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“Drifter or Pilgrim?”

Old Testament ~ Genesis 12:1-4

New Testament ~ Hebrews 11:8,11, 17-19

Romans 4:1-3, 11b-17

March 12, 2006


Our readings today are about a spiritual and physical journey. Do you remember the major milestones in your Christian journey? I remember when I became a Christian. I was 11 years old when I accepted Jesus as my Savior and Lord and was baptized. That was 51 years ago. I remember the Sunday morning 47 years ago when the Holy Spirit of God tore my snapping turtle grip loose from the pew and sucked me to the front to once again profess my faith in Christ. I was 15 years old at the time. He got me on the 5th verse of “Just As I Am”. I clearly remember the night when I finally gave my life to Christ, for better or worse, to go and do whatever he wished of me. I was sitting at my desk in my dorm room at Union University, Jackson, Tennessee. It was near midnight on a weekend in 1963. I was 19 years old. I don’t remember the day but I know it was the fall semester of 1990 when I registered into the Masters of Divinity study at Memphis Theological Seminary. And it was March 1, 1995 when I came to be with you. Milestones, lots of them, and more to come.


These are significant spiritual milestones for me. Maybe they have caused you to think about your Christian life milestones. But as significant as they may be for us these milestones are simply evidence of the truth that a life of faith isn’t one or two highpoints or mountain top experiences but year after year after year of steps with the Lord. Faith salvation is not a one-time happening but the beginning of a lifetime of events. Faith is you and me keeping on keeping on. We were saved by Christ to live daily for God until he calls us home. In fact, these scriptures about Abraham and his faith are God’s way of reminding us that our salvation milestones are not the end of our commitment but the beginning.


In the Protestant Church there has always been an emphasis on reading and committing to memory God’s Word. We believe God gave us his word to encourage us and to help us through our personal life journey. This book isn’t dead religious history, this book is a dynamic, relevant connection to God. For generations we have encouraged Christians to study the bible at home and through Sunday schools for all ages. In the last decade or two small group mid-week bible studies have become popular and a rich blessing to many. Young people have been required by the church to study the catechism, the foundational principles of our faith. Catechism is a combination of several Greek words that mean “to din into the ear”, or as we might say to drum into your brain. The problem with catechistic teaching is that when completed many students think they know it all and can now graduate from church.


But sometimes we are guilty of the same kind of stinking thinking. As adults we get our names on the roll of a church, get our baptismal certificate, establish a pew that’s ours and we are in and done. After a while we begin to wonder why our life isn’t better, why God isn’t blessing us, and eventually we give up getting up on Sunday morning like we gave up on daily exercise. Never realizing that professing faith in Jesus as savior, joining a church and snuggling into our pew is not the postlude but the prelude, not the end but the beginning, the key that opens the door to a lifetime of opportunities to walk with God, learn about him and serve him. Real blessing from God come from the lifetime journey with him.


Which are you, a Drifter or a Pilgrim? A Drifter is a person who has left home on faith, joined the church and just kind of drifts along day to day without any attempt to learn more about God and how to serve him. Drifters tend to drift from church to church pushed by a vague feeling of dissatisfaction, which they blame on the church. Sometimes it is the church’s fault. Sometimes we fail to encourage people to get involved, fail to help them discover their place and potential contribution to the Lord’s work. But just as often, more so I hope, people turn down opportunities preferring to sit on the premises rather than stand on the promises.


Pilgrims, on the other hand, are on a journey with God, a pilgrimage that takes them day after day, year after year on a sometimes boring, sometimes exciting walk with the Lord. They don’t ever give up, don’t let themselves get discouraged, are always looking for ways to see and hear God. Pilgrims are like Abraham, they have their eyes focused on the goal of being someone for God. With that goal in front of them they look for places where they can experience God and where they can get involved with God in his work. Pilgrims don’t just wait to see what will happen, they make things happen.


In Genesis 12 we read again the story of God’s call to Abraham, his belief in God’s promises and his leaving. But of course that was only the beginning of the story. The belief and the leaving, like our belief and leaving behind our old lives, was the beginning of Abraham’s adventure of a lifetime, it can and should be ours too.


In Hebrews 11 we read how Abraham obeyed God without any clear idea of what the future held, just a promise. He wasn’t a young whipper-snapper either, he was old. And he wasn’t destitute, in fact he was quite wealthy and had a nice home with plenty of family members close by. Abraham’s choice to go wasn’t an easy one and in many ways it was a sacrifice that must have hurt him and Sarah. Following God, being a Pilgrim with God isn’t easy is it? Nothing valuable is ever easy or inexpensive.


But it wasn’t Abraham’s decision to leave his home and seek out another that saved him. It wasn’t Abraham’s organizational skills or his willingness to live out of tents or his crafty dealings with strangers that saved him. What saved him was his faith. “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” (Romans 4:3b) The story of Abraham is the story of faith with feet. Abraham could have believed God and just stayed home. He would have still been chosen, still had the call, just not the blessings from going and going, and going, and going.


Do you ever get tempted to quit on God? You know what I mean, just quit coming to church, go back to your old way of life, live without any Godly constraints or expectations, ignore Godly invitations? Do you sometimes feel burned out with God or with God’s people? If some of those shoes fit you don’t get too upset about it, Abraham probably had many of the same thoughts. That’s the devil trying to sidetrack us, and maybe our natural inclination to stay at rest and take an easier path. It takes energy and determination to be a Pilgrim with God.


God gave us this story about Abraham so that we could have a great faith role model. We need good role models. We need someone to look at who was faithful and was rewarded for that faithfulness. We can’t do this Christian thing alone, God never meant for us to. Most certainly Abraham and Sarah had many, many days when they wondered about their choice to leave home. But just as certainly we see them keeping the faith.

God is saying “I want you to be my Abraham for this time and place.” And so take the time to listen to my voice. I can almost hear some of you thinking “God doesn’t talk to me, I’m all alone out here.” But I know that is not true. If Christ Jesus is your Lord then you have God right inside of you. The Bible calls the Holy Spirit a deposit against that day when you will be home in heaven. He talks with you through your conscience, your thoughts, the bible. He talks with you through others who walk with the Lord. Maybe you just need to practice listening.

Sometimes our past disappointments, mistakes and experiences still pull on us like strings on a puppet. They jerk us around, hold us back, cause us to wander. We need to leave them! None of us are perfect. We all make painful mistakes. Abraham did too. But God forgives and forgets. If God wants you to get past the past he will help you, but you have to be willing to let go.

Do you trust God? Sometimes things happen to us that make us really wonder about the wisdom of following God, of trusting him. People hurt us, life becomes a literal pain-in-the-neck, we are suddenly faced with personal challenges that seem too high to scale, and yet we have been doing our best to trust God.

Abraham met one of those walls with God when God told him to sacrifice his one and only son on the alter fires. He would have done it too had not God angel intervened. Abraham was willing to go through with the sacrifice because Abraham knew that God is incapable of lies or failure. Abraham was absolutely certain that God had promised him a son who would be the father of many. Abraham could offer his son because Abraham had faith that God would work it out somehow.


Faith and obedience, the twin necessities for God’s rich blessings. We believe in the God who raised Jesus from the dead. We have left comfortable lifestyles for him. We follow the teachings of the one raised. He is our Lord. We are pilgrims with Jesus. God credits our faith in him and our obedience to his Son as righteousness. We are pilgrims on our way to the Promised Land.

