Abram – Back on Track (Genesis 13)
Introduction

One of Sting’s songs tells the story of a young man in America, working at a country gas station. A fancy car pulls in and the driver shouts, “Fill her up, son!” In the front seat there’s a “pretty redhead” wearing a diamond ring. “We’re gonna Vegas! We’re gonna get wed!” And off they roar into the sunset. The young man dreams about taking his girl off to get married somewhere, but he has no money, no prospects, no education. Then he remembers the old cash box belonging to his boss. He determines to take it. But as he walks back home, the evening sun shines through the pine trees “real pretty”. It’s like he walks “into a glade of heaven” with music and light and suddenly the money feels cold in his hand. He hears a voice saying, “Why did you take that stolen thing? What real happiness can it bring?” This vision convinces him that to steal that box would be no good for him or his girl; that she needs to be filled up with his love, not the bright lights money can buy. 

It’s an unusual subject for a song – about dreaming dreams, making choices and then wrestling with your conscience! But our lives are full of these themes – of dreams and decisions, right and wrong, consequences and conscience. And we find these themes in the bible, right here in Genesis 13 – where we find Abram and Lot making their choices: one returns; one departs. It’s true that Abram’s world was very different from ours – no cars or computers, flights or phones - but these are only superficial differences. You and I are nearer to them than you may think.

Have you ever felt that you’ve messed up your life through bad decisions that God cannot use you any more? Have you ever had to part company with someone in order to solve a problem? Have you ever given someone else the first choice and then wonderd if you’d done the right thing? Have you made a decision based on what was best for you, your comfort and success? Then you have a lot in common with Abram and Lot! What is more, the God who interacts with them in their lives is the same God who interacts with us today. He is the same eternal, unchangeable, faithful God. So what is there for us here?

1) Abram makes a repentant return to the LORD (v1-4)

Abram’s time in Egypt had made him very wealthy in livestock, silver and gold. But we know that it had cost him a great deal in terms of his faith in God and his integrity as a husband. (Did the money feel cold in his hand?) What should he do now? Where should he go? Notice that he retraces his steps: From the Negev…until he came to Bethel…where he had first built an altar. This physical return to Bethel seems to indicate a spiritual repentance: there Abram called on the name of the LORD; we find no mention of this in Egypt. What was it that led him back? We’re not told. Perhaps, like the prodigal son, he came to his senses (Luke 15:17) and realised how foolish he had been. Perhaps it was the LORD’s  mercy – for God had delivered him out of the trouble he had caused. It’s the riches of God’s kindness that leads you towards repentance (Romans 2:4). The important point is that Abram, instead of being paralysed by his past failures, returns to the LORD – who is ready to receive him!   
Robert Robinson wrote the famous hymn: Come thou fount of every blessing. There we find the words Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it; Prone to leave the God I love. Late in life he wandered far away from God. A lady met him in a stagecoach, talked about this hymn, and how it had blessed her, not knowing that she was speaking to the author! “Madam, I am the poor, unhappy man who composed that hymn many years ago; and I would give a thousand worlds, if I had them, to enjoy the feelings I had then!” He had failed to return to God. (Davis, 1 Samuel)  
Will you learn from Abram’s example? Perhaps you are far away from the Lord today. Once, you were close to him – trusting in his promises, meeting him through prayer, eager to read his Word and obey his voice. But you have wandered into Egypt. You have compromised your faith in some way. You’ve grown weak spiritually. You’ve stopped praying and seeking God in his Word. Other things have become more important to you. What should you do? You need to return to him. 

Seek the LORD while he may be found; call on him while he is near.

Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts. 

Let him turn to the LORD, and he will have mercy on him,

And to our God, for he will freely pardon (Isaiah 55:6-7)

Close this bleak chapter of your life by returning to God – through prayer and confession. The LORD will have mercy and restore you.
2) Abram makes a remarkable offer to Lot (v5-9)

Lot, Abram’s nephew, also has a lot! He’s benefited materially from Egypt too. Now there’s a problem: the land could not support them while they stayed together (v6). Tension arises between Abram and Lot’s the herdsmen, presumably over grazing rights: who gets the best grass? Abram doesn’t want this to escalate; they’re family after all! So he suggests a separation, making Lot a remarkable offer: Is not the whole land before you? If you go the left, I’ll go to the right…(v9). It’s remarkable because Abram, as the ‘father figure’, has the right to choose first. He could easily have said, “I’m taking this land, you go somehwhere else!” Why doesn’t he put himself first? Perhaps it has something to do with his return to the LORD and the reminder of God’s promise to him: To your offspring I will give this land (12:7). So instead of desperately trying to secure the best for himself, he places his security in the promises of God. What a change since Egypt!  
I am reminded of the story of two boys at church who were fighting over a cake. Their Sunday school teacher came sort out the problem. “You shouldn’t be fighting over this! In fact, if the Lord Jesus was here, he wouldn’t fight. He would let you have the cake.” There was silence for a moment and then one boy said to the other, “OK. You be Jesus!” That boy is just like you and me by nature. We put ourselves at the centre, expecting others to give in to our rights or preferences. 

But if you’re a Christian you follow someone who didn’t insist on his rights. Though he was in very nature God, he didn’t consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness…he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross! (Phil 2:6-8). God calls his people to adopt the same attitude: Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit…each of you should look not only to your own interests but also to the interests of others (2:3-4). Such humility is a mark of Christ’s Spirit within you. So stop insisting that others be like Jesus, and start reflecting him yourself! Be secure in the promise that God will acknowledege you and care for you. Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time. Cast all your anxiety upon him, for he cares for you (1 Peter 5:6-7).
3) Lot makes a reasonable choice according to most (v10-13)

Lot surveys the luscious land and takes the best: So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out towards the east (v11). Most people would find that a reasonable choice. A man with lots of livestock needs lots of pasture. He wants to grow his business, so he chooses the best environment. It makes perfect sense! But there are a couple of warning notes. He’s separating from Abram – and the LORD has promised to be with Abram (v12). He settles near Sodom, where the men are sinning greatly against the LORD (v13). So this may be a good move for him materially, but potentially disastrous for him spiritually. Did Lot have another option? Couldn’t he have tried to work things out? He could have sacrificed some of his livestock with the aim of remaining with Abram. He could have insisted, like Ruth to Naomi: Where you go, I will go…Your people will be my people and your God will be my God (Ruth 1:16). But Lot’s priorities, it seems, are different.

I am reminded of David Beckam, who wants to stay in Italy, playing of Milan, even though he is a player for LA Galaxy. He should be returning to California, but he has been willing to make some financial sacrifices – even paying out of his own pocket – to remain playing for Milan. Why? Because he knows that playing in Italy will give him a better opportunity to play for England in the 2010 World Cup Finals. Beckam pursues his dream, and is prepared to make choices and sacrifices to get it! His actions reveal what’s important to him!
What is important to you? What dream are you pursuing? Is that dream taking you away from God? Are you sacrificing the riches of knowing Christ and belonging to his people for the riches of a world without God? In the NT we find a man called Demas, whom Paul describes as his fellow worker (Phi 1:24), but later he tells Timothy: for Demas, who loved this world, has deserted me (2 Tim 4:10). Are you about to make a choice? Something attractive is on offer. Think first! Will it lead you away from the Lord? Will it isolate you from God’s people? Will it bring you under the influence of godless people? If so, reject it! You will end up like Lot and Demas! People may laugh, but pursue the blessings of knowing God’s love and grace through Christ! Only he can satisfy you! I would not change my blessed estate for all the world calls good or great! I want to know Christ, and the power of his resurrection!
4) The LORD makes a reassuring promise to Abram (v14-18)
So Lot departs for the riches of the plains, while Abram remains in Canaan. Then the LORD speaks to him! He reassures Abram of his covenant promises: regarding the land – all that you see; regarding his offspring – as many as the dust of the earth! Why? Hasn’t the promise already been given? (12:2,7). Perhaps Abram is about to doubt if he’s done the right thing. Hasn’t he been a fool? Why did he give Lot the first choice? Why didn’t he put himself first? It’s as though, through the promise, the LORD is saying, “Don’t worry Abram! You’ve made the right choice! Keep trusting me! I will keep my promise! You will not lose out!” Remember that at this point Abram does not possess one inch of land and he has no children! All he has for reassurance is the promise of the LORD. Those promises come true! Abram must live by faith, not by sight – just like Christians today. God often reassures us through his Word. He strengthens us by reminding us of his promises.

In Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, Christian and Hopeful are travelling towards the Celestial City, but are taken captive by Giant Despair and locked up in Doubting Castle. The giant beats them and threatens to kill him. He suggests that they take their own lives. The two friends, locked in darkness, are filled with fear and lose hope of escape. But then something happens. Christian remembers that he has a key. He had it all the time! He uses the key to unlock the gates and they escape from the clutches of the giant! The key is called Promise. 

If you are a Christian today you are called to follow Jesus Christ. But sometimes you can be led into doubts and fears. You can become very miserable – like being locked up in a dark prison. What is it that can life you out of this situation? Where is the key to escape and continue to follow the Lord? The key is the promise – the promises God makes to you through the gospel of Jesus. 

Are you afraid that this life is all there is, and there is little hope? Listen to Jesus: I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies (John 11:25).

Are you tempted to feel that following Christ has a waste of time?
See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone,

and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame (1 Peter 2:6)
Do you fear that trusting in Jesus will make you lose out on life? Whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it (Mark 8:35). 

Do you fear that God, on judgement day, will condemn you, despite your trust in Jesus? Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus (Rom 8:1).
Are you afraid of the power of the devil and evil spirits?…the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world (1 John 4:4).
Do you doubt that God’s love for you will last, or fear that circumstances will remove you from his love? For I am convinced that neither death nor life…nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Rom 8:38-39). 
Are you ever tempted to despair because of the sin and sorrow in this world? In keeping with his promise, we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness (2 Peter 3:13). 
These are God’s great and precious promises to his people - promises we need to be reminded of day by day, and like Abram, and grasp hold of them by faith. In this way God brings us reassurance, peace and hope. God says to his people today: “Don’t be afraid. I will keep my promises. Trust me.” He’s the God who delights to be trusted. That’s why it’s so important to read and study God’s Word.

So don’t be like Lot, but be like Abram. Return to the Lord today and be reassured through faith in his promises to you in the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Immortal honours rest on Jesus’ head/My God, my portion and my living bread

In him I live, upon him cast my care/He saves from death, destruction and despair.
