” 
194 John 16:33 These things I have spoken unto you, that in me ye might have peace. In the world ye shall have tribulation: 

but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world. 

1 John 4:4 Ye are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the 

world. 
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conceive seed. These all died in faith … and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims 

on the earth.”195 
 

 
 

The great cloud of witnesses referred to in Hebrews 12:1 doubtless refers back to all these and 

others mentioned. It refers to Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Joshua and Israel before whom the 

walls of Jericho fell down. It refers to Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthae, David and 

Samuel, as well as all the prophets. The list went on and on so that “time would fail” the apostle 

to tell us of them all. It is indeed a great cloud of witnesses, not observers of us and how we run 

our race but of witnesses to us as to how they ran their race. They ran with that patience borne of 

a faith which subdued kingdoms, wrought righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the 

mouths of lions, quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness 

were made strong, waxed valiant in fight, turned to flight the armies of the aliens, received their 

dead raised to life again: while others were tortured, had trials of cruel mocking and scourging, 

as well as bonds and imprisonment. They were stoned, sawn asunder, tempted, slain, and 

wandered in animal skins: destitute, afflicted, and tormented. All these, by their faithful 

obedience, confessed they were “strangers and pilgrims on the earth.” And that confession of 

faith as revealed in a life of great and varied spiritual exploits is a witness to each one of us who 

share their identity as strangers and pilgrims on the earth. We share that identity because Jesus is 

the way and our faith is placed in Him because “no man cometh unto the Father, but by me 

(Jesus).196”  We are not the only strangers and pilgrims. There are many of us. 
 

5. The Anatomy of Pilgrimage:  
 

And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who 

are the called according to his purpose. For whom he did foreknow, he also did 

predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn 

among many brethren. Moreover whom he did predestinate, them he also called: and 

whom he called, them he also justified: and whom he justified, them he also glorified.197 
 

 
 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath blessed us with all 

spiritual blessings in heavenly places in Christ: according as he hath chosen us in him 

before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before him 

in love: Having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to himself, 

according to the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of the glory of his grace, wherein 

he hath made us accepted in the beloved.198 
 

 
 

And he said, Men, brethren, and fathers, hearken; The God of glory appeared unto our 

father Abraham, when he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Charran, and said 

unto him, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and come into the land 

which I shall shew thee. Then came he out of the land of the Chaldaeans, and dwelt in 

                                                           
195 Hebrews 11:4-13 (selected) 
196 John 14:6 
197 Romans 8:28-30 
198 Ephesians 1:3-6 
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Charran: and from thence, when his father was dead, he removed him into this land, 

wherein ye now dwell.199 
 

 
 

While the terms “pilgrim” and “stranger” occur together only twice in the scriptures, the 

experience is universal for believers.  Just as the word of God was central to Abraham’s 

pilgrimage, so it is to ours. All pilgrimage begins with a call, and the call of the pilgrim and 

stranger is a central feature of both the Old and New Testaments. The word normally translated 

“church” is the Greek word ekklhsia (pronounced ek-klay-see'-ah) which is a compound of ek, a 

primary preposition denoting the point whence action or motion proceeds, and a derivative of 

kalew (pronounced kal-eh'-o) to "call." So ekklhsia means, literally, a calling out. Thus the 

church may be seen as a pilgrim community that has been called out of the world and a peculiar 

or strange people who are no longer of the world, even though they are still in the world. But 

what does the anatomy of pilgrimage actually look like. Here Abraham’s experience as an 

archetypical pilgrim and stranger will help. 
 

The call: What the first two references above draw our attention to is that fact that the call is 

preceded by three aspects of God’s counsel: foreknowledge, choice, and predestination. While we 

might be tempted to align these as three distinct processes occurring sequentially (foreknowledge 

followed by choice followed by predestination as the flow of the Apostle’s thought tends to 

indicate) we must remember that these “events” occurred “in him (Christ) before the foundation 

of the world.” That is before time ever was. It seems more accurate to say that all three things are 

triune aspects of a single counsel of the God-Head in all eternity past. The point here is that there 

is something in eternity that precedes the call to all men, a call which is miraculously effectual in 

some constituting them “pilgrims and strangers” and launching them on a life long journey 

whose effect is justification in Christ and whose goal is the glory of God. 
 

The pilgrimage of Abraham centers on his ongoing response to God’s word – the faith of 

Abraham. Hence his prominent place in the eleventh chapter of Hebrews, the faith chapter. As 

with any word of God, the desired response to His call is a belief or trust of God’s word which 

issues in action.  In short, the desired response is faith. So it is that while the actions of all those 

mentioned in the eleventh chapter of Hebrews may be varied, their faith is the common 

denominator without exception. Indeed faith is the common denominator for the entire church. 

“For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.”200 
 

Preparation and departure: But action reflects choice on the individual’s part, and choice involves 

saying yes to one course of action and no to all others. So that, in the classic geographic notion of 

pilgrimage, there is a leaving behind (which seems strange to all those left behind) and a going 

forth on a journey. Where ever the individual stops in future they are no longer a resident, but an 

alien of foreigner who sojourns in that place always ready to move on tomorrow, whenever 

tomorrow occurs. To those who are continually being left behind (whether at the start of the 

journey or during it) these people are strangers. But to God toward whom they are journeying, 

and to themselves, they are pilgrims.  
 

The act of letting go of the past dwelling place with all its supports and comforts requires what 

has been come to be called in the spiritual literature: “detachment.” The act of going forth 

trusting in God alone for the ever present necessities of both the physical and the spiritual life has 

                                                           
199 Acts 7:2-4 
200 Ephesians 2:8 
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come to be called “abandonment to divine providence.” The choice inevitably sets disparate 

entities in conflict with each other. We can clearly see this in the wilderness temptation of our 

Lord Jesus. In response to the first temptation, Jesus clearly draws the line for all three. “… Man 

shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God.”201 The 

choices are clear: bread vs. the word of God, expedience vs. the will of God, wealth vs. the 

worth(ship) of God. Why does God insist upon such a polarizations? Human necessity as 

experienced in the wilderness highlights these antitheses which are not normally seen as 

antithetical in the world! The language of the world (or worldly Christian) is “all this and heaven 

too!” The language of the stranger and pilgrim is “You cannot serve God and mammon (that 

which is not God)” Here is the acid test of any who would serve God. The pilgrim believes in the 

power of God’s word to support their life, not their power to get ‘bread’. The pilgrim 

acknowledges the authority of God’s word on earth as in His kingdom, not their authority to do 

as they will.  The pilgrim confesses they are willing to sacrifice their needs, supports, and 

comforts, so that the glory of His worthiness may be seen in them, and not to clutch at any wealth 

or personal glory that may come their way.  Theirs is the mindset of any who will do the 

impossible! Thus it is that in following the call there is the two fold process of preparation (i.e. 

forsaking all that is not of God) and departure (going forth to God).  It is the preparation that 

marks a person as a stranger. It is the departure that marks them as a pilgrim. 
 

Journey into the wilderness: All that follows after departure, again in the classic geographic 

notion of pilgrimage, is the journey. The place of the journey, as suggested before, is ‘the 

wilderness’ as opposed to ‘the city’. The place of the journey is really a place of human 

experiences that effectively transform the pilgrim. It is a place of trials that test and consequently 

shape the person on pilgrimage. It is the ‘place’ where they are trained, disciplined, chastised, 

enlightened, strengthened, and generally prepared for their future life with God. In short it is a 

place of their sanctification. There they are caused to endlessly repent and are challenged to ever 

greater exploits of faith. It is a place of endless ‘conversions’.  It is the place where God wounds 

him and takes him apart one bloody bit at a time. And it is the place where God heals him as He 

miraculously reassembles him202. It is a place of death and resurrection. It is a lonely place where 

a man encounters God in solitude and is never the same again. It is not the place to venture into 

unless God calls him. And it is not the place to be avoided when God calls him.  
 

Sacrifice: But the pilgrim follower of God when fully formed frequently has another role to play 

as the servant of God. Not only does he see God, but he sees himself and so repents in dust and 

ashes.203 But, far from the city lights, he also sees for the first time what the city really is. What he 

was, and what city dwellers still are!204 It is in the wilderness that the pilgrim is often shaped into 

the prophet sent back to the city dwellers. It is the place in type or fact where all the great 

servants of God from Abraham to Paul have been formed. But being a prophet of God is a very 

dangerous occupation. Over and over again the scriptures tell of the mistreatment of God’s 

                                                           
201 Matthew 4:4b 
202 Hosea 6:1-3 Come, and let us return unto the LORD: for he hath torn, and he will heal us; he hath smitten, and he will 

bind us up. After two days will he revive us: in the third day he will raise us up, and we shall live in his sight. Then shall 

we know, if we follow on to know the LORD, his going forth is prepared as the morning; and he shall come unto us as the 

rain, as the latter and former rain unto the earth. 
203 Job 42:5-6 I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee. Wherefore I abhor myself, and 

repent in dust and ashes. 
204 Ephesians 2:1-3 And you hath he quickened, who were dead in trespasses and sins; Wherein in time past ye walked 

according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the 

children of disobedience: Among whom also we all had our conversation in times past in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling 

the desires of the flesh and of the mind; and were by nature the children of wrath, even as others. 
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prophets. Paul recounting Elijah says, “Know ye not what the scripture says of Elias {i.e. in Elijah}; 

how he makes intercession to God against Israel, saying, ‘Lord, they have killed thy prophets, 

and digged down thine altars; and I am left alone, and they seek my life.’”205 Stephan’s stunning 

conclusion to his defense of the Gospel is a similar indictment. “You stiff-necked and 

uncircumcised in heart and ears, ye do always resist the Holy Ghost: as your fathers did, so do ye. 

Which of the prophets have not your fathers persecuted? And they have slain them which 

showed before of the coming of the Just One; of whom ye have been now the betrayers and 

murderers: Who have received the law by the disposition of angels, and have not kept it.”206 The 

immediate and murderous response of his audience reveals the truth of Stephan’s accusation and 

the intense hostility with which the natural man receives the word of God. “When they heard 

these things, they were cut to the heart, and they gnashed on him with their teeth. … Then they 

cried out with a loud voice, and stopped their ears, and ran upon him with one accord, and cast 

him out of the city, and stoned him…”207 Our Lord Jesus received the same reception from a 

people who steadfastly refused to acknowledge His divine person or His messianic office. The 

pilgrim who left the people as a stranger because he cared more for God than them, now returns 

to the people as an enemy who loves them too much to pander to what they want to hear. T.S. 

Elliot (who, I believe conflates exploration with pilgrimage) observes this circular paradox.  
 

“We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And to know the place for the first time.”208 
 

But, lest we despair of hope, it must be noted that Stephan’s murderers, “laid down their clothes 

at a young man's feet, whose name was Saul.”209 And it was this young man who suffered greatly 

to become the greatest single force for the propagation of the Gospel in his age and the human 

author of much of the New Testament. God does move in mysterious ways His wonders to 

perform. 210  “Surely the wrath of man shall praise thee: the remainder of wrath shalt thou 

restrain.”211 

                                                           
205 Romans 11:2b-3 
206 Acts 7:51-53 
207 Acts 7:54, 57-58a 
208 T.S. Elliot, Little Gidding (Four Quartets) 
209 Acts 7:58b 

210    God moves in a mysterious 

way 

His wonders to perform; 

He plants His footsteps in the sea 

And rides upon the storm. 
 

Deep in unfathomable mines 

Of never failing skill 

He treasures up His bright designs 

And works His sovereign will. 
 

Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; 

The clouds ye so much dread 

Are big with mercy and shall break 

In blessings on your head. 
 

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, 

But trust Him for His grace; 

Behind a frowning providence 

He hides a smiling face. 
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Death and Resurrection:  Pilgrimage has a goal. Abraham “looked for a city which hath 

foundations, whose builder and maker is God.” 212  God, in calling us, does so against the 

background of His pre-destination of us. So the question naturally arises along the way, “Are we 

there yet?”  Of the noble troop in the eleventh of Hebrews, it is said, “these all, having obtained a 

good report through faith, received not the promise.”213 For them, Pilgrimage was a life-long 

affair. All those who “confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth” were the self 

same ones who “died in faith, not having received the promises.214  
 

“But why,” we ask, “should this be?” The answer lies in the fact that although pilgrimage is 

usually a solitary journey, it is not without its communal aspects. Pilgrims have always known 

that they were part of the ‘fellowship of the burning heart.’215 There is a mystical community in 

pilgrimage that is not immediately apparent when you are all alone with God in the wilderness. 

Pilgrims have gone before us and they will come after us. But at the end of life we must wait for 

one another “till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, 

unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ.”216 The “great cloud 

of witnesses” who have successfully run their race with patience are waiting for us to follow their 

noble example. The reason for the delay in the fulfillment of their promise is clearly seen in the 

next verse. These early heroes of faith “received not the promise, God having provided (or 

foreseen) some better thing for us, that they without us should not be made perfect (or 

complete).”217 We do well to remember that it is we who are “compassed about with so great a 

cloud of witnesses.” It is we who are to “lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily 

besets us.” It is we who are to “run with patience the race that is set before us, looking unto Jesus 

the author and finisher of our faith.”218 And finally it is we who “are come unto mount Zion, and 

unto the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to an innumerable company of 

angels, to the general assembly and church of the firstborn, which are written in heaven, and to 

God the Judge of all, and to the spirits of just men made perfect, and to Jesus the mediator of the 

new covenant.”219  The waves of the Red Sea did not close over the Egyptians until the last of the 

Children of Israel has passed over safely. Our pilgrimage ends not with our death, it ends with 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 

His purposes will ripen fast, 

Unfolding every hour; 

The bud may have a bitter taste, 

But sweet will be the flower. 
 

Blind unbelief is sure to err 

And scan His work in vain; 

God is His own interpreter, 

And He will make it plain. 
 

-William Cowper (1774) 
211 Psalm 76:10 
212 Hebrews 11:10 
213 Hebrews 11:39 
214 Heb 11:13 These all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen them afar off, and were persuaded 

of them, and embraced them, and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth. 
215 Luke 24:32 And they (the Emmaus Road pilgrims) said one to another, Did not our heart burn within us, while he 

talked with us by the way, and while he opened to us the scriptures? 
216 Ephesians 4:13 
217 Hebrews 11:40 
218 After Hebrews 12:1-2 
219 After Hebrews 12:22-24a 
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the Resurrection. “As for me, I will behold thy face in righteousness: I shall be satisfied, when I 

awake, with thy likeness.”220 
 

6. Why we read the Bible 
 

“These were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with 

all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so.”221 
 

 
 

People read their Bibles for a host of different reasons. Some see them as a historical book and 

read for historical understanding of the place and time. Others see the Bible as a source of great 

ethical truths and search the scriptures with that in mind. Still others see the reading of their 

Bibles as a devotional practice, one that pleases God and somehow advances their spiritual 

condition. Doubtless these and many other reasons are valid in some degree or other. But, above 

all, the Bible is the summation of a series of communications over a long time between God and 

the human kind that He has created: a communication about His eternal Son, Jesus.  Jesus, 

Himself, teaches that “they (the Scriptures) are they which testify of me.”  Jesus is the nexus of all 

scriptural thought and somehow they all point to Him. So it is reasonable that when we read the 

scriptures with the intent of hearing God speak to us about Jesus that we are going to experience 

the scriptures in a whole new way than for any other approach. “Abraham rejoiced to see my day: 

and he saw it, and was glad.”222 In a sense we get out of the scriptures what we are looking for in 

them. “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto 

you: For every one that asks receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that knocks it shall 

be opened. Or what man is there of you, whom if his son ask bread, will he give him a stone? Or 

if he asks a fish, will he give him a serpent? If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts 

unto your children, how much more shall your Father which is in heaven give good things to 

them that ask him?”223 If what you desire is to hear the voice of God, if you are searching for 

God’s testimony about Jesus, if that is the desire behind your prayer, then we have Jesus’ 

assurance that God will answer your prayer. And when we see Him, surely it is to hear Him say: 

“Follow me … I am the way… No man cometh unto the Father but by me.” 
 

7. How we read the Bible 
 

“So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.”224 
 

Faith, believing God’s word spoken to us is central for all pilgrimage. But faith implies hearing 

God’s voice in the first place. In reading the Bible, it is not that God is not speaking to us so much 

as it is we who are not listening. We may pass by those life changing ideas mentioned earlier that 

we sense are there but we miss them entirely, and tragically. It is not that we do not try. We are 

careful about our approach. We follow the “rules”. We read the commentaries and dictionaries. 

We buy the latest “how to” book and yet God seems silent. We grow dry and weary of trying. We 

are in a spiritual wilderness. How can this be?  
 

In the Gospels we read of a simple exchange between Jesus and His detractors. He chooses to 

quote the first line of Psalm 100. “The LORD said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand, until I 
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make thine enemies thy footstool.” The psalm was held, then as now, to be prophetic of the 

Messiah. It was also believed that the Messiah would be David’s son. The Davidic authorship of 

this Psalm, whose subtitle ascribes it to David, was also not questioned. So the statement of 

David that opens the psalm is particularly revealing. “While the Pharisees were gathered 

together, Jesus asked them, saying, what think ye of Christ? Whose son is he? They say unto him, 

The Son of David. He saith unto them, how then doth David in spirit call him Lord, saying, The 

LORD said unto my Lord, Sit thou on my right hand, till I make thine enemies thy footstool? If 

David then calls him Lord, how is he his son? And no man was able to answer him a word, 

neither durst any man from that day forth ask him any more questions. “225 The logic is simple 

and straight forward. But it was not obvious to the religious authorities of the day. How do we 

know this? They had no answer. How is it possible that Jesus was able to find a single phrase in 

the Psalms, “my Lord,” and invest it with such significant meaning? In hindsight, we can see 

now that the passage is prophetically describing David’s son the Messiah from the point of view 

of the eternally pre-existent Son of God. David is speaking as a prophet, not as the founder of a 

human dynasty. But the religious ‘experts’ didn’t pick that up; why? The Pharisees were not 

alone. Modern exegetical scholars have a similar problem.  
 

“In the light of NT use of the psalm, Christian exegesis traditionally took the psalm as a 

messianic prophesy that Jesus fulfills. … One would never guess this interpretation from 

the psalm; it can only be read into it. When Yhwh (i.e. Jehovah) spoke these words in O.T. 

times, people could not have been expected to understand them as the N.T. does. Herbert 

W. Bateman thus prefers to describe the psalm as “typological – prophetic.” With hindsight 

one can see that the text describes a pattern that Jesus will supremely embody. The relation 

between NT and OT text is one that regularly obtains. In light of Jesus’ coming, the Holy 

Spirit inspires people to see significance in the OT that was never there before. 

“The text’s theological implications then do not lie in its application to Jesus; that is to 

ignore its meaning. Its application to Jesus is part of N.T. study. The question is what did 

the Holy Spirit offer the OT believers in this text?”226 
 

What Goldingay is saying, in effect, is that the modern rules of Biblical interpretation will help us 

get at what the original author meant when he wrote a particular text in the Old Testament, but 

they will not get us to the meaning assigned by the New Testament commentators on such a text, 

because that new meaning is not the result of careful exegesis according to formal rules of 

interpretation but is the result of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit of God investing the passage 

with a new meaning that simple logic could never arrive at. The new meaning simply was not 

there until God revealed it to the New Testament commentator. All of the New Testament 

treatments of the story of Abraham that we have reviewed fit this pattern. 
 

Such an assessment is at once accurate but tells only half the story. The new and profoundly 

important meaning assigned to the Old Testament text as used in the New Testament is certainly 

the result of the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Scripture makes that clear. “All scripture is given 

by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in 

righteousness:…”227 What Goldingay’s observation leaves out is the human side of the process. 

The Old Testament authors, Jesus, and the apostles were all human beings. And their thought 

processes were not unlike that of other human beings (except that for Jesus, thought was 
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uncorrupted by sin since He had no sin). So if we are ever to be able to discover great truths of 

the spiritual life as they emerge in their Old Testament infancy, something other than the formal 

rules of interpretation must be in play. And that involves an approach to which we now we now 

turn. 
 

It has been my experience that young believers and sometimes older ones have some difficulty 

observing and extracting details out of the written accounts of the scriptures. For many years I 

felt that the ease with which I was able to grasp obvious assertions of various Bible verses must 

have been a gift. But I am realizing that the approach that I have been using is not that complex 

or difficult to learn. So I have decided to document the approach that I have found very helpful 

to me not only in my own devotions but also in developing sermonic material as well as 

counseling. There are, of course, many methods of reading the scriptures, but I have seen this 

particular approach lying behind most of those books called “devotionals”228 as well as the 

written sermons of some of the greatest English reform preachers of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. 
 

Attitude - While the intellectual aspects of our study of the Bible are important, personal 

experience and the Scriptures have convinced me that our attitude in coming to the Bible is much 

more important. Jesus, himself, thanks His Father in Heaven saying “I thank thee, O Father, Lord 

of heaven and earth, that thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed 

them unto babes: even so, Father; for so it seemed good in thy sight.”229 Judging from Jesus’ 

comments, God is selective of those to whom He speaks. What then is the Scripture’s advice 

about our attitude as we approach God’s Word to hear His voice speaking to us? 
 

 Reverence – … but to this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, 

and trembles at my word.230 
 

 Heart engagement - Stand in awe, and sin not: commune with your own heart upon your bed, 

and be still. Selah.231    … the LORD seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward 

appearance, but the LORD looketh on the heart232 
 

                                                           
228 We may gain an understanding of what analysis looks like by considering a worthy devotional text that has stood the 

test of time. There are many:  

 Streams in the Desert by Mrs. Charles Cowman,  

 My Utmost for His Highest by Oswald Chambers,  

 Morning and Evening by Charles H. Spurgeon,  

 Daily Strength for Daily Needs by Mary W. Tileston 

 Joy and Strength for the Pilgrim Day by Mary W. Tileston  

 My King and His Service by Frances R. Havergal,  

 The Continual Burnt Offering by Harry Ironside  

 The Daily Sacrifice both by Harry Ironside.  

All have similar formats. A short Bible verse or phrase is presented and then a brief one page meditation on the passage 

as we may be expected to experience it in life or as it illuminates those experiences (particularly suffering) that are part 

and parcel of all living. Often the authors make use of the insights of other great spiritual Christians as part of their 

valuable ruminations. The format begs the question: “by what means did the author get from the verse to the article?” 

That question is what this note sets out to answer. 
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 Quietness – The words of wise men are heard in quiet more than the cry of him that rules 

among fools.233   Be still, and know that I am God: I will be exalted among the heathen, I will 

be exalted in the earth.234 
 

 Humility – … be clothed with humility: for God resists the proud, and giveth grace to the 

humble.235 
 

 Faith – But without faith it is impossible to please him: for he that cometh to God must 

believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him.236 
 

Prayer – The five attitudes described above are really those most conducive to prayer; which is to 

say that your reading should be part of an ongoing dialogue (prayer). I have found that the best 

approach to the “quite time” for me is to merge the morning and evening times into one event. I 

read the passage of interest the night before and begin the discussion with our Father in Heaven. 

There may be questions or things I don’t understand. Or I may not see anything unusual in the 

passage. Prayer merges into sleep.237 The morning half of the ‘quiet time’ then usually begins 

when our Father begins the conversation with me sometime between 4 and 6 am. At that time 

any number of things could have entered my conscious mind - a new verse, part of the old verse, 

a new and profoundly integrating insight or just having my heart ‘set afire’. 
 

Pace – We live in a hurried world. The fast pace of modern life slowly enters the soul. We are in 

too much of a rush. Reason tells us that we will see more wild flowers if we walk slowly through 

the woods than if we ride a bike. And if we are going by in a car at sixty miles an hour, we will 

nothing! Quietness, reverence, and humility all lead us to slow our pace down – way down. It is 

not we who dictate to the Almighty just when and how He should speak to us.  
 

Press not thy purpose on thy GOD, 

 Urge not thine erring will, 

Nor dictate to the Eternal Mind, 

 Nor doubt thy Maker’s skill 238 
 

Portion Size – It has been my experience that Christians read entirely too much when they read 

their Bibles. Portion size goes hand in hand with pace. People who eat too fast, usually wind up 

eating too much and suffer from indigestion! That is not to say large portions of scripture are not 

to be read at one sitting, just not for this purpose. When I want to understand the full direction of 

the argument of a book in the scripture, I will read it through. That portion is commensurate with 

the intent of my reading. This approach works well only when short passages are considered. 

Remember virtually all of the Old Testament passages considered in the New Testament are 

short, usually one sentence! Jesus and the Apostles never quoted whole chapters at a time in their 

discourses or sermons. 
 

Willingness to stop – Humility and faith both encourage this attitude: We must be willing both to 

wait on the Lord and to halt when His spirit gently arrests us. Read the passage until your 
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attention is arrested by a particular verse or, if nothing particularly arrests your attention, try to 

select the most important sentence of the passage. 
 

Extracting the core point - Longer sentences typically present several ideas woven together. 

Reducing these is akin to pulling out individual threads from a braided bundle. Identify reduced 

subsets (one or more core sentences) of the selected passage in hand. When isolating the various 

thoughts contained in a complex sentence, we must take care that they really are there and that 

those short sentences or phrases we isolate accord well with the context. This ‘quick check’ step 

assures us that we are not wresting the scriptures as “unlearned and unstable wrest, as they do 

also the other scriptures, unto their own destruction.”239 
 

Meditation - Meditate on these core sentences (or phrases) until, in your thinking, you begin to 

see how they apply to your life or the times in which we live. Sometimes the meditation will 

involve asking yourself questions; sometimes it will draw out other scriptures. Meditation can 

also be part of your dialogue with God. Remember it is James who advises, “If any of you lack 

wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be 

given him. But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the 

sea driven with the wind and tossed.”240 Above all meditation takes time. The psalmist reminds 

us that, the blessed man finds “his delight is in the law of the LORD; and in his law doth he 

meditate day and night.” There have been some verses that I have been meditating on for weeks 

and even years.  
 

Test what you have found – If, as a result of these steps, you feel that you have made a great 

discovery for your spiritual life, put it to the test. “… the spirits of the prophets are subject to the 

prophets. For God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, as in all churches of the saints.”241 

If what you have received is indeed from God, it will fit well with other passages of the scriptures, 

even illuminating them. As the ultimate Author of the Bible is God and as God is One, 242 then all 

that He has for you will ultimately be coherent. John reminds us “Beloved, believe not every 

spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God.”243 You might also consult a good commentary 

at this point. 
 

Summarize what you have learned & give it away – We tend to forget. Part of meditation lies in 

documenting what you have found (usually in a pithy sentence) in a journal. If God ‘breaks the 

bread of life for us’ then it is well to remember that after feeding five thousand hungry souls, 

Jesus instructed His disciples to “Gather up the fragments that remain, that nothing be lost.” The 

regular practice of recording your discoveries in a journal will also help you in sharing them with 

others.   
 

Caveat emptor - This approach is not necessarily suitable for the development of doctrinal material 

that might be needed by the Church. Rather it provides the individual believer with what I call 

“seeds” for reflection and meditation for their own devotional life. Doctrinal development 

(laboring in word and doctrine) requires careful attention to hermeneutic principles mentioned 

above as well as a much broader scriptural basis for the development of doctrinal truth. Sharing 
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your discoveries out love for your brothers and sisters is very different than espousing a hidden 

agenda that you have developed for your local fellowship to follow. Beware of your carnal nature! 
 

8. An Example: 
 

“Now all these things happened unto them for ensamples: and they are written for our 

admonition, upon whom the ends of the world are come.”244 
 

 
 

Some months ago, I was describing this approach to my daughter.  Concerned that she should 

observe first hand how powerful this approach could be in opening up the scriptures, I chose a 

section at random. The fact that it was done at random was not intended to demonstrate 

anything about my personal abilities but rather to cast myself upon the mercy of our Lord. I 

happened to open to the account of the conversion of the deputy Sergius Paulus. 
 

“And when they had gone through the isle unto Paphos, they found a certain sorcerer, a 

false prophet, a Jew, whose name was Barjesus: Which was with the deputy of the 

country, Sergius Paulus, a prudent man; who called for Barnabas and Saul, and desired 

to hear the word of God. But Elymas the sorcerer (for so is his name by interpretation) 

withstood them, seeking to turn away the deputy from the faith. Then Saul, (who also is 

called Paul,) filled with the Holy Ghost, set his eyes on him, And said, O full of all 

subtilty and all mischief, thou child of the devil, thou enemy of all righteousness, wilt 

thou not cease to pervert the right ways of the Lord? And now, behold, the hand of the 

Lord is upon thee, and thou shalt be blind, not seeing the sun for a season. And 

immediately there fell on him a mist and a darkness; and he went about seeking some to 

lead him by the hand. Then the deputy, when he saw what was done, believed, being 

astonished at the doctrine of the Lord.”245 
 

An Ongoing Dialogue - My day is typically an ongoing dialogue with our Lord. Like many 

believers, I am not able to count the numerous little ‘arrow prayers’ that characterize any day, 

particularly when they are engaged with spiritual matters, which for me, as an older believer, are 

fairly common. When I opened to this passage, I had a real sense that I was walking in fellowship 

with Him and that it was not a presumptuous act to cast myself upon His mercy in order to help 

my adult daughter see something of how God can speak to us. 
 

Pace and portion size - Although I am a ‘buzz-saw’ when it comes to eating, the reverse is so in 

the scriptures. If someone reads any passage of the Bible to me, I quickly saturate with the ideas 

that come rushing at me from the passage being read. I frequently have to plead with the reader 

to stop, because I cannot go on. I do find it helpful to explain what is going on in my mind in 

response to what has just been read. I can only say that this seems to be a pattern of behavior that 

has been developed in me over the years. I do know that in desert countries and in times when 

great spiritual strides were being made in understanding the scriptures, there was a similar mind 

set present in those responsible for the exposition of those insights that have had currency for 

over a thousand years or more. I need only refer the reader to any of the several collections of the 

Apothegma Patrum to under score this point. There is a real certainty in my mind that such a slow-

reflective mind set underlay both our Lord’s approach to the scriptures of His day (the Old 

Testament) as well as the apostles. Life for them moved at a slow and predictable pace. There 
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were no aural or visual distractions like radio and television. The desert was silent. In the desert, 

people were alone with God. While there may be no direct evidence of the truth of what I’m 

saying, it is revealing that from Abraham to Moses, from Elisha to John the Baptist, from Paul to 

John on Patmos; the desert has always been the place where great servants of God were formed.  

It is a quiet place whose pace is slow and whose portions are small. It is a place that acquaints us 

our smallness in the vast scope of things and teaches both humility toward ourselves and 

reverence toward God upon Whom our next breath depends.  
 

Arrestment – As I read the somewhat long passage, suddenly I was arrested by the very last 

sentence. It was the last sentence because I could go no further. The moment I read it, I was 

stopped by its vast importance both to Sergius Paulus. It was the core account of his conversion 

and what could be of greater importance to any person? And, since it was supremely important 

to him, it was supremely important to me. Although it was just a single sentence; that sentence 

said it all. “Then the deputy, when he saw what was done, believed, being astonished at the 

doctrine of the Lord.”  
 

Core points - It took only seconds to see some sub-sentences in this complex sentence. I have 

underlined three of these subsets: 
 

Then the deputy, when he saw what was done, believed, being astonished at the doctrine of the Lord. 

Then the deputy, when he saw what was done, believed, being astonished at the doctrine of the Lord. 

Then the deputy, when he saw what was done, believed, being astonished at the doctrine of the Lord. 
 

As I looked at the sentences, I realized that they really were there. The deputy saw what was 

done both by Elymas the sorcerer and by Paul. And what he saw was life changing for him. 
 

The deputy was astonished. Perhaps at first it was at the blinding of Elymas the sorcerer, but he 

had been interested to hear from Paul, “the word of God.” So that amazement was finally 

transferred to what Paul taught, here styled “the doctrine of the Lord.” 
 

Lastly, Sergius Paulus believed the Lord. He came to faith in Jesus Christ and the direction of his 

eternal state was changed irreversibly from eternal damnation to eternal bliss. The significance of 

such a change for him or any person is quite impossible to overstate. This quick review assured 

me that I had not wrested the scriptures as “unlearned and unstable wrest, as they do also the 

other scriptures, unto their own destruction.”246 
 

Meditation - No sooner had I seen these several sentences; then questions began to form in my 

mind. In this instance they came quick and fast. With a little deliberation, I was able to separate 

them under each sub-sentence thus: 
 

I. The deputy …saw what was done 
 

 What do people see of Christ’s power in my life?  

 Might it not be kindness, insight, contentment, good works?  

 These are things that the world looks for and often in vain.  

 Are not these a real testimony to them of the truth of the Gospel? 
 

II. The deputy … was … astonished at the doctrine of the Lord. 
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 Are they not just as much a product of the power of God the Holy Spirit as the 

miraculous blinding of the sorcerer? 

 What do people find astonishing about my life?  

 Is astonishment necessary to salvation? 

 Is not the salvation offered by Jesus Christ an astonishing reality of God’s unfathomable 

love? 
 

III. The deputy … believed … the Lord. 
 

 The central point of the whole story  

 What leads people to believe on the Lord?  

i. The astonishing reality of our life 

ii. The astonishing insights of our testimony 

iii. The alignment of our words and life 
 

The development of answers to these and potentially many other questions is the fabric of 

meditation. The answers that we prayerfully develop to these questions are those that will have 

great meaning for each of our lives.  
 

Remembering it and giving it away - One might be tempted to ask why I have retold this event 

here. I have learned over the years that the best motivation that we can ever have for engaging 

the scriptures to hear the voice of God speaking to us is not for our own benefit but for that of 

others.  At first this troubled me. I felt that such a motivation was superficial and even 

hypocritical. Was I doing this just for others to impress them? But I gradually realized (perhaps 

when I became a parent) that the best reasons we will ever have for all the struggles of the 

spiritual life is not for personal gain, but for the love of others whose well being we earnestly 

desire; hence this paper.  
 

What means do you have of sharing your discoveries? A joy shared is multiplied. And that 

sharing has promise of eternal reward. It also assures hearing further from our Lord Jesus, who 

said “Give, and it shall be given unto you; good measure, pressed down, and shaken together, 

and running over, shall men give into your bosom. For with the same measure that ye mete 

withal it shall be measured to you again.”247 
 

Abraham heard God. Abraham believed God. Abraham spent his life seeking God. And God 

blessed Abraham. May the God of Abraham also bless you as one of Abraham’s spiritual children 

as you continue your earthly sojourn under His leading.  
 

 



 

“Whatsoever he saith unto you, do it.”248 
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