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Journeys:  God’s People Israel  Gen. 12:1-5a; Ex. 13:21-22 

 12/4/16  

 When our kids were young teenagers, we planned a road trip 

together from Virginia to Alaska, where my brother was living for a year.  

What were we thinking?  We bought a used RV from my wife’s niece, and 

carefully mapped out the very long trip of over 9,000 miles, plotting stops 

for camping and sightseeing along the way, including Mt. Rushmore, 

Yellowstone National Park, the Canadian Rockies, and Denali.  We were all 

excited about the trip- that is until my 15 year-old son fell in love the week 

before we left and decided he didn’t want to go!  He was miserable for 

much of the time.  (He would say ALL of the time!)  Then, the RV, which we 

had been assured was in excellent condition, began breaking down.  It 

averaged one breakdown every three days or so, so I spent many hours 

making repairs.  Bonnie got sick by the time we got to Alaska, so we didn’t 

see much of that state, either.  It was not the journey I signed up for!  And 

yet, we do have some wonderful memories from the trip. Well, three of us 

do!   

 The theme for our Advent time together this year is journeys.  There 

are plenty of literal journeys in the Bible, several connected to the 

Christmas story.  This Advent we will look at some of these journeys and 

see what we can find that may assist us on our spiritual journeys.  We 
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begin this morning back in the Old Testament, with the incredible journey of 

God’s people Israel. 

 The journey begins when God instructs Abram to take a journey.   

Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and 

your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you a 

great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you 

will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses 

you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.’  

 So Abram went, as the LORD had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram 

was seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran. Abram took his 

wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and all the possessions that they had 

gathered, and the persons whom they had acquired in Haran; and they set 

forth to go to the land of Canaan.  (Gen. 12:1-5a) 

“Go…to the land I will show you,” God says.  As someone who 

prefers to plan things out, this is not the kind of journey that would attract 

me.  “Where are we going, Lord?”  “I will show you!”  “How will we get 

there?”  “I will direct you.”  “What am I supposed to do with the life I have 

now?  We have a prosperous living, lots of animals, an extended family, 

and many servants.  What am I supposed to do with all of them?  They are 

depending on me!”  “Bring them along!” God said. 
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Journeys often sound like a lot of fun, but like Abram’s journey they 

can actually be very disruptive to our lives!  And, they can involve a lot of 

risk.  Abram is risking everything he has to take the journey God called him 

to.  And others were affected by his journey, whether they wanted to be or 

not!  It’s the same with us.  

Our life journeys involve risks.  Should I choose this college or that 

one?  Should I marry this person?  Should we have children?  Should I take 

this new job?  Should I make a career change?  Is it time to retire?  There 

are significant risks involved in all those decisions.  In the journey of life, we 

can’t avoid risk and disruption.  It’s part of human living.  God called Abram 

to go to a land God would show him.  And Abram had the faith and the 

courage to embrace the journey and off he went.   

But Abram’s journey was just the start of the journey of God’s people, 

Israel.  He and his clan eventually made it to the land God promised them, 

and there they found space to graze their herds and they continued to 

prosper.  Even though Abram and his wife, Sarah, were well past child-

bearing age, God fulfilled his promise to give them a child, and Isaac was 

born.  Isaac eventually married Rebekah who gave birth to Jacob, who 

became the father of the 12 fathers of the twelve tribes of Israel.   



4 
 

Unfortunately, family drama plagued this clan.  In fact, one of Jacob’s 

sons, Joseph, was hated by his brothers so much that they sold him into 

slavery and he ended up in Egypt.  There, after many set-backs and 

hardships, Joseph rose to become a high official in Pharaoh’s court, which 

was providential, because a famine came to the Promised Land of Canaan, 

and Joseph’s family, the descendants of Abram, were able to come to 

Egypt in order to survive through the generosity of the Pharaoh. 

And then the bottom dropped out.  After the Pharaoh died, the new 

Pharaoh had no connection to the Hebrew people and promptly enslaved 

all of them.  They remained in slavery in Egypt for 400 years!  What 

happened to God’s promise to Abram to bless him and all his 

descendants?  This sure didn’t look like much of a blessing!  Where was 

God when the people were crying out for deliverance from their 

oppression?  Had God forgotten about them?   

Apparently, bad stuff can happen on the journey.  Lots of it!  In fact, 

bad stuff will happen our journeys.  There is no escaping it.  Hopefully, not 

enslavement, but you may go through a divorce- your own or that of your 

parents, or you may have an unfulfilling marriage.  You may lose your job, 

or your business may collapse, or an important investment may fail.  You or 

someone you love may struggle with a serious illness, or an addiction, and 

all of us have to deal with the unflinching reality of death.  Really terrible 



5 
 

stuff may happen on our journeys.  It’s part and parcel of being a human 

being.  But, like the journey of God’s people Israel, bad stuff doesn’t get the 

final word in our lives. 

When the time was right for God’s purposes, God intervened for his 

people, raised up Moses as their leader, and delivered them from slavery  

from the most powerful empire in the world!  You may remember the ten 

plagues God sent to set them free, and how God helped them to cross the 

Red Sea.  But the challenges of this journey were just beginning!  For now 

the people were great in number and the logistics of getting them back to 

the Promised Land through the barren wilderness were daunting.  They 

were also a spiritually-drained people, having grown up with in pagan Egypt 

with little or no memory of the God who had formed their identity as the 

descendants of Abram.  In the wilderness they were desperately worried 

about how would they find enough food to eat, and how would they have 

enough water to drink.  Some of them became so discouraged that they 

wanted to go back to Egypt, where at least they had enough to eat and 

drink!  Others were tempted to trust in other gods.  They were in a high-risk 

situation with no visible means of support!  But God took pity on them and 

provided for their needs and led them through the wilderness to the 

Promised Land.   
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The LORD went in front of them in a pillar of cloud by day, to lead them 

along the way, and in a pillar of fire by night, to give them light, so that they 

might travel by day and by night. Neither the pillar of cloud by day nor the 

pillar of fire by night left its place in front of the people. (Ex. 13:21,22) 

 God provided them with a visible symbol of his presence- the cloud 

and pillar of fire, to reassure them and to guide them through the 

wilderness.  It was a “means of grace” for them. 

Like the Hebrew people, we, too can become afraid of our situations 

and complain to God and others about them.  But God has not forgotten 

you.  God is still walking with you and will guide you, just as he has always 

done, although the ways and timing of God’s guidance are often mysterious 

to us.  And God has provided us with several “means of grace” to help us 

through our journeys- the Scripture, prayer, fellowship with God’s people, 

public worship.  Make use of these means of grace, for they are often the 

ways in which God helps us along our journey. 

 Life journeys involve risk and disruption.  And though they are often 

afflicted by bad stuff, God will not abandon us, but will intervene in order to 

accomplish his purposes for us. 

 How are things going on your journey?  Are you stalled right now, 

waiting to see what will happen next?  Are you discouraged or afraid of 
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what the future may bring?  Or, are you on pace, walking forward with 

God’s help and direction?   

 As the journey of God’s people in the Old Testament reminds us, God 

does have a plan and purpose for you!  Although life can be hard, God will 

never abandon you.  And God is working out his sovereign purpose for you 

each and every day.  Now, some of you may be asking, “Dave, I thought 

this was an Advent sermon.  How does this have anything to do with 

Advent?”  I’m glad you asked that question!  Remember the last phrase in 

God’s promise to Abram back in Genesis 12? 

“I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name 

great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and 

the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth 

shall be blessed.” (Gen. 12:2,3)  Note especially that last phrase, “in you all 

the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  What does that mean?  It refers 

to the coming of the Messiah 1800 years later, a Savior not just for the 

descendants of Abram, but for all the families of the earth!  God was 

guiding, protecting, and morally shaping a people through whom would 

come Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world!  Your Savior and mine!  And, 

that Savior is called “Immanuel” which means “God is with us,” reminding 

us that God is with us every step of this journey we call life. As we 
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celebrate the Lord’s Supper together, let’s give thanks for the journey to 

which God has called us. 


