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I came across a true story recently about a Lutheran Pastor named Daniel Habben, who was serving St. Peter’s 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in St. Albert, Alberta, Canada, in January 2017.  He had decided to make a 16-hour 
road trip with fourteen members of his congregation; all the way to Fargo, North Dakota.   They were 8 hours 
into their 16-hour road trip, having just passed through Grand Falls, Montana, when, wouldn’t you know it, a 
BRIGHT YELLOW “CHECK ENGINE” LIGHT immediately appeared on the dashboard of their 10-year old, 15 
passenger van. 
 
This was somewhat disquieting to their troubled spirits, we might say, especially since they were now some 3 
and ½ hour drive away from the nearest form of civilization, in Billings, Montana.  All aboard decided it would 
be wise and prudent to pull the van over, to the side of the road, which they did.  They then opened the hood, 
and praise the Lord, there was no sign of a broken radiator hose or indication that their vehicle was losing oil or 
anything like that. 
 
Pastor Habben and his flock decided to continue their trip to Fargo, North Dakota, especially since they had just 
put their van into the automobile repair shop back in St. Albert, for a completely tune-up, two days before this-
-and their van, the mechanic told them was now in tip-top shape and given a clean bill of health.  
 
It turns out that that “Check Engine Light,” was simply now developing a mind of its own! 
 
I know I had a similar experience to this, years ago, back in 1993, when I was growing completely unnerved by 
one of those faulty, yellow, “Check Engine” line that kept appearing on my dashboard, that bothered me so 
much, I decided to cover the blasted thing up with two 3-inch strips of black electrical tape.  
 
Though automobile tune-ups are not nearly as extensive as they used to be during our parents’ generation, 
because of so many the components underneath the hood that needed changing are no longer there: things 
like a distributor, the ignition points, the carburetor and the regular replacement of spark plugs and the 
condenser; “routine maintenance” is the preferred terminology that many auto-mechanics want us to use 
today.  
 
Whether you are driving a Ford Fiesta or a Porsche Boxster, your car will still require some routine maintenance 
from time to time.  AND ISN’T IT THE SAME WAY WITH US BELIEVERS?  EVEN A HALL-OF-FAITH BELIEVER LIKE 
ABRAHAM NEEDED SPIRITUAL TUNE-UPS BECAUSE HE DIDN’T ALWAYS LOOK INTO THE FUTURE WITH 
PERFECT CONFIDENCE EITHER.   
 
At times he wondered how God was guiding his life, if he was guiding it at all!  But when you go back to 
chapter 12 of Genesis, where we first meet Abram, whose names is later changed by the LORD God Almighty 
to “Abraham,” meaning in Hebrew, “The father of many nations,” he certainly responded repeatedly in the 
affirmative to any of the commands which the Lord God had set before him. 
 
It was about 25 years before we meet Abram in our Old Testament lesson today, when he was 75 years old, the 
Biblical writer tells us that he responded to the LORD God’s command, who came to Abram, one day saying: 
“Leave behind your country, your people, and your father’s household, and go to the land that 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 curse those who curse you; and through you shall all the nations of the 
earth be blessed” (Genesis 12:1-3)! 
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And for the most part, when God told Abraham to jump, Abraham responded by saying: “How high?”  In other 
words, Abraham’s faith was so strong that he tended to obey most every commandment that the LORD God 
Almighty would set before him. 
 
St. James reminds us that Abraham’s relationship with God the Father was so strong, that he was the first man 
to be called “a friend of God” in the Holy Bible.   
 
In the three chapters that follow, chapters 12, 13, and 14, God told Abraham to leave behind his home in Haran, 
in the Ur of the Chaldees, and to a travel to a land that the LORD God would show him, not even knowing really 
where it was that the Lord God would be taking him and Sarah; and this is exactly what Abraham did. 
 
Then because the land in which Abraham was traveling fell subject to a drought as the people there experienced 
a famine, God told Egypt to dip down south to Egypt, and Abraham did so. 
 
There was a time when Abraham’s nephew, a man named Lot, who had come along on the journey got mixed 
up in some trouble in a city called Damascus, in a land that was then known as Sodom, and faithfully Abraham 
replied to God’s command and did so; though unfortunately, as we will learn very sadly in Genesis 19, Lot later 
fell into the sad company of those despicable folks once again, with some very unfortunate consequences! 
 
Abram even became involved with a war with four warlords, or kings, who were living in that part of the world 
back then, and the Lord God gave Abram the victory.  And he refused to take any of the spoils of war back home 
with him, because he never wanted it said by anybody else ever, that the reason he became such a wealthy and 
prosperous man, was because of wealth that had been bestowed upon him by other human beings. 
 
Following that war, there is a most unusual priest who appears on the horizon in Abraham’s neck of the woods, 
known as Melchizedek, which means in Hebrew, “My King Is Righteousness” who shows up on the horizon with 
a loaf of bread in his left hand and a flask of wine in his right hand--to bestow the blessed assurance of God’s 
continued blessings upon Abraham.  Later, in the New Testament book of Hebrews, our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ will be referred to as: “A Prophet after the Order of Melchizedek,” who also is our righteousness and who 
also still comes to us this very day: With Bread and Wine, offering to us his very Body and Blood for the 
forgiveness of all our sins, that he secured for us on Calvary’s cross so many years ago! 
 
For whatever reason, Abraham, the father of our faith, was going through a time of testing, and trial and 
constant questioning in his life too!  AND ISN’T IT AMAZING THAT FOR ALL OF HIS WORLDLY WEALTH, THAT 
ABRAHAM SEEMED TO BE FAR MORE CONCERNED ABOUT THE SPIRITUAL BLESSINGS HE MAY HAVE BEEN 
MISSING IN HIS LIFE AT THAT TIME, THAN HE WAS IN THE SIZE OF HIS STOCK PORTFOLIO OR HOW MANY 
CERTIFICATES OF DEPOSITS HE HAD STASHED AWAY IN HIS SAVINGS ACCOUNTS AT THE LOCAL BANK! 
 
How was the Messiah to be born through Abraham’s descendancy, when Abram and Sarai at this point were 
still childless?  Therefore, Abraham poses to God that he will have to legally adopt, his righthand man, his servant 
named Eliezer and make him his rightful heir. 
 
BUT ONCE AGAIN THE LORD GOD REPLIED TO ABRAHAM SAYING THIS MAN WILL NOT BE YOUR HEIR! 
 
Back in chapter 13, we heard the Lord God promise Abraham that his descendants would actually be as 
numerous as  the specks of dust on the ground, saying to him in Genesis 13:17: “I will make your offspring as 
the dust of the earth, so that if one can count the dust of the earth,  your offspring also can be counted!” 
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Later we will hear the Lord God promise Abraham in chapter 22:17, “You will have as many children as there 
are stars in the sky and sands on the seashore?” 
 
What was really bugging Abraham at this time? Was he fearful that the king he had just defeated might come 
back against him one more time; but this time with a bigger army?  Was he second-guessing his decision not to 
take any of the wealth that the King of Sodom had offered to him?   If so, God was saying: “Don’t worry about 
that, Abraham, I am your shield, not your servants.  And I am your very great reward, not the riches of Sodom!”  
EVEN SO ABRAHAM WAS STILL UNSETTLED AND HE ANSWERED: “BUT YOU HAVE GIVEN ME NO CHILDREN!” 
 
The problem was that Abraham didn’t have any children, because Abraham knew that it was supposed to be 
through his family line that the savior of the world was to be born.  NO SON MEANT NO SALVATION! AND SO, 
IT DIDN’T REALLY MATTER TO ABRAHAM THAT HE WAS EXTREMELY WEALTHY AND SUCCESSFUL!  WHAT 
GOOD WOULD ANY OF THAT BE IF HE ENDED UP SPENDING ETERNITY IN HELL BECAUSE OF HIS SINS? YOU’VE 
GOT TO HAND IT TO ABRAHAM, HE WAS MORE CONCERNED ABOUT HIS SPIRITUAL AND ETERNAL MATTERS 
THAN HE WAS ABOUT MATERIAL AND EARTHLY ONES! 
 
So how did God respond to Abraham’s concerns?  Did he roll up his eyes and say with impatience: “Abraham, 
we’ve talked about this already. I’m going to give you a son. How many times do I have to tell you that?” 
 
No, and this is the delightful thing about our God, he welcomes our questions and is graceful in handling our 

doubts. This is what he did for Abraham. God said: “Look up at the sky and count the stars--if indeed 
you can count them. So shall your offspring be” (Genesis 15:12)! 
 
Moreover, God decided to make a covenant with Abraham, in a very typical way that people 
made contracts in that part of the ancient world, very different from the way that people make 
legal contracts between two business partners entering into a business partnership today! 
 
If Abraham had lived in the 21st Century, in our world today, God would have said: “Abraham, go call your 
lawyer! We are going to put this promise of mine into writing so that it will become a business contract so you 
can see just how serious I am about my willingness to make good on my word to you!”  But in Abraham’s day, 
you made and ratified contracts by walking with your business partner between animals you had cut in half, as 
if to say: “If I don’t hold up my side of the bargain, then let me end up like one of these animals!” 
 
Therefore, the LORD God told Abraham to go and get a heifer, a goat, and a ram.  He was to cut these animals 
in half and also, he was to cut a dove and a young pigeon into four quarters.   
 
Abraham did so and laid the various pieces of these animals out upon the ground, but no sooner had Abraham 
done so when the vultures swooped down to claim those dead animals for themselves. Abraham had to shoo 
them away lest this contract “signing” with God be ruined.  It seems like a funny detail to include but it illustrates 
something that happens every day! WHILE GOD WORKS TO STRENGTHEN OUR FAITH, SATAN IS HARD AT 
WORK TRYING TO DERAIL GOD’S EFFORTS.   
 
How many times, on any given Sunday, does your mind wander during the sermon?  Yes, Satan is here in this 
church too, hard at work, trying to drive away your attention being devoted to the revealed Word of God and 
focusing your attention instead on other distractions! 
 



              4 
Well, the next thing our Old Testament lesson tells us is that it was: “As the sun was going 

down, that a deep sleep fell on Abram. And behold, dreadful and great darkness 
fell upon him!” 

The NRSV translates these verses like this: 12 As the sun was going down, a deep sleep 

fell upon Abram, and a deep and terrifying darkness descended upon him!’ 

Does this mean that Abraham was simply feeling exhausted and overwhelmed? Was he 
disillusioned and deeply disappointed?  Was he absolutely bewildered? 

We can’t say for sure, but if Abram were living today in our 21st Century, some people 
might suggest that he was suffering from depression.  For depression often overtakes people 
whose past dreams for the future have not yet materialized!   

Depression makes a person want to sleep excessively, making it difficult to wake up in 
the morning.   

Certainly, depression is a deep and terrifying darkness that descends upon many people, 
even upon many Christian people; people of faith, who are overwhelmed with the problems and 
the challenges of life! 

But what happens next is a very remarkable thing indeed. For we read in verse 17: “When 
the sun had gone down and it was dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between 
these pieces!” 

Abram and God did not walk together, but the LORD God’s presence is deeply symbolized 
in the smoking fire pot and the flaming torch.   

This would be a UNILATERAL COVENANT THAT GOD WAS MAKING WITH HIS 
PEOPLE. 

As deep of a sleep and as deep and terrifying darkness this was that came 
upon Abram, this deep and terrifying darkness would one day become much 
greater and far more persuasive when our Lord and Savior would be hanging upon 
Calvary’s cross. 

The whole earth grew completely dark, the New Testament tells us from 12 noon to 3 in 
the afternoon, when our Savior died! 

It was no skip, hop and a jump for our Lord and Savior to make his way to the cross.  

On the night before he died, we remember how he said out loud to his disciples: 
“Now is my soul troubled and what shall I save, Father, save me from this hour! No, for 
it was for this very reason that I have come to this hour. Father, glorify your name!” 

Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again!” 
Then Jesus said, “Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will 

be driven out!” 
And Jesus wasn’t talking about the judgment that would be heaped upon him, but 

the judgment that he would be heaping upon Satan. 
“And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself!” that I 

have come into the world! Father, glorify your name!” 
In the gift of Jesus Christ, God has worked to save the whole human race from the 

otherwise damning consequences of our sins. 
He died and rose again, so that even in the midst of our own deepest darkness, we might 

still hear him say to each one of us, again today, by his resurrection power: “I am the Light of 
the world, and the one who follows me, will not walk in darkness, but have the light of life” (John 
8:12)! 

May God grant this to us for Jesus’ sake! Amen   
 


