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Text 
Now there was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to Egypt to live there for a while because the 

famine was severe. 
11

 As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, "I know what a beautiful 

woman you are. 
12

 When the Egyptians see you, they will say, 'This is his wife.' Then they will kill me but 

will let you live. 
13

 Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be 

spared because of you." 
14

 When Abram came to Egypt, the Egyptians saw that she was a very beautiful 

woman. 
15

 And when Pharaoh's officials saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh, and she was taken into his 

palace. 
16

 He treated Abram well for her sake, and Abram acquired sheep and cattle, male and female 

donkeys, menservants and maidservants, and camels. 
17

 But the LORD inflicted serious diseases on 

Pharaoh and his household because of Abram's wife Sarai. 
18

 So Pharaoh summoned Abram. "What have 

you done to me?" he said. "Why didn't you tell me she was your wife? 
19

 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!" 
20

 Then Pharaoh gave 

orders about Abram to his men, and they sent him on his way, with his wife and everything he had. 

 

Introduction 
Anybody here make a New Year’s resolution?  It’s day 6.  How’s it going?  

Anybody started off strong on day 1 and then stumbled already? 

  

 

There’s an old saying I first heard from John Stott, but have since heard it 

attributed to others – preaching should afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted.  

That’s what I try to do… because that’s what the Bible does.  It leads us to the cross to 

find our sins forgiven and then it commands us to pick up our cross and carry it.  It jolts 

us.  It convicts us.  It gives a swift kick in the pants and yet at the same time, not to get 

too touchy feely, it provides a tender hug, a warm embrace.  It comforts us in our 

weakness.  It assures us of God’s compassion for feeble, fickle, and floundering people 

like you and me.  It’s an invitation to all who are weary to come to Christ and find rest, to 

take his easy and light burden on them.  In it we see the Father who disciplines and 

chastises his children and who rolls up his robe and runs to his long-lost son to embrace 

him and kills the fattened calf to celebrate his return. 

It’s an interesting mix. 

The last time we were in Genesis, right before Christmas, we looked at the first 9 

verses of chapter 12 – the call of Abram.  It was our first real look at this next major 

figure who comes on the scene after Noah… and it’s impressive.  This guy heeds God’s 
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call on him to abandon everything and embark on a life of pilgrimage.  What faith is 

exhibited!  Abram is a giant of faith.  That’s certainly how the NT portrays him (cf. Heb. 

11:8-19).  And the application was a challenge to us who claim to know God to consider 

his promises and put it all on the line.  I asked the question, “What has it cost you?”  

Where’s the radical lifestyle?  Where’s the running away from a world of comfort and 

headlong into a world of pain and hurt and heartache with the compassion and gospel of 

Jesus?  If there’s no evidence in your lifestyle of a radical obedience to a radical call of a 

Lord who demands all of you, then there’s something seriously wrong. 

Last week’s message by John Yi from Matthew 25 was also a hard, harsh rebuke; 

a word designed to afflict the comfortable.  The bridegroom is coming.  Are you ready?  

Are your wicks trimmed and burning?  What have you done with your talents?  Are you a 

sheep or a goat?  This is in your face, light a fire under your butt kind of stuff.  And we 

need this. 

But if this is all we get, we’ll get beat down.  And not only that, it’s not the whole 

message and so too much of it results in a distortion. 

People: the call of Abram is followed immediately by the fall of Abram (very 

much like the story of Noah).  Abram’s faith in God’s promises fueled his pilgrimage to 

and through Canaan, but it wasn’t long before that faith floundered.  This is what we’re 

going to see today.  This is one of the great things about the Bible – it’s realistic.  It’s also 

one of the greatest testaments to its authenticity – the biblical writers don’t whitewash 

their heroes.  They record the lives of deeply flawed men and women; it’s almost 

embarrassing; if this whole Christianity thing was a scam this would be the first thing to 

cover up.  But the Bible tells the story of ordinary, imperfect men and women and their 

fumbling through a relationship with God. 

God wants us to derive comfort today from the failure of Abram.  If it was true for 

Abram it will be true for us – we will falter, we will stumble, we will have set-backs, we 

will struggle with sin and maybe even have rounds in the fight with the sin within where 

sin has the upper hand.  We won’t be perfect.  We won’t trust God completely 

sometimes.  Sometimes he will be distant.  Our life won’t always look like a life 

completely surrendered to Christ.  And no matter how holy we may get, how far we may 

progress in our relationships with the Lord, how many victories we may have achieved 

we will always be tainted with sin and susceptible to its allures and… weak. 

 In short, the message of today’s text of Scripture is just this: when a Christian 

wanders from the path, God’s grace intervenes to put him or her back on.  This 

should be a message of comfort.  When (not if) you wander from the path, God’s 

grace will eventually and inevitably intervene to put you back on it. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Faith 
 Like I said, chapter 12 starts off with Abram’s great faith evidenced in great 

sacrifice.  It’s an amazing story of how God revealed a bit of himself to Abram and 

Abram was unable to remain the same.  He abandoned it all in costly obedience.  He left 

Haran and went to Canaan in response to God’s call. 

 This is real faith – the kind faith that you can see.  When four guys lowered their 

paralyzed friend through the roof to get him to Jesus it says, “Jesus saw their faith” (Mk. 
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2:5).  Faith is something that manifests itself in tangible actions.  James in the NT says, 

“Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do.”  

Abram’s faith – trusting God’s character and promises – was evidenced by the fact that 

he left what he knew for an unknown land.  It’s amazing.  And it’s a reminder that if we 

claim to believe, but our lives don’t show any evidence, we’re deceiving ourselves; 

there’s no real faith.  Abram obeys.  Abram has faith.  He’s legit, but that’s not it. 

 

The Famine 

 Verse 10 begins, “Now there was a famine in the land.”  Abram gets out of the 

gates great guns.  He has a great start even amidst difficult circumstances.  But Abram is 

entering a marathon, not a sprint.  Not long into his pilgrimage he’s tested.  It wasn’t 

easy.  It wasn’t as if he just had to obey, get to the Promised Land and then it would all 

be downhill from there.  A famine hit the land. 

 This is the way it goes.  So often a time of testing follows right on the heels of 

new life in Christ.  You become a Christian and make adjustments to bring your life in 

line with priorities of Christ and then something happens, stuff gets hard, maybe even 

“severe” as in the case with Abram.  The original high wears off.  The new quickly 

becomes routine.  Spiritual attacks.  Fatigue.  Persecution.  Suffering.  The Christian 

life’s not easy. 

 

The Fear 

 “Now there was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to Egypt to live there 

for a while because the famine was severe” (v. 10).  Abram’s faith falters and gives way 

to fear.  How am I going to make it?  What if I die?  He panics and comes up with a plan 

to save himself.  When hardships come oftentimes we immediately set out to problem 

solving with human wisdom and don’t even think to ask God for his wisdom or help. 

 

The Fleeing 

 So Abram does what seems prudent – he flees to Egypt.  This was a common 

thing for people to do.  Other people were probably doing it at the time too.  Remember, 

he is in the region of the Negev – the arid, southern part of Canaan, already near Egypt.  

Egypt was a place of refuge for people during times like this because the Nile River’s 

predictable flooding provided a sure source of water and crops.  Later on in Genesis we’ll 

see Jacob going to Egypt during a famine.  Even Jesus and his parents flee to Egypt later 

on in the Bible.  It’s an obvious place to go and not inherently a bad thing to do.  And it’s 

not as if Abram has totally abandoned God.  If so then he would have moved back to Ur 

and given up on the whole thing.  It’s just that Abram takes matters into his own hands, 

without consulting the Lord, and ducks into nearby Egypt for a bit, waiting for the famine 

to pass.  As one person has put it, this move “has every appearance of an unbelieving 

flight from circumstantial difficulty, a desertion of faith in favour of logic.”
1
 

 It’s interesting to note that when Abram arrived in Canaan he found a thoroughly 

polytheistic, pagan environment, but he built altars to the one true God who had revealed 

himself to him and he called upon the name of the Lord right in the middle of it.  Pretty 

bold.  When he arrives in Egypt – an equally pagan culture with sun gods and so forth – 

we are told of no altar building projects.  No times of worship.  He just blends right in. 
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The Farce 
 Another indicator that Abram is faltering in his faith and giving way to fear is 

what happens next.  “As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, ‘I know 

what a beautiful woman you are.  When the Egyptians see you, they will say, “This is his 

wife.”  Then they will kill me but will let you live.  Say you are my sister’” (v. 13).  From 

what Abram knew of the Egyptian culture he feared being knocked off so his wife could 

be taken from him.  So he sets up a farce, because Sarai’s a knock out.  Granted she’s 65 

years old at this point, but (a) beauty was measured differently at this time, and (b) 65 

when you lived to be 127 is roughly the equivalent of a woman today whose lifespan is 

80 and is 40… and look at someone like Nicole Kidman; she just turned 40! 

 But the point is: Abram lies and he makes Sarai, his wife, lie and say she is his 

sister (as her brother people would have to approach Abram to get to her and he could 

buy some time).  Actually this ruse is a half-truth.  Genesis 20:12 indicates that Sarai was 

Abram’s half-sister, so… technically…  But half-truths are even more sinister.  He twists 

the truth and rationalizes it in his head.  Bottom line is: this is an unethical strategy. 

 But there’s more to it than just that.  This is extremely selfish on Abram’s part.  

Would you agree, ladies?  Abram is not looking so good here.  “Say you are my sister, so 

that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be spared because of you” (v. 

13).  “Abram resorted to deceit in order to save his own skin.”
2
  This is pretty low.  He 

puts his wife out there in a risky position so his life would be spared.  This is the exact 

opposite of how husbands are supposed to act.  And look at what happens next. 

 Sure enough, the Egyptians took note of this beautiful woman, the “sister” of an 

influential man from Ur and word got all the way up to the Pharaoh and as people of 

power like the Pharaoh were accustomed to doing he sent for her and she was taken into 

his palace harem (you can’t resist the Pharaoh).  And Abram, her “brother” was given a 

lot of money.  “Abram acquired sheep and cattle, male and female donkeys, menservants 

and maidservants, and camels” (v. 16).  This is a lot of wealth.  Female donkeys were 

kind of like the BMWs or Lexuses of the day because they gave a smooth ride with easy 

handling.  And camels were like the Bentleys or the Rolls Royces of the day.  Research 

shows that camels were just being domesticated at this time and were a luxury. 

 Abram was rich.  These gifts must have been a weight on his conscience.  How 

has he stooped to such a level?  Running out of fear, relegating God to the sideline, 

fabricating a deception, looking out for himself at the expense of his wife who’s now in 

the harem of another man.  This is not good.  Abram has stumbled… big time.  So soon 

after hearing the voice of the Lord and worshipping him in Canaan, Abram now finds 

himself at low point, slimy and scared.  It may not have been as dramatic, but everyone 

here today who knows the Lord I’m sure can attest to times after their conversion when 

they’ve blown it or just woken up one day and found themselves far, far away from God.  

Perhaps that’s you now. 

 

The Fix 

 Well, Abram stumbled just into the first leg of the race.  But God intervened.  We 

read, “The Lord inflicted serious diseases on Pharaoh and his household because of 

Abram’s wife Sarai [God was looking out for Abram even when Abram was looking out 

for himself].  So Pharaoh [somehow discovering the truth that Sarai was Abram’s wife] 

summoned Abram. ‘What have you done to me?’ he said.  ‘Why didn’t you tell me she 
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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!’  Then Pharaoh gave orders about Abram 

to his men, and they sent him on his way [back to Canaan], with his wife and everything 

he had” (vv. 17-20). 

 Now I believe God protected Sarai.  “The words of Pharaoh need not be 

interpreted to mean that there had been sexual contact,” says one scholar.  “He simply 

stated that he took her for a wife.  In a royal household, it would take time for her to 

come before the monarch (note the twelve months for Esther’s preparation [Esther 2:12]).  

Moreover, the statement ‘Here is your wife’ strongly suggests that she was returned [back 

to Abram] unharmed, as his wife.”
3
  God is intervening. 

Abram is rather pathetic.  Picture it.  Here’s Abram remaining silent under 

Pharaoh’s reproach.  He doesn’t utter a single word here.  He’s rebuked by a pagan!  And 

“Abram and his entourage humbly [creep] out of Egypt,”
4
 like a dog with his tail between 

his legs. 

This is an embarrassing moment for Abram, a humbling moment.  He had failed.  

He had fallen.  But God didn’t give up on Abram.  Abram was faithless, but God 

remained faithful to him and to his promises.  It could have been disastrous.  Abram 

could have forgotten all about the call of God and settled into a life of wealth in Egypt.  

The woman through whom the promised seed was supposed to come could have been in 

the bed of another man.  The whole plan could have been bust.  But God had his hand on 

Abram.  He reached in a picked him up and put him back on the path to the Promised 

Land… with his wife, Sarai… and richer for having gone through the experience.  It’s 

amazing!  Isn’t it? 

You and I are no better than Abram.  We will stumble and fall.  We will never be 

sinless in this life.  If we are authentic Christians we will sin less and less.  There will be 

fruit in our life and a long-term trajectory upwards.  But the life of Abram which we’re 

going to be looking at for awhile shows us that there will be ups and downs along the 

path, bumps on the road, failures, struggles, set-backs.  But no matter how many times 

you stumble, if you’re an authentic Christian God will always bring you out of it.  When 

a Christian wanders from the path, God’s grace intervenes to put him or her back 

on. 

He doesn’t kick you while you’re down on the ground.  He doesn’t renege on his 

promises.  He is faithful, even when we are faithless.  When we stumble or wander he 

gently picks us up and puts us back on track.  God’s grace and mercy remain in the 

forefront of our entire Christian lives.  We will never go beyond our need for his mercy.  

And thus Jesus and the cross (where grace and mercy were obtained for us) stay front and 

center. 

My dear brothers and sisters, I preach and teach and pray and live my life so that 

you will not sin.  But if anybody does sin (and you will), I want you to know that we have 

one who speaks to the Father in our defense – Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.  He is the 

atoning sacrifice for our sins (cf. 1Jn. 2:1-2).  When we fall may we look up from our 

knees to see the cross where Jesus died to pay for our sins and may we know the 

forgiveness that is ours as a result and rise up to walk again in the path of righteousness 

and obedience. 
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Keeping the cross ever before us is why we celebrate the Lord’s Table together 

every week – the graphic reminder that Christ’s body was broken and blood was shed for 

the forgiveness of our sins. 

 

Response… 
But before I open up the Table I felt like God was speaking to me this week and 

telling me to mix things up a bit this Sunday, to leave some time open for the Spirit to do 

his work in people’s hearts.  So we’re going to have an extended time with silence and 

music and singing and time for you to pray and ask God to touch you.  I want you to feel 

free to huddle up together with people next to you and pray together OR get off and find 

a corner here to pray by yourself OR take this time to pray together with your spouse OR 

if anyone wants to come up and have the elders pray for him or her, Hobin and I would 

love to do that and we’re available for that. 

Some of you refuse to trust Christ with your life because of how you’ve seen 

Christians behave, but nobody’s perfect.  And I invite you to think on your own 

imperfections and the amazing prospect of grace that Christ offers. 

Some of you have yet to trust Christ with your life because you think it means you 

have to be perfect.  It’s not true.  Jesus is full of grace and liberal in dispensing it.  Come 

to him. 

Some of you have just recently trusted Christ with your life and I want you to be 

prepared for the impending failures soon to come and to have confidence “that he who 

began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” 

(Ph. 1:6). 

 And some of you, I just get this sense when I pray for you, are experiencing a 

famine.  You’re in bondage to fear.  You’ve wandered far from God.  You feel distant 

from him.  You’ve had great moments in the past, but something’s caught, there’s 

something that keeps you back.  You started strong out the gate but have ground down to 

a snail’s pace.  You’ve gotten entangled in the world or distracted or just plain run out of 

gas.  And some of you need healing.  You need a breakthrough.  You need the cross to 

capture your imagination again.  You need assurance of God’s forgiveness.  Please come 

and let the elders pray with you.  Or get together with a friend and confess your sins and 

ask for prayer for God to intervene and set you back on the path. 

  

 

“I have loved you with an everlasting love; I have drawn you with loving-kindness. 

Jer. 31:3). 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you know God’s love for you in Jesus and may that magnificent grace draw you into 

a closer walk with God. 
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This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 6, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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