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THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM
AN UNLIKELY HERO
Genesis 11:27 – 12:20
INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _GoBack]Today we begin a new sermon series on the Life of Abraham. Over the course of the next couple months, we’ll be looking at Chapters 11 to 25 of the book of Genesis as we follow this man’s life, a man universally considered to be one of the most significant people to ever live.  
I’ve chosen to do a series on Abraham for three reasons. The first is that, as a matter of practice, as we go from one sermon series to another, I’d like to alternate between the New Testament and the Old Testament so that throughout the years, our church gets a good dose of the entire Bible. It’s an expression of our belief that “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for training, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness” (2 Tim 3:16). 
The second is that, after going through a long sermon series like we just did with Luke, it seems that it would be prudent to do a few shorter series before we dive back into a multi-year series once again. That gives me a chance to address a broader spectrum of books, genres, and topics than we otherwise could if we were committed to a single book of the Bible over an extended period of time. 
The third reason is that the life of Abraham provides us with an opportunity to follow up with the ending of Luke’s Gospel. As we saw in the last few Sundays, Luke’s Gospel ends with Jesus showing the disciples how all the Scriptures point to him, including Genesis. God always intended for Abraham to point us to Jesus, so as we probe the life of Israel’s first patriarch, we’ll also grow deeper in our understanding of and appreciation for the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
Luke also ended with a challenge to followers of Jesus to walk by faith, not by sight. We are to trust in God’s promises rather than our circumstances as we live in this era of redemption history when Christ has chosen to work through his Spirit rather than through his personal presence. Abraham had to walk by faith as well. God would call him to do a host of things that didn’t make sense from a human perspective – leave his homeland, have children with his barren wife, and most significantly, to sacrifice that child once he was born – and Abraham would have to decide whether he would trust God, or trust himself. 
That’s why the subtitle for this series is “Walking By Faith in the Promises of God”. As we walk through the unfolding story of Abraham’s life, we’ll learn more about what it means to walk by faith as well.
The wonderful thing about both the Gospel of Luke and the life of Abraham is that they don’t just hold these biblical heroes as examples that we must follow. It holds them up as failures that we can relate to, because these stories aren’t ultimately about faithful men and women. They’re about a faithful God who fulfills his promises despite the failures of man. 
The title of this sermon is An Unlikely Hero. My aim today is to show you that God Works Through the Weakest People.
We will have three points today:
(1) The Blessing
(2) The Blessed
(3) The Breakdown

(1) THE BLESSING
We begin with the context, where we seek to answer the question, “How does our text today fit in with the rest of Genesis?” To answer this question, we need to go through a quick summary of the first eleven chapters of Genesis.
As many of us know, Genesis is the Bible’s account of the origins of creation. Several themes run through the creation account. One is the doctrine of God’s Word, as God brings everything into existence by the power of his divine speech. Another is the dignity of men and women, who alone are created in the image of God and given dominion to rule over the rest of creation as God’s representatives. A third theme, and this is the one that we will be considering today, is the one of blessing. As God creates, he pronounces blessing on all that he makes, thus enabling his creation to obey his command to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth with life.  
That’s how creation begins. It begins with God’s blessing.
But when Adam and Eve sinned by eating of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, they rejected the blessings God had lavished upon them and tried to seize that which was forbidden. They wanted to be wise like God, which wasn’t something that God had ever offered to them. The sad consequence of this was that God’s blessing over creation turned into a curse. God cursed the woman in her childbearing. God cursed the man in his work. God cursed the ground in its fruitfulness, so that all creation would suffer the consequences of humanity’s sin. 
This series of curses is followed by a series of judgments, starting with the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden. They were no longer permitted to eat of the tree of life, nor walk with God in unbroken fellowship. God’s judgment would continue with the Flood in Genesis 6-9 as God washed away the wickedness of the world. Finally, God’s judgment would culminate in Genesis 11 at the Tower of Babel. As humanity sought to make a name for itself by building a tower that would stretch to the heavens, God judges them by confusing their languages and scattering them all over the face of the earth. 
And so, we see that Genesis 3-11 is all about judgment. Judgment in the Garden. Judgment in the Flood. Judgment in the Tower of Babel. The world which was once full of God’s blessing was now overflowing with God’s judgment as God punished mankind for its sin. 
It is this dark backdrop that sets the stage for our text today, as God finally turns from his judgment and once again promises blessing. That was his desire all along. He wants to bless humanity, not judge it, so that all creation will flourish under his loving rule. But how would he do that? How would his blessing break into the world once again? The answer is found in the first three verses of Genesis 12, as God speaks to a man named Abram, the man who would later be renamed Abraham, the one we will be following over the next two months.  
Verses 1-3 have been described as the most significant verses in the entire book of Genesis (Wenham), but I think it could also be said that they are some of the most significant verses in the entire Bible, because it is here that God finally announces his plans to redeem creation and restore humanity from its fallen state. In a sense, God already did this in Genesis 3 when he promises that the offspring of Eve would crush the head of the serpent, but it’s not until these three verses that God starts to move his plan into action by selecting Abram to be the vehicle of his blessings. 
What does God do? He speaks, because it is through God’s Word that God’s Will is accomplished in the world. That was true of creation, and now it’s true of redemption. As Derek Kidner writes,
“The history of redemption, like that of creation, begins with God speaking” - Kidner
So what does God say as he sets his plan of redemption into motion? God begins with a command in verse 1 as the Lord calls Abram to “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.” 
God calls Abram to give up three things, and each is greater than the one that came before it. First, he’s to give up his country, meaning his nationality, his homeland. Second, he’s to give up his kindred, his clan and his culture, his people. And third, he’s to give up his “father’s house”, his beloved family, his community. For what? For an unknown land full of an unknown people that this unknown God has promised to show him. 
This sounds familiar, doesn’t it? It sounds like Jesus’ call to his disciples to deny themselves, take up their crosses, and follow him (Luke 9:23). It sounds like Jesus saying whoever does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters and even his own life cannot be his disciple (Luke 14:26). God is calling Abram to abandon everything – his home, his family, his very life as he knew it – and follow him.
It doesn’t seem to make much sense. After all, Abram knew very little about this God who had abruptly chosen to speak to him. He didn’t have much of a track record with him. But his country, his clan, and his father’s house, those were things he was very familiar with. He knew how much those things mattered to him. They meant everything to him. But God was calling him to give it all up for him. 
That’s what God requires of those he would bless, not just then, but now. He calls us to give up everything for his sake, even when it doesn’t seem to make much sense. But why would anyone do that? Why would Abram do that? Why would you or I do that? The answer is simply this: because of the greatness of God’s promises. 
That’s where the overwhelming emphasis of verses 1-3 rests. It rests on the greatness of God’s promises. One commentator memorably put it like this:
“The divine oath is like an avalanche of blessing cascading in wave after wave on the patriarch and his children yet to come.” – Kenneth A. Mathews
God calls Abram to do one thing – to “go” – but everything else in the text is about what God has promised to do. Notice how many times the phrase “I will” is repeated in verses 2-3. “I will” make of you a great nation; “I will bless you and make your name great”; “I will bless those who bless you.” 
Let’s think a little deeper about these promises. There are three of them. The first promise is that God will make Abram a great nation. The word “nation” here implies a large people group sharing common land, language, and culture. God is promising not only to multiply his offspring, but to unite his offspring into a mighty nation. 
The second is that God will bless him and make his name great. What does God’s blessing mean? For Abraham, it meant several things. It meant blessing in the form of material prosperity and wealth in the form of herds, servants, gold and silver, and possessions, but it also meant much more. It meant that God’s favour would rest on him. Everywhere he went, God would go with him, turning even the most difficult trials into blessings (something we will see later on in Chapter 12). It meant that God would protect him, which is what verse 3 says. God will bless those who bless him, and those who dishonor him will be cursed. God’s blessing would rest on Abram in a completely unique way in order to demonstrate that Abram had a special place in God’s redemptive plans. 
We need to understand the uniqueness of God’s blessings on Abram, because if we don’t, we’re going to get something that’s dangerously close to the prosperity gospel from this verse. We’re going to start thinking, “Well, if God blessed Abram by making him rich, why wouldn’t he bless me by making me rich?” The answer is because God promised to make Abram a great nation, a promise that was for him, not for us. God gave him great wealth in order to make him a great nation, which is not something he has promised to us. 
If you’re a Christian, it doesn’t matter if you’re rich or poor. You are already richly blessed. God has given you his favour. He cares for you as his child. He forgives you of your sins through the death of Jesus Christ. These blessings are infinitely greater than the wealth of this world. We don’t need riches to know that God has blessed us, for we have learned the secret of being content in all circumstances, whether facing plenty or hunger, abundance or need, because Christ is sufficient for us. 
But when we’re tempted to say to God, “Lord, bless me by making me rich, or prospering my business, or giving me wealth”, we need to remember that once we do that, we’re departing from the text, because Abram never asked God to make him rich. God promised it of his own initiative, and that makes a world of difference.
Think about the promise that God made to make Abram great. Abram didn’t demand it. God promised it. Genesis 11 already told us what happens when people demand greatness. That’s what the Tower of Babel was about. They started building the tower because they wanted to make a name for themselves, and God judged them for it. But with Abram, he was simply the recipient of God’s generosity, the object of God’s undeserved promise to make him great. 
So when it comes to material prosperity, or wealth, or greatness, we are to leave it to the Lord and not seize it or demand it for ourselves, so that if he chooses to give us those things, we would use them not to make a name for ourselves, but to lift high the name of our God. 
The third blessing is the most significant as God not only promises to bless Abram, but to make Abram a blessing. The Lord expands on this blessing in verse 3 when he says, “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” This is so important, because it shows us that God never chose Abram and promised to make a great nation of him as an end in itself. God’s intention was always to use Abram and his descendants as a means to bless the rest of the world. 
God has always had his eye on the nations. He didn’t choose Abram and promise to bless him because he only cared about him. He chose him so that he could use Abram and his descendants to accomplish his plans to rescue humanity as a whole from its fallen state of sin. That’s God’s heart. His heart has always been to bless his creation, before the Fall, and after the Fall, and the way he would do that was by pouring out his blessings in and through his chosen people. 

(2) THE BLESSED
But that causes us to ask the question, “Why?” Out of all the people in the world, why did God choose Abram? What was so special about him, that he would be the object of God’s cascading blessings? This leads us to our second point: The Blessed. 
In order to understand who Abram was, the Bible helps us understand where he came from. That’s the purpose of the genealogy in Genesis 11. The genealogies serve as connecting points that tie the different parts of Genesis together, and it’s no different here. Genesis 11:27 tells us that Abram was the son of Terah, a man originally from Ur who left there along with his family to travel to Canaan. According to verse 31, he never made it there, because when he came to a place called Haran, he decided to settle there. 
Why do we need to know that Abram was the son of Terah? Because we need to know who Terah was descended from as well. If we trace Terah’s ancestry backwards in time in Genesis 11, we’ll see that Terah was the son of Shem, who was one of the three sons of Noah. And what did God promise to Shem? He promised him blessing, because unlike his brother Ham, he did not dishonor his father Noah when he lay naked and drunk in his tent. He walked backwards into the tent and covered him. 
Ham, on the other hand, didn’t receive a blessing. He received a curse because of how he treated his father. And because of that, his descendants (the Canaanites) would one day become the servants of Shem’s descendants (Abraham and his offspring).
That’s the first reason why God chose Abram. It was to keep a promise that he made generations earlier to Abram’s ancestor. God always keeps his promises. Sometimes it’s immediate, and sometimes it’s only centuries later.  
There’s another reason why God chose Abram, and it’s one that we wouldn’t expect. We would expect that, if God was going to make a great nation out of one man, he would choose someone who was reproductively fruitful, because you only get a nation out of a man if he’s able to have a lot of children. But 11:30 tells us exactly the opposite. It tells us that Abram’s wife Sarai “was barren; she had no child”. 
How would a man with a barren wife one day become a great nation? How was that possible? It wasn’t, and that was exactly the point. God chose Abram and his barren wife to show that only God could make his promises come to fruition. Abram and Sarai could have done a lot through their own effort, but no matter how hard they tried, no matter how hard they wanted it, they could never have children. That’s why God chose them. He chose them so that there would be no question that God was the one who was blessing them when he started to fulfill his promises. As Kenneth Mathews puts it, 
“Abram’s industry could have obtained for himself a land, wealth, and fame, but in the acquisition of children by Sarai he was helpless without God.” 
This promise of a son lies at the center of Abram’s entire story, because the fulfillment of all of God’s other promises depended on it. The only way that Abraham could have a great name, and become a great nation, and become a great blessing to the nations was by having children. But how would that be? Would it be through his nephew Lot? Would it be through Ishmael, the boy Abraham had with Sarai’s servant Hagar? It wouldn’t be either, because God would give Abraham and Sarah their own son, Isaac, to show that God was the one at work in their family to bless the families of the world. 

(3) THE BREAKDOWN
The last question our text poses to us is this: how will Abraham respond to these great promises? Will he go, as the Lord commanded, or will he stay? Will he believe God’s promises, or will he doubt? As we will see, there’s a little bit of both, leading to our final point: the Breakdown. 
Abraham’s response begins on a good note in verse 4, which tells us that Abram went, as the LORD had told him, and Lot went with him. Though he was already seventy-five years old, he left his country, his kindred, and his father’s house along with Sarai, his nephew Lot, and their servants, and set out to go to the land of Canaan. 
When they came to Canaan, verse 6 says that he went to Shechem, to the Oak of Moreh, which literally means “Oak of Teaching”. This was likely a religious site of the native Canaanites, a place where the locals would go to obtain divine oracles. But rather than encounter the false gods of these foreign people, Abraham meets with the LORD, which was the Lord’s way of telling Abram that he didn’t need any other god but him. And there, at the Oak of Moreh, verse 7 says that the LORD appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.” 
This was it. This was where God’s promises to Abram would be fulfilled. This land would be his, and it would belong to the offspring that came after him. Abram would have his children here, and his children would inhabit this land as God gradually made them into a great nation.
Abram’s response to this is commendable. He doesn’t cower in fear at the Canaanites who live in the land or doubt how he and his little family will one day rule over the land. Instead, he responds with worship. Verse 7 says that he built an altar to the LORD, where he would have offered sacrifices. Then in verse 8 he travels around Canaan until he arrives at Bethel, and there he builds another altar to the LORD and calls upon his name. Abram is walking throughout this land of promise with faith, believing God’s promise that all of this will one day belong to his descendants. 
But that was about to change. Verse 10 tells us that there was famine in the land. This was obviously problematic, because how could a land of famine sustain a great nation? Will Abram even want his offspring to inherit this land that is susceptible to famine? If Abram had clung to God’s promise, then the obvious answer would have been “yes”, but that wasn’t the case. He began to doubt. And so, rather than stay in the land, or inquire of the Lord like he did in verse 8, he decides to take things into his own hands. 
Verse 10 tells us that Abram “went down to Egypt to sojourn there”. The word “sojourn” here means to “settle” there, to live as an immigrant, to make Egypt his long-term home. Already, he’s starting to lose his faith in God’s promise to give him the land of Canaan. But then it gets worse! Verse 11 says that, when he was about to enter Egypt, he makes a plan to use his wife in order to save his own skin. The problem as he sees it is that his wife is a beautiful woman, and he’s afraid of what that might mean for him. The Egyptians might kill him to get to her. And so, he asks her to lie by telling the Egyptians that she was only his sister, not his wife, so that rather than kill him, they’d treat him well.
As we find out later, this was partially true, since Sarai was actually Abram’s half-sister, but as Packer puts it, a half-truth masquerading as the whole truth becomes a complete untruth, and that was certainly the case here. 
So let’s think about the implications of Abram’s decision for a moment. If Sarai was telling all the Egyptians that she was a free agent, and they all consider her to be a beautiful woman, what was bound to happen? Someone was going to snatch her up! And what would happen then? What would happen to Abram? There would be no way for him to have any children, which would make the fulfillment of God’s promises impossible.
What we see here is Abram, full of fear and selfishness, willing to sacrifice not only his wife, but God’s promises, in order to save his own life. This man is no hero. He’s a selfish coward. He’s a man driven by the need to watch out for himself, above his wife, and above his God.
Things unfold exactly as Abram foresaw in verses 14-16. As he enters Egypt, the locals can’t help but admire his wife’s beauty. They were so stunned by her that word reached Pharaoh himself, who had the power to have any woman he chose, and he used that power to choose Sarai. He takes her into his house, likely adding her to his harem of wives, and pays Abram – the alleged brother of this beautiful woman – a handsome dowry of sheep, oxen, donkeys, servants, and camels. 
God’s plans seem to be falling apart because of Abram’s selfishness, as the one who was meant to be the mother of God’s great nation was in the custody of the most powerful man on earth. But then something happens that Abram didn’t foresee. God intervenes. Verse 17 says that the LORD afflicted Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s wife, and somehow, whether through divine revelation or from Sarai herself, Pharaoh learns the truth. 
And so, he confronts Abram in verse 18 with a series of accusatory questions. “What is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for my wife?” Abram has no response, because he’s guilty as charged. He who was supposed to be a blessing to the nations had become a curse because of his cowardice. 
But rather than kill him, or punish him, or even take away the dowry he had paid, Pharaoh simply returns Sarai to him and tells him to leave Egypt. Just like that, God’s promises are not only back on track; they’re actually being fulfilled! God promised to bless him, and what happened? Abram left Egypt with a multitude of animals and servants. God promised to curse those who dishonoured him, and that’s exactly what he did when he afflicted Pharaoh and his house with plagues. 
In other words, God would not only fulfill his promises through Abram. He would fulfill his promises despite Abram. As Gordon Wenham put it,
“Abram’s failure in the face of hostility… [is] an illustration of the invincibility of the divine promises” 
God’s promises are invincible, which is why they not only survive Abram’s little foray into Egypt, but the countless other sins, failures, and mistakes that Abram’s descendants would make. God’s promises would remain until centuries later when they would finally be fulfilled on the cross. On the cross, God’s promise to give Abram a great name would finally be fulfilled as he became the forefather of the Messiah, the Saviour of the world. On the cross, God’s promise to bless the families of the earth through Abram’s descendants would finally be fulfilled as Jesus’ death made it possible for people from every nation to be forgiven of their sins and reconciled to God. And on the cross, God’s promise to make of Abram a great nation would finally be fulfilled as God created a new people for himself from every tribe, language, nation, and tongue, a people united not by language, or culture, but through faith in Christ. 
God keeps his promises. Nothing can shake them. Nothing can change them. Not the passage of time. Not the failures of his people. God’s promise to once again pour out his blessings upon the earth is an invincible one that finds its fulfillment in Christ. 

CONCLUSION
So what do we take away from this text? Let me suggest two things. 
First, let us find comfort in knowing that God doesn’t choose the strong things of the world to accomplish his purposes. He chooses the weak. That was the case with Abram, and that is the case with us. Like us, Abram was a weak man. He started strong but floundered because of his circumstances, and yet God never abandoned him. He kept him in his mighty hand and fulfilled his promises to show that he would be the one to accomplish his purposes, not man. 
I know that many of you feel weak. You feel unworthy of God’s grace. You feel disqualified from his promises, and you know what? It’s all true. If God’s grace depended on our strength, none of us would qualify, because we’re sinners, we’re weak, we’re selfish, and we’re cowards. But those are exactly the kinds of people God uses to fulfill his plans. Remember this whenever you’re tempted to think that God could never use you, or that God could never love you. God loved Abram with steadfast love and mercy, and if you have put your trust in Christ, that same love rests on you as well, not because you deserve it, but because of his sovereign choice. 
Second, let us remember that God has blessed us in order to be a blessing to others. We’re not meant to be reservoirs of God’s blessings, hoarding as much as we can for ourselves. We’re meant to be channels of God’s blessings, blessing others with the blessings that we have received God hasn’t chosen us so that we can gather in holy huddles. He has chosen us to be a blessing to all the families of the earth. That’s why he called Abram, and that’s why he called us. 
God’s desire is to bless the world, and the only way that can be done is through the saving message of the gospel. The blessings of God are found in Christ, and Christ alone, so we must bring Christ to those around us. To our neighbours. To the nations. We must bring Christ to the world, so that God’s judgment may be replaced with his blessing. 

