Learning from Abram (Genesis 12:1-20; 1/3/09)
I saw a programme recently about a man who traced his family tree. He discovered a lot more about his father. He discovered that his father was a courageous man in the war and had helped to deliver a Dutch city from the Nazis. He also learned about some of his father’s failures, and hoped that he wouldn’t make the same mistakes. I want to start looking at Abram – his strengths and weaknesses and the God he trusts.  
Abram, as he is called at first, is a remarkable man. He lives in Ur of the Chaldeans (a key centre of culture, southern Iraq) at first and then moved to Haran (eastern Syria). It was here that God called Abram, and made him a promise. (We’re not told how exactly this call and promise came to Abram). The call was to leave Haran, his family ties, his home and security, and to go to a land that God would show him (v1). The promise was one of astounding blessing (v2-3). At this point Abram was childless; Sarai was barren. The final promise of blessing to all peoples becomes clearly linked in the NT to Jesus Christ, the seed of Abraham. 

How does Abram respond to this call and promise? He believes and obeys (v4-5). By faith, Abraham, when called to go to a place he wold later receive as his inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going (Hebrews 11:8). That was great faith! It meant risking everything to obey God’s call. Abram arrives in Canaan, the home of the Canaanites (v6). It was a land full of pagan altars and religions but there’s something that distinguishes Abram from these people. He builds an altar to the LORD and calls on the name of the LORD (v8). He worships the LORD. 

What can we learn from Abram? A Christian is someone who has been called by God. Today God calls people to follow his Son, Jesus Christ. And you also are among those who are called to belong to Jesus Christ (Romans 1:6). He calls people to risk everything in doing so. There are promises too: whoever believes in him, will not perish, but have eternal life (John 3:16); in keeping with his promise, we are looking forward to a new heavens and a new earth, the home or righteousness (2 Peter 3:13). As the gospel is proclaimed, people from every tongue, tribe and nation are being called to follow Jesus. Abram teaches us what it means to trust God? His life also teaches us about the God who calls.
1) Faith is often threatened by Fear (v10-13)

There’s a famine in Canaan, so Abram decides to move to Egypt. Before he enters the country he thinks up a plan and shares it with Sarai: Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be spared because of you (v13). He fears that the Egyptians will kill him to take Sarai, because she is so beautiful. What’s happening? Abram forgets the promises of the LORD. Hadn’t God promised to protect him and make his name great? But instead of trusting the LORD he hatches up a plan to save himself – even at the expense of his wife! All he seems to think about is his own preservation. The faith that had brought Abram to Canaan seems to be deserting him as his fears take hold. If Abram’s faith had been strong, perhaps he would never have left for Egypt in the first place, but remained in Canaan, reasoning that the LORD would take care of him. Faith has given way to fear.

Something similar happens in the Gospels, after Jesus has called his disciples and begun to preach and teach. They are in the boat, crossing Lake Galilee, when a furious storm whips up the waves so that the disciples fear for their lives. (Jesus is sleeping!). They wake him up with the cry: Master, Master, we’re going to drown! Jesus rebukes the storm and everything becomes calm. Then he asks: Where is your faith?(Luke 8:25). They all had faith because they were following Jesus, but at that point their fears prevented them from applying their faith. Hadn’t Jesus promised Peter that he would catch men? Would Jesus allow them to drown now? But their fears had taken hold and driven faith away.

The same thing can happen to the Christian today. You fear for the future. You can’t see what will happen or how you will manage, and, like Abram, you begin to make up your own plans to protect yourself. Those plans could even be foolish and sinful. But you forget the promises of God: be content with what you have, because God has said: “Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5). As a Christian you cannot survive without reading and trusting Gods Word. Here we find the sweet promises of God to his believing people. And when the waves of fear threaten to drown us, we can stand firm through trusting the promises of God. If God is for us, who can be against us? Won’t he who gave his Son for us also graciously give us all things? (Rom 8:31).   
2) Fortune is not necessarily the fruit of Faith (v14-16)

It’s helpful to remember that the bible does not recommend everything it records! Here it records the success of Abram’s plan! Pharaoh hears of this beautiful foreign woman and her ‘brother’. So he, being Pharoah, takes Sarai into his palace and Abram benefits greatly because of his ‘sister’ (v16). Not only is his life is spared but he gains a fortune! If you were obeserving Abram in Egypt you might be tempted to say, “Wow! What a great man of faith! Abram has got it right!” But he hasn’t got it right. He’s gained material wealth at the cost of his wife. He has put her in danger and difficulty in order to preserve his own life. He has allowed another man to take his wife! Is that commendable? Is that how a man of God should behave? No! Abram may be rich but his faith in God and his faithfulness to his wife have been compromised. This should be a warning to us: fortune isn’t necessarily the fruit of faith.  
Lord’s is the home of English cricket. It’s a special place! But a while ago a Texan, Sir Allen Stanford, was allowed to land his helicopter on the famous ground! Why? Was he a wonderful cricketer? No! It was because he had lots of money and was willing to inject millions into sponsorship. But recently the same man has been accused of an $8 billion security fraud. Those who were led to ‘believe’ in Stanford were blinded by his wealth and have been disgraced. 
You can be physically rich but spiritually and morally bankcrupt! Jesus warns about gaining the whole world and losing your soul! Whoever wants to save his life will lose it (Luke 9:24-25). What’s more important – cash or character? The NT gives clearer teaching about the family. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her (Ephesians 6:25). The fruit of faith isn’t fortune but faithfulness to your wife. Have you been so determined to seek material success that you have neglected your family? Have you compromised your family in order to preserve your own life? Do you envy the rich, envy the rich, whatever their attitude to God? Please don’t measure a person’s faith by their possessions. Rather, Christian faith is shown by godly character, holiness, obedience and likeness to Christ – the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23)
3) The Lord’s Rescue is the Sign of his Favour (v17-20)

How would Abram escape from this predicament? The LORD intervenes by inflicting serious diseases on Pharaoh and his household (v17). How does Pharaoh work out the connection? We’re not told, but it’s clear that he does and rebukes Abram for his deception. (When a non-Christian rebukes a Christian for bad behaviour, it’s a tragedy). He returns Sarai to Abram and sends them away. Why does the LORD intervene like this? Why doesn’t he reject Abram and look around for someone else? The answer is found in those covenant promises (v2-3). Abram may have been faithless, but the LORD is going to be faithful. He’s determined to fulfil his good plans through Abram. The LORD’s plans to bless Abram and make him a blessing to the whole world would not depend upon human merit but on God’s faithfulness. So the LORD’s rescuing of Abram out of the mess of his own making is a sign of his grace and favour. This is the kind of God he is.

We see this same theme in the life of Jesus’ disciples. He calls them to follow him, but time and again they failed in their faith. One one occasion they forget to bring bread, apart from one loaf, and start to focus on this. Jesus says: Why are you talking about having no bread? Do you still not see or understand? Are your hearts hardened? Do you have eyes but fail to see, and ears but fail to hear? And don’t you remember? (Mark 8:14-19). Jesus had already fed 5,000 and 4,000 people! Why doesn’t Jesus give up on them? Because he’s called them and loves them. He remains faithful to them. That’s what he is like!

Why does God remain faithful to you as a Christian today? Why does he so often step in and rescue us from the mess of our own making? Do you marvel at the Lord’s grace and favour you as you look back? Why has God been so faithful to you, when you’ve been so faithless? It had something to do with God’s covenant and his call. As a Christian you’ve been called into fellowship with God through Christ through the New Covenant of his blood. And God is determined not only to save but to keep you and bring you to glory: those he predestined he also called; those he called he also justified; those he justified he also glorified (Rom 8:30). 

Praise him for his grace and favour to our fathers in distress;

Praise him still the same for ever, slow to anger, swift to bless.

Praise him! Praise him! Glorious in his faithfulness!

Conclusion

So what do we learn from Abram this morning? We see that fear is often the enemy of faith. But we can overcome fear through faith in the promises of God. So read God’s Word.
We see that fortune isn’t necessarily the fruit of faith. You can be materially rich but spiritually poor. Christ-like character is more important than pots of cash. So pray for God’s Spirit to make you more like Jesus.

We see that God’s rescue is the sign of his favour and grace. Those God calls to trust his Son as Saviour, he keeps, despite our weakness. He may discipline us, but he will never abandon us! If we are faithless, he is faithful, for he cannot disown himself (2 Timothy 2:13). So praise God for his faithfulness to you.

One hymn captures these lessons by taking some of the promises from God’s Word and expressing them from the Lord to the Christian: 

How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord, 

Is laid for your faith in His excellent Word!

What more can He say than to you He hath said, 

You, who unto Jesus for refuge have fled?

Fear not, I am with thee, O be not dismayed,
For I am thy God and will still give thee aid;
I’ll strengthen and help thee, and cause thee to stand
Upheld by My righteous, omnipotent hand.

When through fiery trials thy pathways shall lie,
My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply;
The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design
Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine.

The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose,
I will not, I will not desert to its foes;
That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake,
I’ll never, no never, no never forsake.

It’s a wonderful thing to belong to Christ!

