Second Sunday in Lent
March 8, 2009

“A Life at the Face of God ”

[Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16]
Genesis 17:1–7, 15–16
1When Abram was ninety-nine years old the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless, 2that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly.” 3Then Abram fell on his face. And God said to him, 4“Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations. 6I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make you into nations, and kings shall come from you. 7And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. . . .

15And God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16I will bless her, and moreover, I will give you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall become nations; kings of peoples shall come from her.”

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
On the show American Idol, the nervous singer finishes her song, and Randy Jackson says to her, 

“That was good.  But I really don’t think you chose the right song.  You were a bit pitchy at times; you sounded like you were trying to copy the original singer.  You didn’t really make a statement about who you are as a singer.”

Then Paula chimes in,

“You really had me into it.  I love that song.  But you didn’t come out and show yourself.  You’ve got to step out of your comfort zone and put yourself on the line and show everyone who you really are.”

Then Simon says, 

“That didn’t really do it for me.  I don’t know why you chose that song–it sounded like a Karaoke performance.  After listening to you sing that song, I get the impression you were just going through the motions.  But I didn’t really get to see you; after that performance, I don’t really know who you are.”

And after hearing the verdict of the judges, we get the impression that if you don’t want anyone to know who you are, you just need to sing a song on American Idol.


It’s about showing yourself; it’s about who you are.

Who do we show ourselves to be in our lives?

We can be good at showing a piece of ourselves, at putting on a face, putting forth the best foot.

But what’s behind the face we show, what’s involved in that other foot?

No one wants to show himself in the full.  There’s always something to hold back.  The weaknesses.  The guilts.  The shames.  What is it that really hurts, really tears, to be kept unseen?

A man in the full; a person hiding nothing, whole and complete, standing before others undivided—that would be something.


So we are given Abraham to take a look at.

How does he stand before the Lord?

Abram, now Abraham, has done a lot of walking in his time.  All the way from Ur of the Chaldees to the promised land of Canaan, about a thousand miles, and all the traveling he’s done as a nomadic shepherd.  It’s been an adventurous life for Abraham.

Then these words from the Lord:

Walk before me and be blameless.

[Genesis 17:1]

But a little care with the words from our Lord, for they are a little more vivid than that.  A literal translation would be:

Walk at my face,

and be whole (or complete). 

Walk at my face, Abraham.
It is a statement from God that Abraham’s life (as also our lives) really is at the face of God.

We can dismiss God’s face or forget, for we don’t see it with our eyes, and we can live our lives as if God sees only the parts we want him to see. 

But our lives really are lived at his face.  The smallest thing, like the cup of coffee we drink—he provided the coffee beans and the merchants bringing it all to us, and there is nothing about the cup of coffee we drink that is not done in front of his face.

The diaper changed on the baby—he gave the baby, the food the baby ate, he gave the material the diaper was made from, he gave voice to the baby that we now hear in the crying; there is nothing about the changing of that diaper that is not done at the Lord’s face.
The kind words spoken between wife and husband, the healing brought, the reconciliation, it all comes from voices created by the Lord, it is all taking place between people he cares for, it is all done not with just some general knowledge by God, but is done . . . at his face.

And also the unkind words, the words spoken to tear down, the words spoken not to heal and console, but to control another person, spoken not to give gifts, but to establish dominance—this too is all done at the face of the Lord.


The whole life is walked before the face of God.  Nothing left out.

That’s a harsh word of Law, that everything we do, everything we think, all that we are, nothing left out, it is before the face of God.  Before the face of God, subject to his Law, with no hiding or shading.

But then it all comes under the Gospel.  He who cannot stand under the Law, is given life and raised up to stand under the Gospel.

Because after God speaks to Abraham of how his life is lived at the face of God, then comes the promise.  The promise to Abraham—Genesis 17:1:

Walk at my face,

and be whole. 
Our translations say something like, “be blameless.”  But it is much more wonderful than that.  No one apart from the Lord himself can be blameless.

But the Lord’s Word is “Be Whole,” “Be complete,” “Be full.”

And the Lord accomplishes this by his Word of Promise.  To Abraham, it is his Word of the Covenant.

Genesis 17:2:

“[The Lord said,] I give my covenant between me and you.”

Genesis 14:4:

Behold, my covenant is with you.”

And Genesis 17: 7:

“I establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring.”

It is all by gift and promise of the Lord.  The Lord gives his covenant to Abraham.  The Lord gives his promise to be with him, in all that he does and is, Abraham is never apart from the promise.

And this covenant promise that the Lord has given to Abraham, the Lord doesn’t let it wither.  He doesn’t let it depend upon Abraham.  The Lord continues establishing it.  It is the Lord’s covenant, and he keeps establishing it with Abraham.

By this promise, by this ongoing work and gift of the Lord to establish this covenant with Abraham, by all this kind effort of the Lord’s, Abraham is made whole, complete, a man in full.


And so are we.

It is all by the Lord’s word of promise, the Gospel.  He gave the Gospel to us, that is our Baptism, a covenant given to us by the Lord.

He continues establishing this promise with us; that’s the Gospel preached into our ears, the Gospel of the Body and the Blood given into our bodies.

And by this Gospel, he is making our lives whole, complete, blameless.

That’s what it means to hear the preaching of Jesus suffering many things and being rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes and willingly giving himself over to death for every sinner.

That’s what it means to have your sins by the Word of Absolution.

That’s what it means to be called to the table of Holy Communion.

It means that your whole life is walked before the face of God, and you stand before God not in the damage of your sin, not divided by your deceit, not diminished by your shame, but you stand before him whole, complete, blameless, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing.

It is a life at the face of God.  And it is also a life at the face of your fellow Christian.

Where before we stood hiding parts of ourselves, shading our shame, now we stand before our brothers and sisters as those forgiven and made complete and whole and blameless.


On American Idol, Randy and Paula and Simon and the other judge say to the singer something like,

“That song didn’t really show you.  I really don’t know who you are.”

We stand at the face of God, and he knows who we are.  

And he places us before each other.  And we know who we are, each of us.

We are those not able to stand on our own, but being made whole and complete by the Gospel.

We are those walking, going through our life, at the face of God, and now those placed by our Lord at the face of each other.  To speak his word to one another.  To build-up one another.  To forgive one another.

And when we ourselves are falling, where there is despair in our heart, where there is conflict in our home, where there is any brokeness in our marriages, where there is any division, we are those given to go to our brothers and sisters in the faith, and ask for help, ask for comfort, for encouragement, for wisdom, asking for the gifts of our Lord that alone can build us up and make us whole and complete and blameless.  For as Paul says,

“God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.  For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly . . . for God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”

[Romans 5:8]

In him, In Christ Jesus our Lord, we walk before the face of God, and we are made whole, complete, blameless.

IN THE NAME OF JESUS.
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