The God of Abraham, Isaac & Jacob 2: “Abram in Egypt”

Genesis ch.12:10-13:4

Introduction

Last week we began a new series in the Book of Genesis called, “The God of Abram, Isaac and Jacob.” We will be looking at these three main characters, but as I said last week I want us particularly to think about their God and ours, and how he deals with us as His Children. Last week we saw God calling Abram, and that he had to keep calling him until he fully obeyed what God had asked him to do. Then we saw that He is a God who makes promises, and a God who keeps his promises, therefore He is a God who can be trusted.

Now it’s important for us to appreciate that it was purely out of God’s grace that he chose Abram out of all the people in the world at that time, as the one man through whom God was going to bring blessing to the world, and ultimately a Saviour into the world—The Lord Jesus Christ. It was all of God’s grace, because there was nothing in Abram that said he should be chosen more than anybody else. He lived in a pagan city called Ur of the Chaldees whenever God called him. He lived among a people who worshipped idols and false gods, and his own family, and probably his father Terah did it too. So when God chose Abram it wasn’t because there was anything special in him or that he was any better than anybody else. God just chose him. You see sometimes we are inclined to set the characters of the Bible up on pedestals as if they were something special, and on a far higher plane with God than we are. Well nothing could be further from the truth. They were just as frail and faltering as we are. And we will see that in our story today. Because in this passage, immediately after God has just called Abram to follow Him, Abram takes things back into his own hands and he makes a bit of a mess. Just like we often do.

1.    Abram’s Test—Famine in the land of promise (v.10)                                    God had called Abram from the well watered plane of Ur of the Chaldees, with all its food and drink, and even though he had stopped for a while on his journey in Haran, which means “parched” on the edge of the desert, he had always had enough. Now he has just arrived in the land that God had promised to lead him to and give him—the land of Canaan, and what does he find? First of all he discovers that the land is already occupied by Canaanites, and secondly there is a famine going on just as he arrives. I’m sure he wondered to himself, “What has God brought me here for?” “Does this God really know what he’s doing with my life?” “Why could he not just have left me where I was and I could have lived for him there?” I’d say Abram was beginning to wonder about this “Call” he had heard from God. Can he really be trusted? Has he made some mistake? I wonder have you ever felt like that as far as God’s dealings with you were concerned?  Something has happened to you, or perhaps a whole series of things, and you wonder if you would have been better of in your old way of life, not trying to be a Christian at all! Maybe what ever has happened to you has left you wondering if God can be trusted with your life at all. Maybe you’d be better taking things back into your own hands and just doing your own thing—What you want to do, not what God wants. Well what’s happening to you at times like that? The answer is, God is allowing your faith to be tested. The faith that can’t be tested, can’t be trusted. God allows our faith to be tested for three reasons: 1. To prove whether it’s genuine or not.  2. To strengthen the faith that we do have through the test.    3. So that the glory goes to God when we pass the test. Maybe God is testing your faith. He was testing Abram’s faith.

2.    Abram’s Response—To go down to Egypt for food (v.10)                         Abram doesn’t stop to consult God as to what he should do. No sooner are we told that there was a famine in the land than we read next, “and Abram went down to Egypt to live there for a while because the famine was severe.”  Now commentators differ at this point. Some commend Abram for using his brains and going to a place where there was plenty, since there was a famine where he was. But I think there’s something deeper going on here than that. First of all if you notice in v.8-9 Abram had built an altar between Bethel and Ai in v.8 and there he called upon the name of the Lord. Bethel means “the House of God”, and Ai means “a pile of ruins” maybe he should have stayed where he was near to the House of God (Bethel) instead of heading south which he does next in v.9. God hadn’t told him to move any further south. Abram set off himself and continued toward the Negev, which was semi-desert, to the south of the land of Canaan. Maybe if he had stayed where he was in the land that God had promised him he might have been alright, and God would have provided for him. But he was already heading    towards Egypt when the famine struck. But there’s even something more here than that. If you turn to Isaiah 31:1 it says this about Egypt:                                                  
“Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help, who rely on horses, who trust     
in the multitude of their chariots and in the great strength of their horsemen,     
but do not look to the Holy One of Israel, or seek help from the Lord.”         Genesis 12:10 is the first mention of Egypt in the Bible, and throughout the Bible Egypt is seen as a symbol of the world, or putting your trust in the things of this world rather than in God to supply your need, and that is exactly what Abram was doing. He had just left one great civilisation in Ur of the Chaldees (Persia) and when times got tough he thought he would just head on over to another Great super-power (Egypt) and there he would be sure to find all the food and water he would need. He was trusting in the Kingdoms of this world, not in the Lord, the God who had just called him, and the God who had just made so many promises to him. So far Abram’s not exercising faith or trust in his God at all. But it gets worse...
3.    Abram’s Deception— “Sarai is my sister, not my wife” (v.11-13)                   So Abram has just taken the reins of his life back out of God’s hands and into his own. Well let’s see how he gets on by himself. Well the first thing he does is he starts to use deception. He lies, and he gets his wife Sarai and probably all their servants to do the same. To go along with Abram’s little scheme. In v.11 he is just about to enter Egypt, but the ways of Egypt have already entered him. The only person Abram is thinking about as he hatches this plan is himself—it’s not his wife. Look what he says: “I know what a beautiful woman you are.” Oh very flattering! When did you last say that to your wife!? You’d think he was all concerned about her. But he’s not—read on: “When the Egyptians see you, they will say, “This is his wife.” So what’s wrong with that? They might even go on to say, “And a very beautiful wife you’ve got too!” But no, the next thing Abram says is, “Then they will kill me but will let you live.” So not for one   moment does he think that Sarai’s life will be in danger. The only life he is worried about is his own. “They will kill me!” He’s being very selfish here. So here’s the plan: (v.13) “Say you are my sister.” (Why?) “So that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be spared because of you.” It’s all me, me, me! The only person Abram has in his mind is himself. It’s not the safety of his wife, and it’s not even what God might think about all of this. He is wrapped up in himself.  Now if we turn over to Genesis 20 we find that Abram is doing the same thing all over again this time in a place called Gerar. And down in v.12, when he is found out this time he tells us another little fact about him and Sarai.                                                              
“Besides, she really is my sister, the daughter of my father though not of my 
mother; and she became my wife. And when God had me wander from my      
father’s household, I said to her, ‘This is how you can show your love to me: 
Everywhere we go, say of me, “He is my brother” ’ ”                                        So was Abram telling lies at all? If Sarai was his half-sister then what was the     problem? Of course there was a problem. It was the scheming deceitfulness behind what Abram was doing—that was the problem. By the way, it just shows you what a mess the world was in when God chose to call Abram out of it to be his own special people. Abram and Sarai had the same father, just different mothers, and they saw no problem in getting married to each other. When God’s Law was revealed some 400 years later such a marriage was outlawed. But this was before the Law showed us what sin was. So Abram was using deception to look out for No.1—himself, regardless of what kind of situations it might get Sarai his wife into. He mustn't have thought much of his marriage vows either, if he was going to give the impression in a strange place that both of them were single and therefore free to have relationships with other people. Abram might have become a man of God later, but he certainly wasn’t much of a man of God when he was called in Genesis 12. It was all of grace.
4.    Abram’s Prosperity—As a result of his deception he prospered! (v.14-16). Sure enough, when they got to Egypt, exactly what Abram had predicted did happen. Straight away the Egyptians noticed that Sarai was a very beautiful woman. So much so that Pharoah’s officials thought she was too good for them, so they recommended her to Pharaoh himself! And what was the outcome? Sarai was taken into the Palace of Egypt to be part of Pharaoh’s Harem! Eventually to become one of his many wives! We can only imagine what was going through Sarai’s head finding herself in this strange and potentially dangerous situation. I wonder what was going through Abram’s mind too if he really loved his wife, how could he begin to imagine what was going to happen to her in Pharaoh’s Harem?! But he still plays along with it.    In fact Abram did quite well out of the whole scheme! Because Pharaoh thought Abram was Sarai’s next of kin (her brother) he’d be the one to whom a dowry would be paid. So Abram was treated very well, so that he would consent to Sarai becoming a wife for Pharaoh! So Pharaoh gave him the bride-price—sheep, cattle, donkeys, menservants, and maidservants and even camels! His deception was making him very prosperous indeed. And that’s still equally true today—How the wicked prosper! You can use all the deception and lies and trickery you want, and you can become very wealthy, very quickly, but that still doesn’t make it right. It certainly wasn’t right for Abram to do it. And I would guess, Abram wasn’t sleeping too well at night in Egypt. I’m sure he didn’t have a very clear conscience about what was going on. What a mess he’d got himself into, and what a mess he’d got his wife Sarai into, all because he had stepped out of God’s will for his life. All because he thought he could handle things in his own way. All because he had failed to consult God about what he should do in the famine. The Lord has not been mentioned since v.8, until now in v.17. He has let Abram go his own way. He hasn’t stopped him, he hasn’t interfered. But when Abram doesn’t appear to be going to do anything about the situation to rescue his wife, God steps in. And it’s just as well he does. At the beginning of v.17 we read three important words: “But the Lord”!
5.    The Lord steps in to judge Pharaoh and to rescue Abram & Sarai (v.17-20)       In a foretaste of what would happen 400 years later in Egypt as God strikes Pharaoh’s house with plagues in order to get his people out of Egypt, here he does it to get Sarai out and back to Abram. We read in v.17 that the Lord inflicted serious diseases (or plagues) on Pharaoh and his household because of Abram’s wife Sarai. It was for Sarai’s sake that God did this. To protect her from becoming Pharaoh’s wife when she already belonged to Abram. We don’t know how Pharaoh made the connection with Abram, but he did. He summoned Abram to his palace and asked him what he had done. “Why didn’t you tell me she was your wife?” Why did you say, “She is my sister,” so that I took her to be my wife?” Now then, here is your wife. Take her and go!” We could say Abram and Sarai were very fortunate to be escaping with their lives from Egypt after all that, but Pharaoh gave orders to his men to escort them out of Egypt with everything they had. He was even allowed to keep all the livestock and silver and gold he had acquired in Egypt, despite all his deception! But how humiliating it must have been for Abram. This man, out of all the nations of the earth has just been chosen by God to be his own special child, and agent in the world. And yet here, no sooner is he called of God, than he takes the reins of his life back into his own hands, and makes a complete and utter mess of it. How humiliating it must have been to be God’s child and yet to be told off by a pagan king for doing wrong! How humiliating it is for us who are supposed to be God’s own special people, called out of the world to belong to Him, and yet to find at times that there are people in the world with no thought of God, living better lives than we do. Sometimes with higher moral standards than we have, better business practices, more trustworthy and more straight in their dealings with us. Shame on us if that is the case, just as it was shame on Abram for his behaviour in Egypt. But God stepped in and brought them out. Again it was all of grace, because they certainly didn’t deserve it. But when God makes his promises like he did to Abram at the beginning of ch.12, he keeps them, no matter what we do, no matter how we mess up. Even when we are unfaithful to Him, he remains faithful, because he cannot deny the promises he has made to himself.
6. 
Abram’s Return—Back to Bethel and back to worshipping God. (v.1-4).           We can’t leave the story there at the end of ch.12, we have to read on into ch.13. Abram retraces his steps back out of Egypt, up through the Negev, and back to       Bethel, back to where he had pitched his tent earlier, and back to where he had first built an altar to worship the Lord. And there at last we read, “Abram called on the name of the Lord.” He sought God’s face in prayer. He had a lot to get sorted out. If we know we’ve got away from the Lord, that’s exactly what we need to do, retrace our steps to where it all went wrong, and back to the Lord, and tell him all about it. Don’t waste another day, get back to the Lord and get it sorted out! (See Rev. 2:4-5).

Conclusion—Abram got sorted out, but there were consequences to his disobedience:

- Increased flocks and wealth became a bone of contention with Lot (ch.13).

- Sarai brought back an Egyptian maid Hagar who later caused problems (ch.16).

- Abram didn’t learn the lesson. He tried it again with Abimelech in ch.20:1-18.

- His own Son Isaac would later do the very same thing in ch.26:1-11.

There is always a price to pay. The Principle stands firm: “You reap whatever you sow.” This is true in the believer’s life as much as the unbeliever. We can’t get away from it. God was gracious and brought Abram out of Egypt unscathed, even though he didn’t deserve it. But Abram still had to live with the consequences of his actions. And so do we!

