February 25, 2007

Pastor: Richard Pfeil

Conversions: From Isolation to Intimacy

Genesis 12 (Abraham and Sarah)

As you know by the title of the song (that was just sung by our choir… “Along the Calvary Trail”) we are in the Lenten season. I know for some the Lenten Season doesn’t mean a whole lot. It’s just not a meaningful experience. A lot of people have an idea as to what it’s about. It can be a deeply meaningful experience. These next six weeks can really be a great opportunity to grow in your faith and life.  If you see it as that song portrays it, as an opportunity to “journey toward Jerusalem,” to experience the cross yourself, as a way of “taking up his cross daily and following him,” as a time in which you allow God to teach you, instill his attitudes and work his character in your life, so that you die to yourself and you live to him, if you do that it will be a deeply spiritual time. So much so that when you get to Easter, Easter becomes a resurrection event in your life as well.

So I encourage you to do that--follow along in the series and seek the Lord. Seek to instill the qualities we will be dealing with in your life. Put to death some old habits and bring into your life some new habits. 

The conversion we are focusing on this morning is the conversion from “Isolation to Intimacy.” In particular, we are going to look at marriage. Well, why are we going to look at marriage? Well, it is because it’s the relationship within which we will experience the deepest level of intimacy. Or at least it was created by God as the way in which we will experience the deepest level of intimacy.  

Now I know not everyone is married. There are some people God calls to celibacy. Celibacy is not simply the absence of sex. Rather it is a relinquishing of marriage so that we can spend a lifetime in service to Christ. You forgo marriage (and as a result, sex) so you can have a singular focus on God’s work. And some in our church are called to that life. Most of us though, I’m betting, are or will be called to marriage.  Whether you are married right now or you are preparing for marriage, someday, the majority of us will be married.  You may be divorced right now. Most divorced people remarry. So most of us are either married or will be married. You are preparing yourself to be married one day. The time to learn how to experience intimacy in marriage is right now, before you marry.

How are we going to get the most out of marriage so that we experience the kind of intimacy that God has intended for us? That is what we are going to look at: how to experience greater levels of intimacy through marriage or any relationship. It applies to all relationships really. 

So where do you find that kind of information? Where do you look to learn how to be married and experience a deep level of intimacy? Well you look at people who have been married over 40 years. So how many of you have been married for over 40 years? Look around you. Stand up! Stand up… 40 years or more All right. If you want to learn how to be married go talk to one of these folks that are standing up. You can be seated. 

We’re going to look at a couple, Abraham and Sarah, who were married over 45 years, and see what we can learn from their relationship. If you want to learn more on this topic after the service get a Growth Guide for individual study. You can get one for yourself and reflect on the topic personally. Have an intimate conversation with your spouse. I recognize that it’s not always an area you want to discuss with others. 

There are also Small Group Discussion material available for those who are in a small group and want to discuss their relationship with other couples, for instance. You can come tonight at 6:30 or on Thursday at 1:00PM and discuss this area of your life. We will be careful so that no one is embarrassed. So it’s less invasive we will discuss marriage in general, not necessarily our marriage. I also encourage couples to avoid criticizing your spouse in front of others. Be cautious so no one is embarrassed or hurt.

Let’s look at the life of Abraham and Sarah. Turn to chapter 12 of Genesis. Now Abraham had a lot of things right in his life. Abraham, at age 75, picked up his entire family and moved in order to be a missionary in a foreign country. That takes a lot of faith. That takes a lot of guts to give up living in your hometown to  settle your entire family in a foreign country, to make a fresh start because God had called you. That takes an incredible act of faith. It was Abraham who was willing to offer up his only son to God. Now I don’t know about you as a parent, but I know that I am not there yet! God forgive me but I could not do that. Could you? 

Is there anyone here who’s glad that God does not require that of us? He does not require it of us but he did it for us!, which is a remarkable expression of the kind of love that God has for us. 

Abraham had a lot of things that were right in his life that enabled him to experience a very deep level of love in his relationship with Sarai and with God. But there’s also something in the passage here that is more than a little disturbing, an area that he needed to experience, a conversion in his own life. It may be an area that we need a conversion in our own life as well. 

I find that men and women read this passage very differently. Guys will look at the passage and say, “Yeah, now that’s a leader. That’s how a man ought to lead his home. Women  read the passage and are appalled by how Abram treated his wife. In their minds they are thinking, “How could this man be a man of God, in that God chose to do that or allow that to happen to his wife?!” We’re going to look at that question as we study this passage. The text tells us that there were many things right in their relationship and several things that needed to change for them to experience the level of intimacy God created marriage for. 

But before we do let’s take a moment and pray. I know that anytime you talk about marriage you are treading on holy ground. It’s a very personal issue. We are talking about a holy place, holy ground, and I want to be careful and to be honorable to the institution of marriage. Scripture says, “Let marriage be held in honor by all.” 

Heavenly Father, we ask for your blessing on today. Help us to glean wisdom from your word. Help us to be cautious with each other, knowing this is an intimate and private and personal area of our lives, one that we can feel very defensive or touchy about. Help us to hear from you. Not from me but hear from what your word has to say to us and how we can improve our marriage so they become a foundation for our families and for our kids and grandchildren, a platform upon they can build a rich and successful life!  Lord, help us to build our marriage into the instrument you made it for, the relationship where we experience incredible intimacy, so that our marriages may become life-giving rather than life-zapping. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen.     

Well let’s walk through the passage verse by verse or section by section. The first section is verses 1-3. Here is what it say Genesis 12:1-3. We are going to look at the promise first. 

“The Lord had said Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse, and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.’” 

Abraham received an incredible blessing from God. I know as a parent the number one concern we have has to do with our children, “Will they grow up well?” Will they grow up to honor God in their life? Will they grow up healthily? Will they grow up and do well in their life? The promise of God to Abraham is: YES! God says “I am going to bless you and make you into a great nation!” What this means is, the blessing is going to fall to your children and their  children, and their children’s  children and so forth, Abram. Abram, your kids and grand kids and great grand kids are going to turn out extremely well! They are not going to be losers. They are not going to be takers; they are going to be givers! They are not going to have this entitlement mentality; they are going to be people who will make a significant impact on the world. What a wonderful promise to have. Don’t you wish you had that guarantee? 

Also notice in the passage that it mentions that we can be a blessing or a curse. I find there’s really no middle ground. We will either be a blessing or a curse to others. You are either married to a blessing or you are married to a curse. So which one are you and which one are you married to? Which one are you? Are you a blessing to your spouse or does your spouse regret every marrying you? Don’t look at the person you are sitting beside! (Laughter). 

Now what I find interesting in the passage is though the promises are made to Abraham-- this promise of having incredible legacy…. How will he experience the blessing? … He will only experience the promise of God through Sarai. Would you agree that there isn’t anything going to happen in this life, as to the fulfillment of this promise, without Sarah? Agreed? The promise and blessings of God come through his wife Sarah and the relationship that they have. It will not happen alone. Apart from her, Abram will not experience God’s blessing. Only by staying together will they experience the blessings of God. Something I find in scripture is that, often, spiritual blessings are intertwined with our relationship to our spouse. The spiritual blessings of God in our life are intertwined with that of our spouse, the relationship with our spouse. I Peter 3:7 say this: “Husbands, in the same way give honor to your wives. Treat your wife with understanding as you live together. She may be weaker than you” (Now the opposite may be true. She may not be weaker than you but in general men are physically stronger than women) “now she may be weaker than you but she is an equal partner in God’s gift of new life. Treat her as you should (this is the awkward part) so your prayers will not be hindered.” Your prayer will not be hindered. What this means is how you treat your spouse (or in this case how you treat your wife) will have a significant impact on your spiritual life, specifically your prayer life. How you treat your wife has a direct effect upon your spiritual life! Why? Because they are intertwined. That is why, when you read Ephesians 5, where you think it’s talking about marriage, at the end of the passage Paul says… “Now I’m not talking about marriage.  I’m talking about one’s relationship with God. I’m talking about the Church and its relationship with God—God and his people—God and his relationship with us. The two are intertwined. You can’t talk about one without talking about the other. The spiritual blessings of God are intertwined with your relationship with your spouse, which is a marked contrast from how our culture thinks of marriage. 

When we think of marriage we think that it is first and foremost an emotion to emotion relationship. It begins emotion to emotion. We date and we romance. We get all these feelings of love. We experience crushes and we see this romantic aura around the person. We fall in love. Then it moves from emotion to emotion to lip to lip (or skin-to-skin). The relationship becomes physical. Then after we marry, only then do we believe we develop a deep spirit to spirit relationship—what the bible calls “one flesh.” Scripture describes marriage in a very different way. It tells us that marriage is the opposite. You don’t begin heart to heart and you don’t go skin to skin. It is first and foremost a spirit to spirit relationship. 

I don’t know if you have seen the commercials for E-Harmony.com. They are big on this. You know, finding  “29,000 areas of compatibility,” and then you can marry. That’s an exaggeration. Seriously, they talk about what? Finding your “Soul mate!” You want to find the person you are compatible with, that is tailor made just for you! You want to find your soul mate, the person God has prepared for you. Why is that? Because marriage is a spirit to spirit relationship! Only later on does marriage become an emotion to emotion relationship; then after marriage, a skin to skin relationship. If you enter marriage from the heart to heart or the skin to skin avenue, what happens? If your marriage is based on emotion or sex, are those two things strong enough to hold you together? All those who are married know that the romance wears off after awhile, doesn’t it? Do you always feel in love or are there times when you can honestly say, “I don’t like this person.” Does the power of the physical relationship lose its glue to hold you together? Yeah!…not in my relationship but it may in yours (laughter). If marriage is to last it has to be first and foremost a spirit to spirit relationship. If it is not, if it is emotion to emotion or physical to physical those things will lose their power to hold you together. If you aren’t what counselors call, “bonded,” meaning you have this spiritual glue holding you together, this force that makes the relationship feel right and like putting on a glove….you know what I’m describing…If it lacks this spirit-to-spirit bond the relationship will not last, not through a lifetime and not when things get tough and the body, old. 

Marriage is a spirit-to-spirit relationship. That’s why God gave us the gift of celibacy. I don’t say the gift of abstinence because abstinence is a negation of something. It’s an act you don’t do. God calls us to positive things. Celibacy is something you do, not refrain from doing. Celibacy was given by God as a gift to protect us from investing our heart into a relationship, and can keep us from allowing ourselves to fall into physical relationship, so that we are freed to discover, first and foremost, during the dating process, whether or not we are spiritually connected to one another. It enables us to first develop a spirit to spirit connection. This keeps us from marrying the wrong person and being miserable for a chunk of time. That is the whole purpose of celibacy—so we can discover whether or not this person is our soul mate. 

The number one reason for divorce is because we make poor choices as to whom we marry. And we make those poor choices because we either went heart to heart or skin to skin too fast or too soon, and we did not discover whether or not we are connected to that person at a deeper level, spirit-to-spirit. That is why Paul says this in 2 Corinthians 6:14 “Do not be unequally yoked.” Why does he say that? Well because he’s saying that marriage is a spirit to spirit relationship. It’s hard to be married to someone when you are spiritually alive and the life of Christ is operating in your life and the other person is spiritually dead. Here you have the light of Christ animating your life and they have nothing. Their spirits are dark. Those relationships are hard to be in. Why, because they do not have a spirit to spirit connection. The spirit is the hub of everything. All decisions are based on your belief system. If your belief systems operate on totally different bases, how can you agree on anything?

So this is my encouragement to you. First remember that the blessings of God will happen through how you treat your spouse, so it is important for you to stay together. It’s important for you to stay together and have a great relationship. Notice the blessings that fell upon the children were the result of this couple staying together and more than just staying together, having an intimate relationship which is spirit to spirit. That type of relationship takes a lot of work. If it is spirit to spirit it means we have to grow spiritually together and as we grow spiritually together the intimacy in the relationship will increase. Your love relationship will be better; everything in your life will become better. Young people, I encourage you to embrace the gift of celibacy. Let it free you to date at a deeper, more satisfying level, without the guilt and worries that come with premarital sex. Let it free you to become best friends. Let it free you to have fun as a couple and really discover love and the love of your life, your soul mate! Let it protect your heart from the pain caused by immature and selfish people. If you are single, do the same. Date right so you can chose a mate well. If you are married, be faithful to your spouse. Live within the safety of fidelity.

Let’s move on Genesis chapter 12:4-5, “So Abram left, as the Lord told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was 75 years old when he set out for Haran. He took his wife Sarah.” Now the second thing that is important for an intimate relationship with our spouse is that we walk in agreement. Now if you read the passage it sounds like Abraham just took Sarai along. You know some guys read the text and imagine Abram saying, “Hey woman come with me. God told me to be a missionary. So that’s what we’re doing. Now submit!” To be a man is to be a leader in your home, some men feel, and that includes telling your wife what you are going to be doing and how she needs to come alongside to help. 

But is that how it happens? Those who are married, is that how it happens? Who here is 75 years old? Who’s willing to admit it? All right, Ralph is willing to be a man and stand up! Ralph, if you went home today and said “Bev, God just told me to pick up and leave Delaware. He told me we are going to go to Thailand to be missionaries. What would Bev say to you? “That may be fine for you but I am staying here with the grand kids!” But notice what happens. What does Sarah do? It says that Sarah “went with him.” Why? Because just as God was talking to Abraham God was also talking to Sarai. 

You find this all through scripture: When God reveals something that involves two people, God speaks to both sides. God spoke to Peter about Cornelius but God also spoke to Cornelius about Peter. When God spoke to Saul on the Damascus road he told him about Ananias and then God talked to Ananias about Saul. So when there is two parties involved as to the deserving of God’s will God speaks to both parties. So, what we see here is that Sarai is in spiritual agreement with Abraham. That’s why she went with him. They walked in agreement with one another. If you want to build intimacy in your marriage it is vital that you learn to walk in agreement with one another!

Again some guys get the idea that to be a man is to kind of rule his household. Is that consistent with what we just read in 1 Peter 3:7? Is that honoring to our wives? Is that what “treating her as an equal partner in this new life” is? If we are going to have an intimate relationship with our spouse than it means that we need to make decisions together. The only way you can make decisions together is by talking and talking a whole lot. This is an area that both husbands and wives struggle with because we have a hard time being vulnerable with each other and sharing how we actually feel. Guys especially and it’s because we want so much to be respected by our spouse. So we hide our inadequacies and fears. As a result we just don’t communicate. It is important for us to communicate. It enables us to move from isolation to intimacy. Communicating with your spouse. ..Communicate your thoughts, feelings, desires, emotions and do not hold them in. It is vital to an intimate relationship. 

Secondly work as a team. Ask yourself, “Am I doing my equal share of the work?” “Is there a sense that I am doing an equal share?” Genesis 12:7 mentioned that everywhere this couple went they built an altar to the Lord. I love that. This couple’s relationship, this couples lives were an altar built to the Lord. It’s that foundation that became the base or foundation upon which their children built their lives; and as a result were able to grow healthy, strong and successful. They were successful, their children and grandchildren. You see this legacy of blessing because their lives and their relationship and marriage was built as an altar to the Lord. So I ask you, not only are you doing your equal share of the chores in your home but are you also sharing the spiritual leadership of your home? Guys are you leaving it up to your wife? She needs you to share this important task in your home so your relationship and life together may become an altar to the Lord, the best foundation for your kids’ future. It is a great launching pad for our children; it’s how  the blessings of God are passed down to their lives. 

Moving on… Genesis 12:10-13, “Now there was a famine in the land and Abram went down to Egypt to live there for awhile because the famine was severe. As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarah, “I know what a beautiful woman you are. When the Egyptians see you, they will say, “This is his wife.” Then they will kill me but let you live. Say you are my sister so that I will be treated well for your sake, and my life will be spared because of you.” Now again, some of the positive things Abram did. For one, this guy is 75 and he looks at his wife and says you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen in my life!!! She’s 65 years old and he thinks she’s hot!. Guys do you notice your wife? Wives do you notice your man? Do you tell them, “Man you’re a hunk!” or “Wow, you are a babe!”? I don’t know if Sarai was really that gorgeous. She must have been because the citizens took notice. But where did that beauty come from? Was it just skin deep or was there was there something about her that was spiritually drawing and attractive?

 The scriptures would say,  “Yes, it was more than physical beauty. She was a woman of incredible beauty from the inside and it radiated to the outside in her life. But do you notice that about each other? Do you tell each other how beautiful or how handsome they are? 

Now there are a lot of things I could mention about this passage. Several things are disturbing and according to the rest of scripture are flat out wrong! I could make comment of the fact that Abraham should have protected his wife and shouldn’t have used her. I could mention that Sarah should not have submitted in this way. There are some boundaries, some limitation to submission. She must have loved her husband incredibly to have done what she did. But there are some boundaries, some things you should never do for your spouse. For example, never do anything that contradicts scripture. Another is never losing your personal dignity or compromise your self-respect. You should never go there. 

Both of these issues need to be pointed out but with the time we have left I’d like to focus on what Abram said to Sarai. I want to look at this phrase, “Say to them that you are my sister.” You will find difficulty experiencing intimacy in your relationship if you begin to treat your spouse like a brother or a sister. Now how do you treat your brother or how do you treat your sister? My wife called me on this one one time. We are watching a movie on the couch and she comes running over with her blanket because she is always cold. She comes running over with her blanket and snuggles up to me. My response was “Hey, I need some room. I want to spread out. Why don’t you go over to the other couch; there’s a lot of room over there? She said, “I’m not your children, I am your spouse!” 

I have to admit, when we get in bed together, she brings her cold feet over… you know, we’ve been together long enough, I need some more room. “Go back over to your side.” She always likes to come over on my side. Now there’s a lump on my side. That’s how you treat your sister. That is not how you treat your spouse. I also get weird when my spouse uses my toothbrush. Do you? There was a time you wanted her to use a lot more than that. 

You know, it’s easy for us to get sloppy in our dating. Of course you don’t date your sister, am I right? But guys, you do date your spouse! When you forget to date and stop dating you are treating your spouse like a sister, like a brother. Do you talk deeply? I don’t know about you, but I didn’t deeply to my sisters about really personal things. That would just be weird. But you talk deeply with your spouse. Are you talking deeply and intimately with your spouse? Are you treating them like your sister or your brother? If you want to experience intimacy in your relationship you’ve got to treat each other as a spouse—you are husband and wife!

 I would hope this morning to see a few husbands with their arms around their wives today. It is important to touch each other. Guys go ahead! If you are sitting with your wife put your arm around her now. Snuggle up; it’s okay. Don’t do it if it’s not your spouse! 

Notice what happened when Abram began to treat his wife life his sister….What happened? What crept in? They experienced sexual immorality in their lives. It says,  “and she was taken into the king’s palace.” We are not going to unpack that statement but you know what happened. When you allow the thermometer of your relationship to run cold the temptation towards sexual immorality will occur. The number one reason, the only reason, wives cheat on their husbands is because their emotional or romantic needs are not met. They will never look someplace else unless their emotional or romantic needs are not being met. When the relation cools and you aren’t being romantic it’s easy to be tempted. Guys if you don’t pay attention to your wife, someone else will!

Guys too are tempted when things cool off in the relationship. It’s interesting, the word “sexual immorality” is the word “pornia” and is where we get the word “pornography.” It’s easy for guys to fall into pornography when their focus is off their spouse and on to something else. When you start treating each other like brothers and like sisters, when you allow the thermometer of your relationship to go down, temptation can set in. 

The last thing I want to mention about this passage is that Abraham made his wife into a prostitute. And you know what, guys you can make your wife feel the same way when the only time you show the least bit of romance or interest in her or the only time you buy gifts for her is when you want something (physical, sex). When you do that, you make your wife feel like a prostitute. You “pay for it.” You make her feel like Abram made Sarai feel!

If you want to have an intimate relationship you’ve got to romance 24/7. You’ve got to keep it going all the time and show due respect to each other. She is your wife and he is your husband. As Jody comes and sings a song, which reflects the type of commitment I want to call you to, be in prayer. Pray for forgiveness and commit yourself or recommit yourself to your marriage. When I talked about “conversions” I was serious. The next six weeks we are going to deal with some tough issues and seek real change that will make a huge impact on your life. Open your life up to God and ask him to move in your life. Listen to the song…(Jody sings) 

Let’s pray, This is my challenge to you, my challenge is this:  During the next six weeks that you work on your marriage. I challenge you, if you want God’s blessing in your life, upon your family’s life, and your children’s life and your grandchildren’s life and your great grandchildren’s life, than I encourage you to develop a spirit to spirit relationship with your spouse. Grow spiritually. Grow intimately— talk deeply. Talk a lot. Get to know each other. Date each other again. Walk in agreement. Honor each other by listening to each other’s opinion and make it a win-win relationship. Work as a team. Notice each other. Compliment each other. Stop treating each other like a brother or a sister. Commit to fidelity and to sexual purity in your lives. If you are single, commit your life and say to God, “God I will date in such a way that I will discover whether or not the person has a spirit to spirit relationship with me. I will embrace the gift of celibacy so that it frees me to discover the one that you have called to be my mate for life. And I will not marry anyone with whom I would be unequally yoked. I encourage you to make that commitment today. 

So Father in the next six weeks, even now, work in our hearts and our minds to heal, to restore, to rejuvenate, celebrate this gift of love, experienced in marriage. Whether we are in it now or preparing for it. I pray for all those singles that they will live in such a way that they prepare themselves for this incredible relationship and experience from it all that’s meant to be. Help them to do it your way so they experience the level of intimacy that you desire. We pray all these things in Christ name. Amen.      
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