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ABRAHAM #4 GENESIS 12:10-13:4  10-25-15 

The School of Faith 
 

(Genesis 12) It is week four of our look at what the Bible tells us about Abraham, the extremely 

important historical figure who lived four thousand years ago and the God who made him special. 

In studying Abraham we are receiving lessons on the nature of faith. We saw last time that faith 

acts, that faith recognizes God’s presence, that faith worships. So far, father Abraham is looking 

really good, but today? Not so much. We begin today with a look at faith tested. We pick up our 

account of Abraham’s life in Genesis 12:10 Now there was a famine in the land; so Abram went 

down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was severe in the land.  Now this is fascinating. We 

believe in a sovereign God, a God who controls all things. But if there is only one thing people give 

God credit for it is the weather. And it is poor weather that causes famines. So here we have been 

extolling the faith of Abraham that took him from his homeland to follow God’s leading to what 

was then called Canaan. And what does God do for him? He sends a famine. You’d think the story 

line would be that after Abraham obeyed he prospered in his new land, but it isn’t so simple. The 

life of faith usually isn’t is it?  Sometimes great trials come our way when we stray from God’s 

path. Other times great trials come our way because we are smack dab in the middle of God’s will. 

That’s what is happening for Abe. He is where God wants him to be and in that place famine 

comes. Man, oh man, what is God doing?  The answer is that he is testing Abraham’s faith. We 

read of several such faith tests throughout this portion of Genesis. The way of faith was not smooth 

sailing by far, but this is God’s plan to make faith stronger. God tests our faith to make it greater. 

You know James 1:2-4 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 

knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. 4 And let endurance have its perfect 

result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. What an important 

understanding that is! Trials don’t prove that the devil is after us, they prove that God is working 

His purposes, and He sometimes shapes us with the hammer and chisel of tough times. One saying 

I like on this subject is that all sunshine makes a desert. In Pittsburgh we generally wish we had 

more sunshine than we do. We have positive thoughts about sunshine and wish for more. In Israel 

the weather hero is Mr.  Rainman. Rain is something they never get enough of. It is a dry land. And 

extended drought leads to famines. That is what happens here, and that is why in Scripture, when 

Jesus tells the story about the four soils, that persecution is represented by heat. When the sun 

comes up some will fall away, because they can’t stand the heat so they will get out of the kitchen. 
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The testing of our faith is to be expected. There is not a single Biblical character who had a smooth 

and easy life. Not one.  Faith gets tested. There is a lovely poem written allegedly by a young 

soldier who suffered massive injuries in the Civil War. He lived disabled the rest of his days, and at 

the end of his struggles wrote this about his experience of prayer and faith:  

I asked for strength that I might achieve;  

I was made weak that I might obey. 

I asked for health that I might do greater things. 

I was given infirmity that I might do better things. 

I asked for riches that I might be happy. 

I was given poverty that I might be wise. 

I asked for power that I might have the praise of men. 

I was given weakness that I might feel the need of God. 

You too can expect that you will not get everything you want or ask for.  But one thing you will 

get is tests for your faith. Trials will come. How you respond to those trials will determine what 

you become. Comedian Gene Parrot says that growing up he played a lot of Spin the Bottle. You 

know what that is? That’s the game in which you sit in a circle and someone spins the bottle and 

whoever it points to has to kiss the spinner or give him a nickel. This is not a good game, young 

people. Gene Parrot says that when he was a kid he was really unattractive and as a result of 

playing so much Spin the Bottle, by the time he was 14, he owned his own house. That is what I 

call taking advantage of your trials. Make plans to do that, to grow by your testings, because this 

much is sure. They are coming and we don’t want to waste them.  

Having taken a look at Genesis 12 and a faith tested, we now read the rest of the chapter, which 

is all about a faith flunked. ® Read on in Genesis 12:10 Now there was a famine in the land; so 

Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was severe in the land.  Some 

commentators believe that Abraham has already failed by going down to Egypt instead of waiting 

on God in Israel. Maybe, but there is no hint of this in the text, and we can’t be confident that is the 

case. But even if he doesn’t fail by going to Egypt he certainly fails when he gets there. 11-20 It 

came about when he came near to Egypt, that he said to Sarai his wife, “See now, I know that you 

are a beautiful woman; 12 and when the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘This is his wife’; and 

they will kill me, but they will let you live. 13 Please say that you are my sister so that it may go 

well with me because of you, and that I may live on account of you.” 14 It came about when Abram 
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came into Egypt, the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. 15 Pharaoh’s officials saw 

her and praised her to Pharaoh; and the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house. 16 Therefore he 

treated Abram well for her sake; and gave him sheep and oxen and donkeys and male and female 

servants and female donkeys and camels. 17 But the Lord struck Pharaoh and his house with great 

plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s wife. 18 Then Pharaoh called Abram and said, “What is this 

you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? 19 Why did you say, ‘She is 

my sister,’ so that I took her for my wife? Now then, here is your wife, take her and go.” 20 

Pharaoh commanded his men concerning him; and they escorted him away, with his wife and all 

that belonged to him. This is not something to emulate my friends. This was bad. Abraham, the 

man who trusted in his G-O-D is now trusting in his L-I-E.  

The Bible is amazingly honest about its heroes. It is unusual in ancient literature because the 

men presented as the founders of Israel and the heroes of faith are not presented to us in some kind 

of airbrushed beauty. We are given a full, close-up, honest look at them, in the blatant ugliness of 

their sin. Now there is one exception to that. There is one man in the Bible for whom there is no 

dark-side story. That is Jesus. And Jesus only. If you want to know about the sinful side of Jesus 

you have to watch madeup stories. The Jesus of the Bible had no weaknesses or flaws or dark sides, 

and, in that, he stands in stark contrast to Adam and Noah and Abraham and Moses and David and 

Elijah and Peter and Paul. These guys were subject to outbursts of anger and lust and doubt and 

fear and deceitfulness. The latter was Abraham’s specialty.  He was a schemer. And not one to be 

confined by the truth.  

In sympathy to Abraham he did have a problem. Apparently, the territorial rules allowed a 

monarch to take any woman he had a liking for and dispose of the husband. Abraham was afraid 

this would be his fate.  So, he came up with a plan. And it was a good plan. It was sharp and clever. 

It had only this one drawback of being dishonest. Isn’t that frustrating?  Integrity sometimes feels 

like a ball and chain. How can we compete in this world with so many who have the extra benefit 

of lying when they need to? I mean, lies are so helpful.  One family trying to save money at the 

ticket gate of an amusement park had a young boy who claimed to be under 5 but was really 7. The 

ticket taker looked at him and said, “Son, do you know what happens to children who lie about 

their age?” He said, “Yessir, they get in for half price.” And lies seemingly get us out of so many 

jams. They are an abomination to God, but a very present help in time of trouble. Abe was in 

trouble and the man of faith turned to his old friend, the lie. It had worked so often back in Ur and 
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back in Haran. Surely the lie would work in Egypt too.  Besides, it wasn’t really a pure lie.  Sarah 

was, in fact, his half-sister. So, it is not blatantly dishonest, just a little deceptive. We read Abraham 

justifying this over in Genesis 20 where he did the same thing.  Twice we read of Sarah getting 

selected to a harem because she and Abe had hidden their wedding rings. In chapter 20 the king of 

Gerar, named Abimelech, takes Sarah in until God meets him in a dream and to warn him of what 

he was doing. Abimelech responds to God in 20:5-12 Did he not himself say to me, ‘She is my 

sister’? And she herself said, ‘He is my brother.’ In the integrity of my heart and the innocence of 

my hands I have done this.” 6 Then God said to him in the dream, “Yes, I know that in the integrity 

of your heart you have done this, and I also kept you from sinning against Me; therefore I did not 

let you touch her. 7 Now therefore, restore the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for 

you and you will live. But if you do not restore her, know that you shall surely die, you and all who 

are yours.” 8 So Abimelech arose early in the morning and called all his servants and told all these 

things in their hearing; and the men were greatly frightened. 9 Then Abimelech called Abraham 

and said to him, “What have you done to us? And how have I sinned against you, that you have 

brought on me and on my kingdom a great sin? You have done to me things that ought not to be 

done.” 10 And Abimelech said to Abraham, “What have you encountered, that you have done this 

thing?” 11 Abraham said, “Because I thought, surely there is no fear of God in this place, and they 

will kill me because of my wife. 12 Besides, she actually is my sister, the daughter of my father, but 

not the daughter of my mother, and she became my wife. Abraham took comfort in that, but the fact 

was obvious to everyone that deception had occurred. Our man Abraham had sinned again. 

Now, whether in chapter 12 or 20 the motivation behind the deception was the same and what 

was that? It was fear. Fear, not faith. You can be sure Abraham thought his fear was reasonable. 

We always do. But this fear, like all fear, is rooted in a basic disbelief in the promise and protection 

of the Lord. Abraham went on an unprincipled search for protection because he lost his confidence 

in the protection of God. His was a classic case of violating Proverbs 3:5 Trust in the Lord with all 

your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. Abraham acted as though his lie was better 

than God’s promise. You ever done that? I know I have. The root of it is this terrible thought that 

God won’t take care of me, so I have to do it myself. We are going to see that line of thought again 

later in the adventures of Abraham and Sarah, but you don’t have to look any farther than yourself 

to see the same basic failure of faith.  
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Do you find chapter 20 disturbing? Are you saying, “how can a man of faith possibly do 

something so sinful?” It does make us wonder, but we shouldn’t have to wonder for long. 

Sometimes we sing, “prone to wander, Lord I feel it. Prone to leave the God I love.” Have you seen 

this in your own soul? And if you have what have you concluded about yourself? Are you a phony? 

Are you just deceived in thinking that you truly have faith in Christ? There is comfort for us here in 

Abraham, as there is in other champions of faith. We see in these stories of flawed believers that an 

imperfect faith is not necessarily a phony faith. Do you hear that?  Sometimes I look at what I do or 

what others do and I think, “that is so inconsistent with a profession of faith in Christ.” And you 

know what? I’m right, but we are inconsistent people. Our faith is inconsistent. Jesus looked at his 

disciples and said, “oh ye, of what?” Little faith. Not no faith. Not phony faith. Just little faith. And 

thank God, that little faith does get you into heaven. Amen? The Jews even referred to being in 

heaven as being in the bosom of Abraham, Abraham the deceiver. All the greatness is God’s isn’t 

it? Listen, don’t despise folks because their faith is imperfect, their love is imperfect. I hear 

husbands and wives claiming, “my husband, my wife doesn’t love me, because he did this and 

that’s not loving.” Right.  What he did isn’t loving, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you. It 

just means his love is imperfect, it’s flawed, but it still may be real.  Abraham’s faith flunked this 

test. But he got mercy from the teacher and eventually graduated from the Faith College.  

Okay, you get digesting that as we roll on to our third heading today which is faith restored ®. I 

go here for two reasons. One is that Abraham, the moral failure, does later have major successes. I 

also go here because of what we read in Genesis 13:1-2 So Abram went up from Egypt to the 

Negev, he and his wife and all that belonged to him, and Lot with him. 2 Now Abram was very rich 

in livestock, in silver and in gold.  Do you know how he got rich? Partly because of the lie he told 

about Sarah. Back in chapter 17 we read that Pharaoh gave Abraham all kinds of livestock and 

servants when he thought Sarah was his sister. But then he discovered he had been lied to and 

figured that he was being cursed because he had another man’s wife. Now, when Pharaoh 

understands the deceit here, he doesn’t punish Abraham. He simply lets him go, and lets him keep 

all the wedding gifts. We were having a discussion some time back in our care group about Dr. 

Laura, the radio psychologist.  I find her show amazing. She makes her living telling people what 

some of us would love to say but can’t. And she is rude and kind of vicious about it. Dr. Laura is 

not Christian but she is seriously supportive of marriage and vow-keeping. I hear that one day on 

her show they started discussing the idea of wedding gifts, and one caller suggested that a law be 
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passed requiring the return of all wedding gifts when a marriage doesn’t last five years. What do 

you think? Such a law might have helped ole Pharaoh. He had given Abraham, as brother of the 

bride, lots of great loot. But then when the wedding was annulled Abram got to keep the loot. Isn’t 

that amazing? God turns all things to our good, even when our sin was part of the all things.  

Abraham, when he realized what happened would have exclaimed, “God took care of me in spite of 

myself.” He left Egypt a wealthy man, and this was a foreshadowing of what would later occur in 

the exodus when the whole nation of Israel made off with a bounty of Egyptian gold.  

Read on 13:3-4 He went on his journeys from the Negev as far as Bethel, to the place where his 

tent had been at the beginning, between Bethel and Ai, 4 to the place of the altar which he had 

made there formerly; and there Abram called on the name of the Lord. In his return and in his 

worship there is evidence of faith restored. I think of the line in Psalm 23:3a He restoreth my soul. 

This is the gracious work of God.  Abraham’s faith was not perfect but we are reminded that it is 

real. Abraham, thank God, believed that he could go back to the Lord after blowing it so badly in 

Egypt. He reveals an understanding of grace.  Not all of us would be able to do this. Not all of us 

have confidence in the grace of our Lord sufficient to seek Him out after letting Him down. Some 

there are, many there are, who would slink away as failures. Question: Imagine that on Friday night 

you were arrested in a police raid on a house of prostitution. You were charged and sent home, but 

the Sunday morning paper has an article about the raid with your name listed as one who was 

arrested.  Would you go to church that Sunday or stay away? It is an interesting question that 

reveals what we think about God, and to a lesser extent about the people of God. Lots do this—they 

leave church when they are caught in some grievous sin. Rather than stay and repent and seek 

mercy and restoration, they run away. Does such a choice not flow out of a great pride, a self-

righteousness and a total misconstruction of what it means to be saved by grace and to be fathered 

by a merciful Lord? Won’t those who really believe in a gracious God and a gospel for sinners run 

to that Lord and toward that gospel rather than away from them in times of deep guilt or shame?  

Suppose we were to gather our youth group on stage and we took a vote to name the student we 

believe is most likely to fail. Whom would you pick?  This is an easy one.  I’m not sure about who 

among our teens is going to succeed but I know this - all of them are going to fail. Right? All of 

them. As all of us do. You will. You have. I have.  There will be multiple times in your life when 

you will look in the mirror at a colossal loser, and a great sinner. Failure is guaranteed. All will fail, 

but the difference between the ultimate winners and the ultimate losers will be found in the 
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relationship with God you took into the failure and the attitude toward God you take out of it. 

Listen to that again. The difference between the ultimate winners and the ultimate losers will be 

found in the relationship with God you took into the failure and the attitude toward God you take 

out of it. Will you wallow in the mire of your moral failures? Will you let the devil get you down 

and keep you down? Will you blame God and others for your failure? Will you drop out of the 

school of faith because you failed an exam or two?  Or will you get up, accept holy grace and like 

Abraham return to the Lord to worship and to be renewed?  

The lesson here is about a God of grace, a Savior we can turn to when we have been good boys 

and girls and when we’ve been scoundrels. I have an old friend named Luther Hansley who, for 

many years was a missionary to Haiti. Luther was the son of a pastor but grew up and went the way 

of the devil. He lived a profligate life of drugs and sex. After years of this kind of living one night 

he found himself at a rock concert, sort of a mini-Woodstock. At the end of the concert some guy 

on drugs with him there kept saying the name of Jesus. Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. They couldn’t shut him 

up and somehow the name of his father’s God penetrated all the hardness of Luther’s heart. He 

didn’t have a car or much else for that matter, but what he had were memories of a mother and 

father who loved him. So he hitched a ride back home, not to his own home, but to his parent’s 

house in Florida. He hadn’t seen them or talked to them for 3 years, but that night he got off at an  

I-75 exit near his hometown, went to a phone booth, looked up his parents number and called 

home. “Mom, this is Luther. I want to come home.”  In the mind and heart of every returning 

prodigal there is a true faith in the mercy and grace of the Father. Spurgeon said, “the truest faith is 

that which believes in the mercy of God in the teeth of conscious unworthiness.” ® And that faith, 

even that little faith, makes the difference between heaven and hell. So when you stray - for an hour 

or a decade - the only place to go is back to the altar to call on the name of the Lord. For everyone 

who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved. Let’s pray – and as we go to prayer, I want to ask 

you, are you here this morning as one who is struggling with guilt? With shame? As one feeling 

like you a loser?  Join the club, but also join with Jesus. God is inviting you to the cross, where the 

blood of Jesus has been spilt for your release, where Jesus bears our guilt and shame and gives us 

in return His purity and peace. If you want that, just raise.. 


