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Text 
So Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, with his wife and everything he had, and Lot went with him. 

2
 

Abram had become very wealthy in livestock and in silver and gold. 
3
 From the Negev he went from place 

to place until he came to Bethel, to the place between Bethel and Ai where his tent had been earlier 
4
 and 

where he had first built an altar. There Abram called on the name of the LORD. 
5
 Now Lot, who was 

moving about with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents. 
6
 But the land could not support them while 

they stayed together, for their possessions were so great that they were not able to stay together. 
7
 And 

quarreling arose between Abram's herdsmen and the herdsmen of Lot. The Canaanites and Perizzites were 

also living in the land at that time. 
8
 So Abram said to Lot, "Let's not have any quarreling between you and 

me, or between your herdsmen and mine, for we are brothers. 
9
 Is not the whole land before you? Let's part 

company. If you go to the left, I'll go to the right; if you go to the right, I'll go to the left." 
10

 Lot looked up 

and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan was well watered, like the garden of the LORD, like the land of 

Egypt, toward Zoar. (This was before the LORD destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) 
11

 So Lot chose for 

himself the whole plain of the Jordan and set out toward the east. The two men parted company: 
12

 Abram 

lived in the land of Canaan, while Lot lived among the cities of the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom. 
13

 Now the men of Sodom were wicked and were sinning greatly against the LORD. 
14

 The LORD said to 

Abram after Lot had parted from him, "Lift up your eyes from where you are and look north and south, east 

and west. 
15

 All the land that you see I will give to you and your offspring forever. 
16

 I will make your 

offspring like the dust of the earth, so that if anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be 

counted. 
17

 Go, walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I am giving it to you." 
18

 So Abram 

moved his tents and went to live near the great trees of Mamre at Hebron, where he built an altar to the 

LORD. 

 

Introduction 
 Would you like to become a better you in 2008?  How so?  Let me ask this – 

when do you feel you are at your worst?  Who’s the worst you? 

I’ll tell you, for me it’s when I’m preoccupied with myself.  It’s when I’m worried 

about what people think of me, about what I don’t have that I need/want, about what I 

need to get done, about what ways I need to act in order to protect myself… when I’m so 

wrapped up in myself. 

There are people out there today with ministries or organizations named after 

themselves who presume to tell you how to be a better you.  What you’ll hear many of 

them saying these days is that you have to “be positive toward yourself.”
1
  Self-help and 

self-reformation is not a new phenomenon, however.  I remember reading Benjamin 

Franklin’s autobiography in high school and being impressed by his regimen of keeping 

track of all his daily shortfalls in 13 categories; things like: temperance, order, industry, 
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cleanliness.  He kept a chart with 7 columns for the days of the week and 13 rows for the 

categories of virtue he wanted to see in himself and would put a dot in each box each 

time that he failed.  What all these approaches have in common is that they are all very 

self-focused. 

But may I suggest that the answer to the question of how to become a better 

person is found in looking not to yourself, but at God – getting a better picture of who 

God is and what he has done and what he has promised to do.  The solution to our 

problems is found in losing ourselves in an entrancing vision of God in all his sufficiency 

and wealth of grace and unhindered omnipotence. 

I want to be a better person and I want to help you to become better people, but I 

don’t want to do it by moralizing and making a list of deeds to do.  I don’t want to do it 

by making you feel guilty for where you’ve failed so that you will work harder.  And I 

don’t want to do it by making you feel good about yourself and actualized to achieve all 

your wildest dreams for yourself in this world.  I want to do it by directing your attention 

to a God who is so glorious and so good and whose promises are so grand and so 

guaranteed that you feel so secure in him that you can let go of the things you so 

viciously grasp onto and with open hands step outside of yourself in loving others. 

As we’re looking more today at the life of Abram we see more of what it looks 

like when a person looks to God in faith and trust.  In short, what we’re going to see is 

just this: looking to God liberates us from looking out for ourselves. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Fresh Start 

 The first 11 chapters of Genesis tell us how sin came into this world and how the 

world couldn’t shake it.  Even a flood couldn’t wash away the stain.  And as society grew 

and spread so did the many manifestations of sin.  It was a segregated world with a 

landscape dominated by ziggurats, representative of a warped theology – a man centered 

religion. 

But chapter 12 starts off with the Lord speaking into this setting to reveal himself 

to a man named Abram.  He promises to do something through him and his posterity that 

will eventually redeem and restore the whole world and he calls Abram to leave 

everything and begin a new life in a new land.  And in response, Abram goes.  It’s a 

powerful story. 

But right after Abram abandons all in response to the call, there’s a fall.  He gets 

out of the gate with a great start, but then falls right on his face.  His faith falters and 

gives way to fear.  A famine hits; he runs to the security of Egypt.  And not only that, he 

pawns his wife off as his sister in order to save his own skin.  He’s at a pretty low point 

and pretty much right at the beginning the promise seems to be in jeopardy.  Abram’s life 

looks like a failure. 

But God intervenes to set Abram back on track.  Although Abram is faithless, 

God is faithful to his promise and protects Sarai and steps in to pick Abram up off the 

ground and place him back on the path to the Promised Land.  Last week we were 

reminded of the astounding grace of God. 

“So Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, with his wife…”  “What does one 

talk about, how do spouses communicate, after recent events like these?”
2
  Can you 
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imagine?  “Uh… so… did you enjoy seeing the pharaoh’s palace?”  We can only 

speculate…  “Abram went up… with his wife and everything he had…”  They’re riding 

on camels – the Rolls Royce of the day – because even in this dark moment in Abram’s 

life God has blessed him and he’s become rich!  “Abram went up from Egypt…with his 

wife and everything he had, and Lot went with him” (v. 1).  Now Lot wasn’t mentioned 

in the Egypt narrative because he’s not important to that story, but here he’s mentioned 

again because he’s going to play a major role in what happens next in Abram’s life. 

“From the Negev he went from place to place until he came to Bethel, to the place 

between Bethel and Ai” (v. 3).  What’s significant about that?  Have we come across 

Bethel at all before?  Yes.  This was one of the first places where he pitched his tent when 

he came into the land at the beginning of ch. 12.  And he had constructed an altar there to 

worship the Lord.  It’s interesting that right after the debacle in Egypt and God’s gracious 

intervention in Abram’s life to set him back on the path, we read of Abram going back to 

where he had worshipped God before the whole thing had happened.  It’s symbolic of 

him starting over, going back to where he was and picking up where he left off, calling 

“on the name of the Lord” (v. 4). 

Abram goes back to Bethel to start over.  He’s been given a fresh start.  Isn’t it 

great that God is a God of grace?  I mean, isn’t it so wonderful to have fresh starts?  His 

mercies never come to an end, they are new every morning (cf. Lam. 3:22-23).  In this, 

Abram is learning more of who God is.  He’s gaining a deeper knowledge of the Lord.  

I’m sure that his worship experience at Bethel was even sweeter the second time. 

We talk a lot here about being God-centered.  I want you to get a fuller picture of 

who God is.  We talk a lot about God’s glory, his magnificence, his beauty, his splendor, 

his grandeur.  I said that I want to preach so as to point you away from yourself and to 

God.  But do you know what makes God so glorious?  So worth looking at?  What is the 

chief attribute of his beauty that makes him so utterly spectacular and amazing?  Is it his 

omnipotence, his omnipresence, his omniscience?  Is it his justice, his love, his 

transcendence, his immanence?  What is it that makes God so great?  What’s the supreme 

aspect of his glory? 

It’s his grace!  That’s what sets him apart from all other gods and makes him 

supremely worthy of worship and adoration and affection.  And you know what’s so 

amazing about God’s grace?  It’s not just that he gives us what we don’t deserve.  It’s 

also that he doesn’t give us what we do deserve.  And he does this without nullifying his 

justice. 

Make no mistake.  God is not a softy.  He doesn’t just wink at sin.  Sin elicits 

God’s wrath.  Many people foolishly try to elevate God’s love by eliminating this 

antiquated notion of his wrath, but in reality this robs God of the thing that makes him so 

glorious.  When Abram went into Egypt and did what he did he stoked the fury of God’s 

anger.  Yet God looked forward into time to the cross where all the sins Abram had 

committed were placed on Jesus and expiated (cf. Rom. 3:25).  God punished his Son in 

Abram’s place.  What kind of a God would do that?  What an amazing God, that he 

would forgive us at great cost to himself, that he would transfer the wrath that we deserve 

off of us and onto Jesus!  God’s grace, enacted through the cross, is the chief attribute of 

his glory.  It’s what makes God truly glorious.  And Abram had experienced that and so 

he worshipped the Lord at Bethel.  Have you seen God’s dazzling glory refracted through 

the prism of the cross? 
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Deferring to Lot 
 “Now,” v. 5, right after Abram has experienced this greater vision of God’s glory 

via his grace we read that, “Lot, who was moving about with Abram, also had flocks and 

herds and tents.”  Abram had been gracious to let his little, orphaned nephew come along 

with him in the first place and also benefit from his fortunes.  “But the land could not 

support them while they stayed together, for their possessions were so great that they 

were not able to stay together.  And quarrelling arose between Abram’s herdsmen and the 

herdsmen of Lot” (vv. 6-7a).  And the extra detail is thrown in there that “the Canaanites 

and Perizzites were also living in the land at that time” (v. 7b).  So the land is getting too 

crowded for all these people to have enough grazing land for their growing herds. 

 Here we see this principle of scarcity that drives much of what we do and how we 

live in this world.  There’s a limited amount of resources and so we have to broker and 

grapple for survival and oftentimes it means at the expense of others.  The place where 

they were had become oversaturated and something had to happen.  Tensions are high.  

Jockeying for position begins to arise. 

 But instead of asserting his power to secure the best position for himself, Abram 

does something counterintuitive, something almost ridiculous.  He doesn’t scramble to 

protect himself.  He doesn’t enter into the fighting.  In fact, “Abram said to Lot, ‘Let’s 

not have any quarrelling between you and me, or between your herdsmen and mine, for 

we are brothers” (v. 8).  Actually, Abram was the uncle, which would have meant in 

Semitic culture that he had the unquestionable right to pull rank.  Nevertheless, he said, 

“Is not the whole land before you?  Let’s part company.  If you go to the left, I’ll go to 

the right; if you go to the right, I’ll go to the left” (v. 9).  Abram gives Lot first pick.  It’s 

odd… unheard of… magnanimous. 

 Remember how selfish Abram had been in Egypt?  He was so concerned with 

protecting himself that he put his wife in harm’s way.  Yet here he is acting completely 

selflessly.  As one person has put it, “Whereas his inability to trust the promise had made 

him fearful in the preceding tale, here his trust of the promise makes him gracious and 

generous.”
3
  In this moment, Abram apprehended God’s glory by faith and he was secure 

enough to put Lot above himself.  He knew God and kept him squarely in view, therefore 

he had no doubt that no matter what Lot chose, no matter what happened to him in this 

instance, God was more than capable to keep his promise to Abram to sustain him and to 

give him a family that would turn into a great nation and inhabit the land promised to 

him.  There was no doubt in his mind.  So he didn’t have to assert himself. 

Looking to God liberated him from looking out for himself.  He didn’t have to 

take care of #1, God had promised to take care of him and nothing could happen to thwart 

God or cause him to renege on his promises.  So Abram could die to himself and bend 

over backwards for Lot and sacrifice his needs and desires for the sake of others.  He 

knew that in God’s economy there is no scarcity of resources but an endless supply.  He 

had nothing to fear. 

 

Lot’s Choice 

So Abram deferred to Lot.  And Lot seizes his opportunity.  Noting that the plain 

of the Jordan was well watered “like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt” (v. 

10) from which he had just come, he chose to move to the cities there.  Now it’s easy to 
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go too far and try to read too much into Lot’s decision-making process and motivations.  

The NT tells us that Lot was a righteous man (2Pet. 2:7).  Was this a good choice or a bad 

choice?  Obviously, this choice gets him tangled up in some sticky situations.  Moses, the 

author, is forwarding the storyline for us a little bit with some foreshadowing.  He 

mentions Zoar, the city Lot and his daughters will flee to in chapter 19 after God destroys 

Sodom and Gomorrah, which is referred to ominously here at the end of v. 10 – “(This 

was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah)”. 

In v. 13 we’re told that “the men of Sodom were wicked and were sinning greatly 

against the Lord.”  We’ll talk more about Sodom and Gomorrah later in Genesis, but it’s 

just interesting to note the phrasing used here.  They were “sinning greatly.”  Everyone is 

a sinner.  Sometimes, however, sin can descend to great depths.  And these people who 

didn’t have a relationship with the Lord like Abram did, were still said to be “sinning 

greatly against the Lord.”  The God of Abram is the God of the whole world.  He’s a 

universal God before whom everyone lives out every moment of their lives.  And 

whether you know of him or acknowledge him, your sin is against him and thus you are 

subject to his judgment. 

 

Abram’s Lot 
 Anyway, Abram had relinquished his rights and refused to chase after his own 

security (as he had done when he went to Egypt) because he believed God.  He trusted 

God would take care of him no matter what so he didn’t have to act in self-preservation; 

he could act in love.  God had promised, and sure enough, God sovereignly worked out 

his plan.  Lot took the plains of the Jordan and Abram ended up in Canaan. 

 “The Lord said to Abram after Lot had parted from him, ‘Lift up your eyes from 

where you are and look north and south, east and west.  All the land that you see I will 

give to you and your offspring forever.  I will make your offspring like the dust of the 

earth, so that if anyone could count the dust, then your offspring could be counted.  Go, 

walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I am giving it to you’” (vv. 14-17).  

As Abram continues to walk by faith, God continues to reveal more of himself and his 

plans to him.  For the first time, God’s promise of the land applies to Abram too and not 

just his descendants (v. 15).  The hyperbolic analogy of offspring “like the dust of the 

earth” (v. 16) is a step forward in specificity and escalates the promise.  We’re going to 

keep seeing this as we go through Genesis: what starts off as vague and bare with Abram 

and the promise constantly gets clearer and more fleshed out as time goes on. 

And the principle is this: that the more we walk with God the more he and his 

promises come into focus.  There’s no scarcity when it comes to divinity.  We will never 

run out of God.  We will never have the terrain of his glory completely mapped out.  

There will always be new horizons to explore and the farther we go in to the vast 

awesomeness of God the more breathtaking the views.  There’s no need to hold back or 

to ration God.  There’s always more.  There’s always more to know and to experience.  

There will always be more implications of who he is and what he’s done for us to learn.  

Never grow content with where you’re at. 

And each new vista that opens up will beckon us to greater worship.  “So Abram 

moved his tents and went to live near the great trees of Mamre at Hebron, where he built 

an altar to the Lord” (v. 18).  The more he saw of God the more selfless he became.  And 

the more selfless he became the more he saw of God… and he worshipped! 



6 

 

What God Has Promised in Jesus 
 This is not just a cute story about how we should put others first and share our 

toys – an example of how to be a better person.  It’s not even about Abram’s or our faith.  

It’s about God’s faithfulness to his promises.  It’s an account of how utterly amazing and 

trustworthy God is and how if we focus on him we can’t help but be freed up from our 

addiction to ourselves so that we can give liberally to others.  Looking to God liberates 

us from looking out for ourselves. 

 I want you to have a growing vision and understanding of God’s glory, 

specifically as is demonstrated at the cross?  I want you to look to Jesus today and 

recognize more of who he is.  I want you to know that because of Jesus we are promised 

that all our “sinning against the Lord” is not counted against us, that “God made him who 

had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 

Cor. 5:21).  We are promised that God looks at us and sees Jesus’ righteousness.  And so 

we are promised that nothing could ever separate us from God’s love (cf. Rom. 8:28-29) 

and that we will have eternal life with him (cf. Jn. 3:36).  Our future is secure.  We have 

everything we need.  There’s nothing to fear; the Almighty and Eternal God is on our 

side on account of Christ’s blood.  I want you to never cease to plumb more of the depths 

of God’s mercy and the intricacies of the cross and realize what God has done for us in 

Jesus and promised us on account of him.  I want you to look to Jesus. 

 

What This Frees Us to Do 

 For some, looking to Jesus will mean realizing more and more that we have God’s 

approval and so we don’t have to fear people’s disapproval.  This frees us up from 

constantly trying to secure our own image so that we can then focus on boldly loving 

others and sharing with them the love of Christ and it doesn’t matter if we’re mocked or 

ridiculed. 

 For some, looking to Jesus will mean realizing more and more the fact that 

“though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you through his poverty 

might become rich” (2Cor. 8:9).  And this will free you up from constantly worrying 

about job security and working so hard that you have nothing left over for family or 

church.  It will free you up to do crazy things with your money, like give it away to other 

people, because your treasure is secure in heaven. 

 Here’s one: for some, looking to Jesus will mean realizing more and more that he 

has secured for you everything you need.  And this will free you up to stop guarding your 

heart.  I do this a lot.  I’m afraid of being hurt or being disappointed and so I’m very 

careful and sparing in how much I’ll give to certain people.  I want to avoid heartache 

and pain.  Let’s face it, giving yourself to love and minister to others – especially the 

poor, the helpless, the disadvantaged – is hard.  It’s risky.  It’s often disappointing.  I 

know some of you know exactly what I’m talking about right now.  And there’s always 

the temptation to put up firewalls around your heart so that you don’t get burned again in 

the future; to be more reticent.  But as we look to Jesus we are freed up to keep giving 

and giving and not needing anything in return because an infinite supply of love is being 

poured into our hearts. 

 For me, one of the things I’ve been thinking about is how looking to Jesus and 

really believing with all my heart what I say I believe about God and Jesus and 
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forgiveness and forever affects how I think about terrorism.  In one of the recent 

presidential debates the moderator quoted a Harvard professor who somehow (I don’t 

know how you do this) calculated that there’s a 50% chance that a major U.S. city will be 

attacked with nuclear weapons in the next ten years.  That’s kind of scary, when I look 

out my back window and right there is the Sears Tower and downtown Chicago. 

To be honest, I think the chances are very high that something like that could 

happen here in our lifetimes.  It makes me think to myself, “What am I doing here?!  I 

could move back to rural Indiana and have a nice, quiet life on the farm.  Terrorists aren’t 

going to try to blow up Russiaville, IN.”  But I choose to live here and minister here so 

that before 100,000 people are killed in a day, some of them would have had a chance to 

hear the gospel of Jesus Christ and so that in the aftermath of such a tragedy there’s a 

community of Christians calmly committed to ministering in Jesus name to the hurting of 

this neighborhood because they don’t care if they contract radiation poisoning and die 

because they know where they’re going. 

 I was reading an article last night about how the good news of Jesus Christ is 

perceived as being so bland to so many people.  And the writer was suggesting that 

perhaps this is because those who tell it don’t really believe it, because if we did it would 

free us up to do radical things that would make those who don’t believe it sit up and take 

notice.  And he said this, “The grace that settles our account with God is meant to set us 

free from self-interest for the sake of loving others with abandon.”
4
 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 Let’s spend a few moments meditating on Christ and after a bit the Worship Team 

will come up and lead us in praising him.  And during this time you’re free when you’re 

ready to come and eat this bread and drink this wine which Christ gave us to cause us to 

remember and constantly look again at the cross where his body was broken and blood 

was shed to satisfy the wrath of God toward us and secure our acceptance and eternal life 

with him… 

 

Benediction 
May you look to Jesus and spend the rest of your days coming to understand more and 

more of who God is for you in him! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 13, 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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