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THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM
THE FAITH OF A RECOVERING DOUBTER
Genesis 13-14
[bookmark: _GoBack]INTRODUCTION
Have you ever felt that you were too weak for God to use you? Perhaps it was after a season of deep doubts in which you questioned whether God was real, or whether God was faithful, or whether God really loved you. Perhaps it was after a season in which you felt like you were in bondage to sin, a season where you kept doing what you knew was wrong but didn’t know how to change. Whatever it may have been, it left you feeling like God could never use you. God would never lift you up as an example for others to follow. Instead, you felt that you were destined to live the rest of your life as a second- or third-class Christian, someone whose faith merely survives rather than thrives. 
Perhaps that’s how you feel today. You’ve come to think of yourself as someone who will always be a taker rather than a giver, a sort of spiritual sink that other people have to pour into rather than a spiritual tap that pours into others, because your doubts are too great, and your sins too dark, for you to ever be anything more. God may use other people. In fact, when it comes to other people, you have lots of faith. But not for yourself. When you think about yourself, you think that your faith is too weak, and your sin too strong, for God to ever use you like that. 
That’s how Abram could have felt at the end of Genesis 12. He had failed God. He doubted God’s promises, promises to give him the land of Canaan, promises to multiply his offspring, promises to bless him and make him a blessing. When famine hit the land, he gave all those promises up by leaving for Egypt, because he couldn’t see how they would be fulfilled. 
Abram’s doubts then spiraled down into sin as he schemed to sacrifice his wife’s purity to save his own life. As the man, he was supposed to give his life for hers, to sacrifice his good for the good of the one he loved. But instead, he hid behind his wife so that she would take the bullet instead of him. 
This man was a selfish, doubting coward, but the fact remained that he was God’s chosen means to bless the world, and this remained unchanged despite his massive failures. That’s why God rescued him from Egypt, not just by the skin of his teeth, but with abundant wealth and riches. 
As we turn the page to Chapters 13 and 14, the question for us as the readers is, “How will Abram respond to God’s kindness? How will he rebound from his doubts and sins? Would he continue doubting God’s promises, or would he believe? 
As we will see, the picture that Genesis paints of Abram in our text today is much different than the man we encountered in Genesis 12. The man we will encounter today is a paradigm of faith. He’s courageous rather than cowardly, self-sacrificing rather than selfish. He is a changed man, and it is this testimony of his changed life that is meant to encourage us and strengthen us to believe that despite our doubts and sins, God can change us as well and use us for his mighty purposes. 
The title of this sermon is The Faith of a Recovering Doubter. My aim today is to show you that God Can Turn the Worst Doubters into the Strongest Believers. 
I’m going to break up our text into four “faith lessons” from the life of Abraham for us to apply to our own lives:
(1) Do What’s Right, Not What’s New
(2) Walk By Faith, Not By Sight
(3) Fear God, Not Man
(4) Glorify God, Not Yourself

(1) DO WHAT’S RIGHT, NOT WHAT’S NEW
Our text today begins with Abram leaving Egypt, along with his wife Sarai, his nephew Lot, along with all that he had. Verse 2 tells us that Abram “was very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold”. That’s extraordinary when you consider that he had just been exiled from Egypt. Pharaoh would have been in the right to take all that wealth that he had given to Abram as a dowry, but God had other plans, plans to bless Abram with abundance, even when he made a fool of himself. 
And so, when we read in verse 2 that Abram was “very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold”, we have to pause and say, “Isn’t God great? Isn’t it amazing that God could bring such tremendous blessing on his chosen one when all he deserved was a curse?” God was watching over this man, and he was committed to bless him even in the midst of his failures. 
Abram knew this, which is why he does what he does next. Verses 3-4 tell us that he went to a place between Bethel and Ai, and there he called upon the name of the LORD.
What’s happening here? Abram is returning to the place where he had last encountered God. Chapter 12 verse 8 said this:
“From there he moved to the hill country on the east of Bethel and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east. And there he built an altar to the LORD and called upon the name of the LORD.”
That’s where he is once again in Chapter 13. Verse 3 really goes out of its way to tell us this. It says that he went to where his tent was “at the beginning, between Bethel and Ai, to the place where he had made an altar at the first. And there Abram called upon the name of the LORD.” That’s what he should have done when the famine hit. He should have cried out to the Lord for help. He should have waited for the Lord to direct him, but he didn’t. Instead, he made the decision independently of the Lord to take his family and move to Egypt. 
But now, as he returns from Egypt, humbled by his folly and amazed by the grace of God, he returns to this place of worship, this altar where he had once offered God sacrifice, and prays, which was a practice handed down to him by his ancestors. Genesis 4:26 tells us that, in the times of Seth, 
“To Seth also a son was born, and he called his name Enosh. At that time people began to call upon the name of the LORD.” 
Similarly, Genesis 8:20 tells us that, after the Flood, one of Noah’s first acts was building an altar to the LORD:
“Then Noah built an altar to the Lord and took some of every clean animal and some of every clean bird and offered burnt offerings on the altar.”
What we see here is that Abram didn’t go around experimenting with different religious practices or spiritual exercises after leaving Egypt. He returned to the ancient ways of his forefathers, believing that they would give him the grace he needed to walk by faith.
This is instructive for us, because we live in an age when novelty reigns. We’re constantly looking for the newest “things”: the newest gadgets, the newest fashions, the newest pop culture icons, because we get bored of the old. Most of us know what it’s like to scroll endlessly through Netflix, passing by dozens and dozens of shows and movies, in search of what? Of something new. We pass by all the other offerings because they’re old, and in our twisted minds, that means they’re boring. 
This boredom with the old and obsession with the new can translate into our spiritual lives as well. It’s certainly true of our personal spiritual lives. We wake up unwilling to read our Bibles, so we go in search of a quicker spiritual fix on a blog, or a podcast, or a youtube video. That’s also true of our corporate spiritual lives. Why do the most popular worship songs have less gospel content than ever? Because people are bored of singing about the cross. Why does the preaching in so many churches sound more like a glorified TED talk than the proclamation of the gospel? Because people are bored of expository, Bible-based preaching. 
Boredom kills both the life of the soul and the life of the church. The endless search for novelty will never lead us closer to God, because it is only in the ancient paths that we will find him. As Jeremiah 6:16 says:
“Thus says the LORD: ‘Stand by the roads, and look, and ask for the ancient paths, where the good way is; and walk in it, and find rest for your souls.’”  
We don’t need what’s new. We need what’s ancient, because it’s in walking on the ancient paths that we find the one who will give rest for our souls. 
That’s what Abram did. He didn’t leave Egypt and return to Canaan thinking, “Well, what I used to do clearly didn’t work. Maybe I need to try something new.” He didn’t do that. He returned to the ancient paths. He offered sacrifices to God on the altar and called upon the name of the LORD in prayer. These simple means of grace remained exactly what he needed to encounter the living God and be transformed into a man of faith.  



(2) WALK BY FAITH, NOT BY SIGHT
It wouldn’t be long before Abram’s newfound faith would be tested. Once again, he would have to decide whether he would trust his own judgment or God’s leading, leading to our second faith lesson: Walk by faith, Not by Sight. 
Recall what it was that led Abram to leave the promised land for Egypt. Famine. When the land failed, it led Abram to believe that God’s promises had failed. Now, here in verses 5-7, it appears that the land is failing yet again as the land was unable to support both Abram and Lot. They had so many flocks and herds and people that they couldn’t dwell together. 
Imagine what Abram would have been thinking. If the land was unable to support both Abram and Lot now, how would it support his descendants in the future? After all, God had promised to make Abram a “great nation”, a nation so numerous and influential that it would be a blessing to all the families of the earth. But if the land was already buckling under the weight of these two men and their households, how would it support Abram’s offspring?
To make matters worse, verse 7 says that there was strife between Abram’s herdsmen and Lot’s herdsmen. The family’s not getting along, which makes it hard to believe that God’s blessing rested on them. And then we’re reminded at the end of verse 7 that “the Canaanites and the Perizzities were dwelling in the land”. The promised land is getting more and more crowded, and it’s seeming unlikely that God’s promise to give Abram this land will ever work out.   
When you consider all that was going on, we might expect Abram’s faith to crumble once again. We might expect him to seize control of the situation like he did in Egypt and move elsewhere, leaving God’s promises behind in the promised land. 
But that’s not what he does, because Abram isn’t who he used to be. He’s a new man now. He has seen how God kept his promises in the past, and that gave him confidence to believe that God would keep his promises in the future.
This leads him to do something absolutely remarkable. In verses 8-9 Abram approaches his nephew Lot and tells him he doesn’t want strife between them or their herdsmen, because they’re kinsmen. They’re family. And so, rather than assert his right as the uncle to choose where he would move first, Abram gives up that right and leaves the choice to Lot. “If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right, or if you take the right hand, then I will go to the left.” Abram doesn’t assert his will and seize control of the situation like he did in the past. Instead, Abram leaves his fate in the hands of his nephew Lot, trusting that the Lord will provide. 
And so, Lot surveys the land – north, south, west – until his eyes land on the Jordan Valley in the east, a fertile, protected slice of land that was “well watered everywhere like the garden of the LORD.” It was like Eden, a paradise of fruitfulness and growth. It was like Egypt, a land that would remain unaffected even when famine plagued the surrounding country. It was the perfect place for a young family to prosper and grow, but rather than choose it for himself, Abram gave his nephew the right to choose it first.  
That’s what he did. Lot chose the fertile Jordan valley, leaving Abram yet again with Canaan, the land of famine, the land that couldn’t sustain him and his nephew. From a worldly perspective, it didn’t make any sense. It seemed that Lot would be the one who would be blessed and become a great nation, not Abram. But as we will see, there was more going on here than meets the eye. 
The Jordan valley may have been beautiful to the eye, but inside it was rotten with corruption. The text alludes to this twice in verses 10 and 13 as it reminds the reader that Sodom and Gomorrah were there, two cities occupied by wicked men who were great sinners against the LORD. Indeed, their sin was so great that God would completely destroy them in Chapter 19.
In contrast, God repeats and expands upon the blessings that he has in store for Abram in verses 14-18. He tells him to lift up his eyes northward, southward, eastward, and westward and promises to not only give him and his offspring this land, but to make his offspring as the dust of the earth. He then invites Abram to walk through the land and enjoy it, because all of it will one day be given to him. He may not see it, it may not have made sense at the time, but it would happen, because God had promised it. Abram responds with faith in verse 18, settling by the oaks of Mamre at Hebron, where he built another altar to the LORD and worshipped. 
This is a powerful reminder that God wants us to walk by faith, not by sight. Walking by sight would be a fine thing if we could see everything clearly, but we don’t. We only see a small piece of what’s truly going on rather than the whole picture. Lot made his decision based on what he saw, and as we will see, it would be a decision that would come back to haunt him in terrible ways. 
Abram made his decision not on what he saw, but on what God said. He believed God’s promise that he would bless him, give him land, and multiply his offspring, and he held to that promise despite how things appeared.  
This is a word for all of us, but it is especially a word for those who like to have everything under control. It’s for those who spend incessant time thinking and planning for the future so that nothing unpredictable happens. It’s for those who know that, if they were in Abram’s shoes, they wouldn’t be saying, “If you go left, I’ll go right. If you go right, I’ll go left.” They’d be saying, “I’m going left! The Jordan Valley is mine! I’m not suffering famine again. I’m headed to Eden.”
If that’s you, our text has a warning for you. It warns you that the decisions that may make sense from a human perspective may actually be harmful to you. We see the beautiful, fertile valley, but we don’t see the corruption within. Perhaps it’s accepting a new job, or moving to a certain neighbourhood, or spending too much time with a certain group of people. If we move forward trusting in our own judgment, our own instincts, our own five senses, in order to plan out our futures and keep everything under our control, then we may actually end up losing the good that we already had. 
That’s what would happen to Lot. He knew God’s promises to Abram to bless him and give him the land of Canaan. He just didn’t believe them. He didn’t believe that the land of Canaan could be better than the Jordan valley, so he turned his back on it. And in so doing, he turned his back on God’s promises. Don’t make the same mistake. Don’t trust yourself more than you trust God. Learn to submit your future, your plans, your judgment of what’s best to God and to his Word, and watch as he makes blessing come out of what seems to be nothing. 

(3) FEAR GOD, NOT MAN
We begin to see this in Chapter 14 as events begin to unfold. Abram, living in the land of famine, flourishes, while Lot, living in the land of plenty, suffers. This leads to our third faith lesson: Fear God, Not Man. 
Chapter 14 begins with a summary of international events. It’s interesting how Genesis only mentions what people are doing in the world when it’s relevant to what God is doing in the world. World history is subordinate to redemption history, and we certainlysee that here. Verse 1 tells us about an alliance of four kings led by Chedorlaomer King of Elam. I’ll call them the western kings. Verse 2 tells us about another alliance of kings. This one is made up of five kings that all originate in the east, and it includes the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah. I’ll call them the eastern kings. Verse 4 tells us that the purpose of their alliance was to rebel against Chedorlaomer, whom they had been serving under for twelve years. 
Verses 5-7 tell us about a previous military campaign carried out by the western kings led by Chedorlaomer. They defeated the Rephaim, the Zuzim, the Emim, the Horites, the Amalekites, and the Amorites. Four kings defeat six nations, a stunning display of the military proficiency of the western kings. 
Verses 8-10 tell us about the battle of the two alliances in the Valley of Siddim, and while the eastern alliance outnumbered the western alliance five kings to four, the kings in the west emerged victorious. Finally, verses 10-11 tell us that the western kings took all the possession of Sodom and Gomorrah, as well as Lot, Abram’s nephew, and his possessions. 
Verse 13 tells us that word of Lot’s capture came to Abram, who was living by the oaks of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshcol and of Aner who were all allies of Abram, and the question yet again is how will Abram respond? He’s already showed himself to be a selfish coward in Egypt, preferring to save himself rather than his own wife. So why would he risk his life now for his nephew, the one who chose the fertile Jordan valley and left Abram with the famine-plagued Canaan? What hope did he have against these five bloodthirsty warlords, conquerors of the six nations and the five eastern kings?
On paper, this matchup didn’t look good. Yes, Abram had 318 trained men in his household, the servants he had acquired over the years, and yes, he had the friendship of Mamre, Aner, and Eschol. But they were only tent-twellers. Nomads. The western kings were big shots. Destroyers of cities and pillagers of nations. On paper, they had no hope. 
But Abram remembered God’s promise, the promise that Almighty God would bless those who blessed him and curse those who dishonoured him, and so he resolved to bring that curse on the western kings for their treatment of his nephew. Verse 15 says that, under the cover of night, his allied forces defeated the western kings who fled to Hobah, north of Damascus, which would have been just outside the promised land. 
This is what walking by faith looks like. It’s a life shaped by the fear of God rather than the fear of man. It doesn’t matter how bad the odds seem to be against you, or what those people could potentially do to you. The one who walks by faith trusts in God as their refuge and stronghold, so that they can say with David in Psalm 27:3:
“Though an army encamp against me, my heart shall not fear; though war arise against me, yet I will be confident.” 
By the grace of God, that’s who Abram had become, and by the grace of God, that’s who we may become as well. We know that because Abram wasn’t always like this. He was a selfish coward who feared man so much that he was willing to sacrifice his wife to save his life. But not anymore. The Lord put the fear of God in him, so that he no longer feared man. 

(4) GLORIFY GOD, NOT YOURSELF
In the aftermath of his decisive military victory, the last question for us is this: would Abram respond to his victory with pride and greed, or with humility? Would he make much of himself for his victory, or would he make much of God for the victory that he granted him? This leads to our final faith lesson: Glorify God, Not Yourself. 
Verses 17 and 18 tell us that, following his victory over Chedorlaomer and the western kings, Abram has a meeting with two kings. The first is the King of Sodom, who had just been rescued by Abram, and the second is the King of Salem, a mysterious man named Melchizedek. 
The narrative is set up deliberately to contrast the two kings and Abram’s response to them. Verse 18 introduces Melchizedek with an open display of his generosity as he brings out bread and wine for the victors to feast on. It would have been quite a gift just to feed Abram’s servants and allies with bread and water, but Melchizedek doesn’t hold back. He treats them like royalty in serving them bread and wine. 
The king of Sodom, on the other hand, wouldn’t be so kind. This man had lost everything. Everything that was taken from him by the western kings now belonged to Abram and his allies. “To the victor goes the spoils”, as the saying goes. But the king of Sodom wasn’t ready to let go of it all. In verse 21, he tries to lay claim over some of the spoils, saying, “Give me the persons, but take the goods for yourself.” He doesn’t care about the goods. He wants his servants back, and he’s not asking. He’s demanding. 
Once again, Abram responds in exemplary fashion. In verse 22 he lifts up his hand to the LORD and swears, “I would not take a thread or a sandal strap or anything that is yours, lest you should say, ‘I have made Abram rich.’” Abram not only gives the king of Sodom his former servants. He restores all the goods that had been taken from him as well, with the only exception being what his servants had eaten and what his allies took for their own. 
Why? So that God, and God alone, would receive the glory when Abram became a great nation. Abram didn’t want the king of Sodom going around saying, “Abram’s rich and wealthy because he took what belonged to me.” He wanted everyone to know without question that his blessings came from no man. They came from God, and God alone. 
That brings us to the most intriguing part of our text today: Melchizedek, who according to verse 18 was not only King of Salem (which was an ancient name for Jerusalem), but “priest of God Most High”. He was a priest-king, a man who served his people as both their mediator and their monarch. 
His name is revealing of his identity. Melchizedek means “King of Righteousness”, and “King of Salem” means “King of Peace”. He is not only mediator and monarch, but King of Righteousness and Peace, the one who would enforce God’s righteousness and bring God’s peace to his people. 
The only other thing that our text tells us about him is that, after he fed Abram and his army, he blessed him, saying in verses 19-20: “Blessed be Abram, by God Most High, Possessor of heaven and earth; and blessed be God Most High, who has delivered your enemies into your hand!” 
At this point we’re meant to pause and think, “Wait a moment. I thought God was the one to bless Abram, not man.” Indeed, that’s why Abram rejected the king of Sodom’s begrudging offer in verse 22. But verse 20 tells us that Abram received this blessing by offering Melchizedek a tenth of all the spoils. He tithed to him, which was a symbolic act of acknowledging Melchizedek’s superiority.  
This event, as brief as it is, is very significant in salvation history. It reveals that God wasn’t only working through Abram, but was raising up other servants for himself as well. It reveals that God had already established a priesthood before the Levitical priesthood came to exist after the Exodus, a priesthood in the order of Melchizedek in which the priest served as both mediator and monarch. And it reveals that, as great as Abram was and would become, there was another who was greater than him, one he owed allegiance to. 
Hundreds of years later, King David would pick up on all this as he wrote about his offspring, the promised Davidic king who would rule over God’s people forever, in Psalm 110:4:
“The LORD has sworn and will not change his mind, ‘You are a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek.’”
David knew that the day was coming when another king would reign, a greater king, a priest-king who would rule over his people as both mediator and monarch and enforce God’s righteousness and bring God’s peace to his people. How? By his definitive act of blessing on the cross. On the cross, Jesus Christ would satisfy the demands of God’s righteousness by dying on the cross for our sins, so that all who trust in him might receive God’s peace. 
Jesus is the priest-king the world has been waiting for, the one who would mediate God’s favour and satisfy God’s justice so that those who call upon his Name would receive the everlasting blessing of the forgiveness of sins. He is our King and our Great High Priest in the order of Melchizedek, the King of Righteousness, and the King of Peace. 

CONCLUSION
Abram has set an incredible example for us to follow. He’s shown us what it looks like to walk by faith. But if our text today only left us with an example, we would be lost, because what he did is impossible for us to imitate on our own. 
But thanks be to God, we are not on our own, for one who is greater than Abraham has walked by faith on our behalf. He travelled on the ancient paths despite how much the religious leaders of his day had strayed. He walked by faith and not by sight, believing that God’s plans were unfolding even when everything seemed to be going wrong. He feared God rather than man, knowing that man can only kill the body but not the soul. And he lived for the glory of his Father and not his own as he made himself nothing and became obedient, even to the point of death. 
Jesus has walked by faith on our behalf, so that we can now learn to walk by faith without the fear of God’s judgment. And so, let us commit ourselves to this as we believe that if God changed Abram, he can change us as well, for God can turn the worst doubters into the strongest believers. 
