PROCLAIM THE WONDROUS BIRTH
#1 The Amazing Birth of Isaac: A Time to Laugh
November 27th, 2011 – Genesis 21:1-7
Do you know what I find so amazing about Isaac’s birth? Sarah’s words in Genesis 21:6-7:  God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with me. Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age. Isaac means to laugh. Sarah doesn’t see the name Isaac as a constant reminder of her doubt concerning the promises of God, but instead joyfully declares that the birth of Isaac would be constant reminder of God’s faithfulness to his promises. A constant reminder of His faithfulness will be a source of joy in her life. She would learn nothing is impossible with God. There is a Time to Laugh.  Laughter is the best medicine. When was the last time you had a good laugh?  
A young minister was shocked to hear a well-known pastor say: Yes, I have spent some of the happiest moments of my life in the arms of another man’s wife...That woman was my mother. A few weeks later as the young pastor was giving his sermon the phrase popped into his mind: I have spent some of the happiest days of my life in the arms of another man’s wife…But for the life of me I can’t remember who she was. A lady was preparing her Christmas cookies. She heard a knock. A man was looking for some odd jobs. Can you paint? He said: I’m a rather good painter. She said:  There are two gallons of green paint and a brush, and there’s a porch out back that needs to be painted.  She went back to her cookie making.  There was a knock at the door. Did you finish the job? He said: Yes. But there’s one thing I’d like to point out to you. That’s not a Porsche back there. That’s a Mercedes.  Scientists have a variety of theories about why people laugh. Laughter is related to surprise.  We laugh when something is out of place. We are confronted with two things that don’t fit together. Having a child when you are old for instance.
The laughter we are talking about today has to do with hope. Proverbs 17:22: A cheerful heart is good medicine, but a crushed spirit dries up the bones. The first time Sarah laughed had to do more with disbelief because of the impossibility of her situation in bearing a child because of her age. She is laughing the laugh of a cynic who will not try to kick the football one more time. She is laughing the laugh of despair that will not see anything but the hopelessness of her situation. Take hope away from your situation and all that remains is a bitter chuckle.                   That is why God’s response to Sarah has such force. Is anything too hard for the LORD? 
Is anything too hard for God? An overwhelming and shattering question. It demands an answer. Answer yes and the world is shut down, the universe is closed, and God is no longer God. Answer no, and you and the world are in His hands and the possibilities are endless. He is radically free to keep His promises, despite the odds against us. Sarah will go through a pregnancy in her nineties, and worse, her son’s adolescence when she is over one hundred! The question is, do we really want to believe that with God there is nothing that is impossible? For if we do believe that, then we can no longer be content to keep on living our lives with a business as usual attitude.  As we wait, it is critical that we keep our sense of humor in the fullest meaning of that word. When laughter goes, so does hope. When God reaffirms his promise to Abraham and Sarah, he restores not only their faith, but their ability to laugh as well. One goes with the other. Only the laughers can believe. Only the believers can laugh. The only thing worse than waiting is waiting without laughing.  
With God all things are possible! A 72 year old preacher Charles McCoy was pastoring a church in Oyster Bay, New York, when he was mandated by his denomination to retire. A lifelong bachelor, he had cared for his mother for as long as she lived. In his spare time he had earned seven university degrees, including two Ph.D.’s—one from Dartmouth, the other from Columbia. Now he was being forced to retire from the ministry. He was depressed:          I just lay on my bed thinking that my life’s over, and I haven’t really done anything yet. I’ve been pastor of this church for so many years and nobody really wants me much—what have I done for Christ? I’ve spent an awful lot of time working for degrees, but what does that count for? I haven’t won very many to the Lord. A week later he met a Christian pastor from India, and on impulse asked him to preach in his church. After the service the Indian brother asked him matter-of-factly to return the favor. Since he had preached for McCoy, would McCoy come to India and preach for him? McCoy told him that he was going to have to retire and move to a home for the elderly down in Florida. But the Indian insisted, informing McCoy that where he came from, people respected a man when his hair turns white. Would he come? He said yes. The young chairman of his board of elders summed up the attitude of the congregation: What if you die in India?  He said: It’s just as close to heaven from there as it is from here.                . He sold most of his belongings, put what was left in a trunk, and booked a one-way passage to India—his first trip ever out of the United States! When he arrived in Bombay, he discovered that his trunk was lost and his wallet and passport had been stolen! He went to the missionaries who welcomed him in, but who told him the man who had invited him to come to India was still in the U.S.A. and would probably remain there indefinitely. What was he going to do now? McCoy told them he had come to preach and that he would try to make an appointment with the mayor of Bombay. They warned him that the mayor was very busy and important and that in all the years they had been missionaries there, they had never succeeded in getting an appointment with him. Nevertheless, McCoy set out for the mayor’s office the next day—and he got in!
When the mayor saw McCoy’s business card, listing all his degrees, he reasoned that McCoy must not be merely a Christian pastor, but someone much more important. Not only did he get an appointment, but the mayor held a tea in his honor, attended by all of the big officials in Bombay!  He was able to preach to these leaders for half an hour. Among them was the director of India’s West Point, the National Defense Academy at Poona. He was so impressed at what he heard that he invited McCoy to preach there .Thus was launched, at age seventy-two, a brand new, sixteen-year ministry until he died at age eighty-eight, this dauntless old man circled the globe preaching the gospel. There is a church in Calcutta today because of his faithful ministry. He never had more than enough money than to get him to the next place he was to go. He died one afternoon at a hotel in Calcutta, resting for a meeting he was to preach at that evening. He had indeed found himself as close to heaven there as he would have been at his church in New York, or in a retirement home in Florida. It was out of place—an elderly pastor, waiting to die at age seventy-two, leaving everything he had ever known and preaching around the world. With God all things are possible!     That story ought to put a little laughter in our life! Is anything too hard for the Lord?
The real question is not have we heard the promises of God, but where is disbelief at work in our life? At times we think we are stuck with life as we have known it.  In fact, we would join Sarah in laughing at the idea of our lives changing: What me?  Take a step of faith? Control my temper? Read the Bible through? Forgive them?  Overcome that habit?  Is anything too hard for the Lord? Do we question the word of God? Do we laugh in disbelief when we hear the promises of God and say: Surely God’s promises aren’t for me and if they were they would never work in my life! Often in life we live in disbelief because we just don’t trust God to be able to work beyond our life circumstances. Yes we believe in God, but our God is not big enough to change our situation.  
In his book, Strengthening Your Grip, Charles Swindoll speaks of the importance of attitude when he says:  Attitude is more important than the past, than education, than money, than circumstances, than what people do or say. It is more important than appearance, giftedness, or skill.  The remarkable thing is, we have a choice everyday regarding the attitude we will embrace for that day.  We cannot change our past. We can not change the fact that people act in a certain way. We can not change the inevitable. The only thing we can do is play on the one string we have, and that is our attitude. What is it in your life that seems impossible to change?  What is that you have struggled with and tried and tried to fix, but just can't seem to change?   All of us have those areas of our lives where we have just about given up on changing. Now I know that some things don't change, but perhaps today, our problem is one of attitude.  We just haven't stopped to believe God.  Faith believes God can even when we can't. Today is a good day to bring our attitude before the cross, repent, and believe the Good News of the Gospel.          As forgiven children of God we are empowered to trust in God’s faithfulness to make changes in our life!
An English traveler Wilkinson discovered an Egyptian mummy pit. In the pit was a sealed vase, which he sent it to the British Museum. The librarian at the museum managed to drop the vase and break it.  From the ruins the librarian gathered a few peas.  They were old, wrinkled and as hard as stones.  On the 4th June 1844, the peas were planted carefully under a glass.  Thirty days they had sprouted and were growing well. They had been buried as dead, for about 3,000 years, yet were brought to life by the librarian. God wanted Abraham and Sarah.to be        "as good as dead" so that Isaacs birth would be a miracle of God and not a marvel of human nature. They experienced God's resurrection power because their bodies were as good as dead. God brought forth new life. Laughter becomes the name of Isaac and Sarah is ready to celebrate! Now this laughter becomes a call for others to join in the celebration. She is praising God for being God! She is celebrating her faith in the one and only true God and calling others to do the same. She is telling others of a miracle working God. Is our faith so real that others see Christ in us? May our laughter be a source of invitation for others to know the love of Jesus Christ!  AMEN!         
