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All right. We are starting a new series today called “Close Encounters.” We're looking at these 
amazing stories from the Old Testament of imperfect, messed up men and women who moved 
beyond just knowing about God, to knowing him in a personal way, encountering, experiencing 
God in a life-changing way. We'll get this started today with a guy named Abram in Genesis 15. 
It's page 13 in that Bible there in front of you. I'd encourage you to open that up. 
 
 As you're turning there, I'm going to share this slightly random update with you. This is 
sort of a behind the scenes stuff related to worship here at Highland Park Pres. When I first 
came to this church almost four years ago, my predecessor seldom, if ever, preached in our 
contemporary worship service. At the time, there were really good reasons for that. I was 
thinking about how I could best be a pastor for the whole church and not just part of it. I felt 
that it was important to be present and communicating and providing a vision to the whole 
community.  
 
 So we came up with an experiment where I would basically split time equally between 
simultaneous services here in the Sanctuary and in Contemporary worship at 11 o'clock. Part of 
what made this work is that at least once a month, I would preach in two places at once 
without using a ton of video. So, at 11 o'clock in the Sanctuary and this applies a little less at 
9:30, but at 11 o'clock, we had this thing scheduled down to the minute. I had to start the 
sermon at 11:12! Not 11:13! 
 
  I could only preach for 25 minutes, not 26, which would then leave me with two and a 
half minutes to discreetly get out of the pulpit, take off my robe, and take off the tie and 
transition onto the stage in Elliot Hall. At first, it was kind of fun. It was an adventure. I loved 
being able to engage with the whole church family. It also came with a price in terms of how to 
arrange our worship service so precisely from not being able to greet people after the 11 
o'clock Sanctuary service to having to frontload Hall worship. 
 
 Sometimes this meant singing songs on repeat if I was running late. Even Amazing Grace 
can get a little old after 10 “how sweet the sounds”. Well, somewhere along the way one of our 
staff members started calling this the “Dunagan Dash,” which I did not appreciate, but it was 
too late and it stuck. So, for the last few years, this has been known as a “Dash Sunday.” I'll be 
doing this at 11 o'clock. Today, a lot of our team behind the scenes are celebrating because this 
is the last “Dash Sunday” now that our schedule is shifting. 
 



 Starting July 8th, the same person can preach all three worship gatherings without 
having to run from one place to the next. That may change again, like in two years from now. 
For now, we're grateful for no more dashes. So, that's that. Since I've only got 22 more minutes, 
let's move on from here to Genesis 15. This is a story of God's faithfulness against great odds. 
Before we walk through this text, what I want to lay out as clearly as possible, is the challenge 
or the question this text asks of every one of us. 
 
 Here's the challenge. Is there some place in your life, somewhere God is calling you to 
respond and to trust in him, but fear is holding you back? Is there some decisions, an act of 
obedience, some step of faith where God is calling you to trust in him? But fear is holding you 
back? I want to invite every one of us today, just as an act of worship, myself included, to be 
able to identify that place and to respond in faith. When Ali and I first moved here from Atlanta, 
there was certainly the occasional thunderstorm in Georgia but nothing like the kind of tornado 
scares that you get here in North Texas. 
 
  I think it was our first year here during the winter. One night we were at the church and 
there was this huge storm front that had moved in and tornadoes touched down in the city of 
Dallas. You may remember this a couple of years ago. So the sirens went off, which we had 
never heard sirens like this before. People on the news, we're saying, "Take cover, take cover." 
This was a new experience for us. Ali is looking to me to lead our family into safety. What do we 
do? Well, in case you're wondering, if this were to ever happen on a Sunday morning, we have 
a safety protocol. You may not know this.  
 
 The procedure is, the first person who hears a tornado yells, "Tornado!" Everybody else 
runs in panic. That's not the procedure. I know I'm going to get an email from the safety team 
on that one. Somebody from the front will likely come up and give instructions in a very calm 
voice and everyone is to remain calmly seated and collected until the instructions are through 
and the senior pastor is safely out of the Sanctuary. Then we can all get out. I'm kidding about 
the senior pastor part. 
 
 It can actually be quite hard to follow, to obey the rules when you're in a panic. All you 
want to do is head for the door and run when fear creeps into your life. It's a challenge for all of 
us. Is there an area of your life where panic is starting to creep in? Maybe the sirens are 
sounding and there's this element of fear but you know that you are being called to take this 
step of obedience? 
 
 So, we pick up the story in Genesis 15. "After these things, the word of the Lord came to 
Abram in a vision. “Fear not Abram, do not be afraid." This little phrase, those two words, “fear 
not” they show up hundreds of times in the Bible. But, this is the first time God ever says to a 
person, "Don't be afraid." This is because God's building a relationship and that relationship will 
be built on a foundation of not having to be afraid anymore. "Fear not, Abram, I am your shield. 
Your reward shall be very great." 
 



 “But Abram said, "Oh Lord God, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the 
heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" “And Abraham said, "Behold, you have given me no 
offspring, and a member of my household shall be my heir." Because God makes a promise to 
Abraham, and we'll use Abraham, Abram interchangeably here. If you go back to Genesis 12, 
God made this amazing promise that through Abraham, God would start this family that would 
bless the whole world. Abraham responded in faith by going on this journey, leaving everything 
that he knew and traveling to this new land. 
 
 Now Abraham and his wife, Sarah, they're not getting any younger and there's still no 
little pitter patter of the feet. Abraham's starting to wonder. He's doubting. He's questioning 
whether God is really faithful to his word. Verse 4, “And behold, the word of the Lord came to 
him: “This man, Eliezer shall not be your heir: your very own son shall be your heir.” And he 
brought him outside and God said to Abraham, "Look toward heaven and number the stars, if 
you are able to number them. And then he said to him, so shall your offspring be." 
 
  I got real curious about this and I've spent way too much time this week studying stars. 
This is a fascinating topic, and I can tell by your body language that you want me to go into 
detail about this topic. How many stars are in the sky? That's a tricky question because most 
astrophysicists, I'm learning, think the universe is expanding and space time is curving. I have no 
idea what that means, but it makes this a difficult question. Well, according to one astrophysics 
professor at Ithaca College, David Kornreich, the simplest way to answer this question is to 
estimate the number of stars in a typical galaxy and multiply that by the number of galaxies in 
the universe. 
 
 You could have told me that, right? That makes ton of sense, doesn't it? So, in 2016, 
there was a deep field image from the Hubble space telescope suggesting that there are 
upwards of 10 trillion galaxies in the universe. Just wrap your brain around that one. If you 
multiply that by the number of stars that are estimated in the Milky Way, 100 billion stars, this 
gives you a number that I'll just put on the screen here because it's like big. All right, that's the 
one with 24 zeros after it or one septillion in the English counting system. That's a lot of stars. 
Now you know. 
 
 God says to Abraham, "Look up at the night sky. This is how I'm going to bless you. 
That's your offspring; more than you can imagine." And then this verse which follows, which 
becomes one of the most significant verses in all of Scripture. It will be quoted again and again 
in the New Testament. Verse 6.” And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as 
righteousness.” This is an amazing moment. John Ortberg has written about this because 
Abraham was not a model of righteousness. If you know his story this was a fallen nearsighted, 
messed up man.  
 He was anything but perfect, and yet God says to him, "I will now treat you from here on 
out as a righteous person. I will credit you, I will reckon to you as righteous." This is not just 
about his moral perfection, it's simply because he trusted God. In fact, most translations use 
the word believe. He believed in God but trust maybe a stronger, more accurate way of putting 
it. He took God at his word. He trusted him and that is what a relationship is built on. 



 
 Going all the way back to Genesis 12 when God comes to Abraham and asks him to go 
on this unthinkable journey, leaving everything he knew, the land of his people. God said, "Will 
you trust me? Will you take me at my word?" One of my favorite writers is a guy named 
Frederick Buechner, and he wrote a book a number of years ago called “Telling the Truth: The 
Gospel as Tragedy, Comedy, and Fairytale.” It's an amazing read. He writes about Abraham and 
his wife Sarah. I want to read a rather lengthy part of this. 
 
 This is Frederick Buechner. “How do you believe God against all odds? How do you 
treasure up the sheer gracious goodness of God? The place to start, he writes, is with a woman 
laughing. She's an old woman, and after a lifetime in the desert, her face is cracked and riddled 
like a six-month drought. She hunches her shoulders around her ears and starts to shake. She 
squints her eyes shut, and her laughter is All China teeth and wheeze and tears running down 
as she rocks back and forth in her kitchen chair.” 
 
 She's laughing because she's pushing 91 hard and it's just been told she's going to have 
a baby. Even though it was an angel who told her, she can't control herself and her husband 
can't control himself either. He keeps a straight face a few seconds longer than she does, but he 
ends up cracking up too. Even the angel is not unaffected, he hides his mouth, but you can still 
see his eyes. They are Larkspur blue and brimming with something of which the laughter of the 
old woman and her husband is at best only a rough translation.” 
 
 “The old woman's name is Sarah, of course, and the old man's name is Abraham, and 
they're laughing at the idea of a baby's being born in the geriatric ward and Medicare is picking 
up the tab. They're laughing because an angel not only seems to believe it, but seems to expect 
them to believe it. They're laughing because with a part of themselves, they do believe it. 
They're laughing because with another part of themselves, they know it would take a fool to 
believe it. They're laughing because laughing is better than crying and maybe not all that 
different.”  
 They're laughing because if by some crazy chance it should just happen to come 
through, then they would really have something to laugh about. They're laughing at God and 
with God and they are laughing at themselves too because laughter has that in common with 
weeping. No matter what the immediate occasion of either your laughter or your tears, the 
object of both ends up being yourself in your own life. Then Buechner goes on in a later section 
to talk about leaving this life of safety and normalcy the way that the world says life should be 
run and choosing to go on this adventure of faith. 
 
 Here's what Buechner writes: “They had quite a life, the old pair. Years before they had 
gotten off to a good start in Mesopotamia. They had a nice house in the suburbs with a two car 
garage and a color TV and a barbecue pit. They had a room all fixed up for when babies started 
coming. With their health and each other and their families behind them, they have what is 
known as a future. Sarah got her clothes at Neiman Marcus, did volunteer work at the hospital, 
and was a member of the junior league.” I'm paraphrasing slightly, but it's pretty much what he 
wrote. 



 
 Abraham was pulling down an excellent salary for a young man, plus generous fringe 
benefits and an enlightened retirement plan. Then they got religion or religion got them. 
Abraham was convinced that what God wanted them to do was to pull up the stakes and head 
out for Canaan. Here God promised he would make Abraham the father of a great nation, 
which would in turn be a blessing to all nations. So that's what they did, and that's where the 
trouble started. They put the house on the market and gave the color TV to the hospital. They 
got a good price for the crib and the bassinet on Next Door because they had never been used 
and were as good as new. 
 Abraham wrote an eloquent letter of resignation to the president of the company and 
received an equally eloquent one in reply. It assured him there would always be a job waiting 
for him if he ever changed his mind and came back. If he ever regained his senses and came 
back was the way the president expressed it in the first draft. Though he thought religion was a 
good thing, like social security and regular exercise, he didn't think it was something to go 
overboard about like Abraham. But in his final draft, he settled for the milder wording. 
 
 Off they went in their station wagon with a U-Haul behind. A handful of friends and 
relatives who, if they didn't share Abraham's religious convictions, decided to hitch their wagon 
to his anyways. Among the people they took was their brother-in-law, Lot. It turned out to be a 
big mistake. Then he says this, "The Yiddish word “schlemiel” has been translated as the kind of 
person who was always going around spilling soup on people and “schlimazel” as the kind of 
person he's always spilling it on. By that definition, Abraham was a schlimazel. Buechner goes 
on with the story.  
 
 “First, Abraham lies to keep Pharaoh away from Sarah and it all comes out that he's 
embarrassed and humiliated. Then he goes with Lot to the promise land but Lot gets the best 
land and he gets stuck with kind of the dusty panhandle area. The worst part about it is there's 
this wonderful promise, but no children. This amazing promise, but it doesn't come through. So 
the years roll by like an empty baby carriage is until finally, when Abraham's 100 and Sarah's 90, 
the angel arrives to make the shattering announcement.” 
 
 He said that, "When God made a promise, he stuck to it. Sarah was going to have a boy." 
And then they laughed. First Abraham laughs and then Sarah laughs. She was hiding behind the 
door of their tent when the angel spoke and it was her laughter that got them all going. 
According to Genesis, God intervene then and asked about Sarah's laughter and Sarah was 
scared stiff and denied the whole thing and God said, "No, but you did laugh." Of course he was 
right. 
 
 Maybe the most interesting part is that far from getting angry at them for laughing, God 
told them that when the baby was born, he wanted them to name him Isaac, which means 
laughter! And so you can say that God not only tolerated their laughter but blessed it and in a 
sense joined in it, which makes it very special indeed. God and man laughing together. They 
were going to have a baby in spite of everything. The old schlimazel is going to be father of a 
great nation after all. I just love that. 



 
 God comes to Abraham, he says, "Look, I made you a promise and I intend to keep it." If 
you skip down in our reading to verse 18, there's so much we could get into here, but in verse 
18, it says that, "On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abraham saying, “To your 
offspring, I give this land.” You will be a father. I'm going to keep my word Abraham.” That 
covenant becomes this cornerstone, this anchoring theme which continues on into the New 
Testament and to this day. It becomes the foundation for Abraham's relationship with his God 
and for God's relationship to this new family, of which we are apart. 
 When God makes this covenant, what he's saying is we're now bound together you and 
me. Bound together by this unbreakable promise. You may know this story, but God goes on to 
say to Abraham that the sign, the picture that we will have of this covenant, this unbreakable 
promise will be what? Circumcision.  God said back to Abraham, "Couldn't it be like a secret 
handshake or a decoder ring or something like that?" How did Abraham respond to this call? 
What was Abraham's response to God's promise?  
 
 This takes us to Genesis 17:23, and we're going to close with this. I know this wasn't in 
the advanced reading, but this is like extra credit. It's such a great moment. This picture that we 
get of Abraham's greatness, not in moral perfection, but in his willingness to trust God with the 
next step even when fear creeps in. As we read this, I want you to look for a little three word 
phrase which comes up twice in this passage. It's a little phrase that gives us a glimpse of 
Abraham's response to God. 
 
 Genesis 17:23. "Then Abraham took Ishmael his son and all those born in his house or 
bought with his money, every male among the men of the house, and he circumcised the flesh 
of their foreskins that very day as God had said to him. Abraham was 99 years old when he was 
circumcised and Ishmael, his son was 13 years old when he was circumcised." Verse 26, "That 
very day, Abraham and his son, Ishmael were circumcised."  
 
 So what's the phrase? "That very day." Twice, the writer of Genesis goes out of his way 
to remind us of this, that very day, that same day. Why is that? Was he making a point that 
Abraham is one of those self-disciplined, no procrastinating guys, and zero inbox kind of guy? 
He wants us to understand that Abraham, without hesitation, without waffling or wavering 
back and forth, Abraham immediately responded to God. He is very fallible, he still got issues 
kind of guy, but when God says, "Leave everything you know behind and go to this new place 
with me," Abraham goes. 
 
 When God says, "Here's the sign of our covenant together, circumcision." Abraham does 
it that very day. Say whatever you think about his character, or the fallenness, or the morally 
suboptimal decision making style at times for old Abraham. He is anything but perfect, but for 
Abraham, trusting God meant doing what God called him to do. Trust is what God was after all 
along. God counted it to him as righteousness. Righteousness is not about achieving a certain 
level of good works or rule following that pleases God. Righteousness always has more to do 
with this relationship of trust. 
 



 In fact, one way of talking about righteousness is right relatedness. You could almost use 
those interchangeably. That's what God's after here, and relationships are built on trust. When I 
trust God, when I'm willing to do what he's calling me to do, when I'm willing to obey, not 
because I believe somehow that obedience is earning me anything, but simply because I trust 
him. Here's the thing. When I do what God says, do you know what I discover? Every time, I 
discover that God is trustworthy, that I really can take him at his word, and that's when the 
relationship takes off.  
 How about you? Where is God calling you, nudging you, inviting you even in the midst of 
fear to trust him and to move forward in faith. Maybe it's a decision that you have to make, 
about a relationship, or a job, or a new opportunity to serve. Maybe it's taking a risk to love 
someone that's hard to love or to serve someone or to stand up for someone even though 
that's going to involve something that's uncomfortable. God says, "Don't be afraid. Fear not, for 
I am your shield. Will you trust in me?" Over these last few months, we have been trying to get 
our four-year old daughter, Annie, to ride her bike without training wheels. 
 
 A lot of you have probably had that experience in life, but it has been this overwhelming 
crucible of patience for her father. What is it that keeps Annie and every kid in the history of 
childhood from wanting to ride without training wheels? What is it? “Gravity” is what 
somebody said in the Chapel.  But it's fear, right? She's afraid and you know that fear is actually 
quite grounded in reality because anyone who's fallen off a bike onto concrete knows that it's 
painful. It hurts. Concrete is not very forgiving to human skin. 
 
 So for months, I've tried to coach her and encouraged her and coax her and convince 
her and yes, even bribe her, "Annie, I'll get you a milkshake," Or, "Annie, don't tell your mom 
this, but you don't have to brush your teeth for a week if you'll do this. I'll pay you 20 bucks. 
Annie, I'll pay for your college if you try riding on this bike without training wheels." Well then, 
finally the day came and it was a couple of weeks ago and you know what the secret was? Not 
having daddy around. That was the secret. 
 
 It was her first day of bike camp at the YMCA. Yes, bike camp actually exists. Beginning 
of the class, Annie is just doing circles around the parking lot, she ends up encouraging and 
coaching the other kids in the class to ride their bikes without training wheels. She's telling 
them, "You don't need to be afraid." And it's so cool because now we can go on family bike 
rides and it's so fun and we actually have this goofy slogan that we sometimes say, "Ride it like 
you stole it!"  I know is not theologically appropriate, but it works for us. 
 
 No fear, no holding back. "Annie, just ride it like you stole it." I know I'm going to get 
letters on that, but see what you learn when you get on that bike or you take that step of faith. 
Here's what always happens. You put yourself in a position where you can grow, where faith 
can grow. If you're always holding back in fear, if you allow fear to keep you from taking that 
step or launching out on that new journey or that new adventure, you will never be in a 
position where the muscles of faith can grow. That's what God is after. Don't be afraid. God 
says, "Trust me. Take that step, go with me on this adventure. Go with me to the promised 
land. Take on the sign of the covenant even when you don't see a way forward because what 



you'll find when you do is that God can be trusted. He can be trusted and he is always faithful to 
his promise." 
 
 Heavenly Father, we thank you that for Abraham, it was never about moral perfection. 
Thank you that you are a God who always holds true to your promises. So as soon as you call us, 
even now, even today, to step out in faith, trusting you, God, may we hear when you say over 
us this morning, "I am your shield. I will protect you. Don't be afraid." God, most of all, as we 
make this journey by faith, as we seek to trust you, would you help us to keep our eyes glued to 
Jesus, your Son, who made and kept the ultimate promise on our behalf by giving his life for us. 
We pray all this in the confidence, in the power and the fearless wonder of that name, Jesus. 
 And everybody say it together. Amen 
 
 


	The God Who Reassures
	Preached by Bryan Dunagan

