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Genesis 12:4-20 (Faith or Fear?)
Pastor Eric Dubois

The sermon
This morning we’re going to tackle fear.
What would you say Christians are most afraid of?

Well, we Christians are people too. So we fear what our neighbors fear. Economic collapse. The rising price of goods
without wages increasing. Al taking away jobs. Terrorists. Aging and health decline. People getting angry with us if we
say or do something they don’t like.

As for Christians specifically, Christians are afraid of what sort of laws will be instituted in society if the wrong people
get put into office and the wrong sort of judges are appointed. Concerns include the criminalization of the Christian faith
through hate speech laws that render certain portions of Scripture hateful to protected groups and bans on conversion
therapy that hinder pastoral counseling. In a society where religion is seen as irrelevant and even hateful, churches
sometimes fear the end of the 501C3 religious exemption for taxation purposes will affect church finances. I’ve heard
from more than one of you that you fear what life will be for future generations.

At the individual level, we’re afraid of how our children will turn out. If we’re honest, we might be afraid that God won’t
provide.

I don’t think it’s a stretch to say that Christians are afraid of evangelism. We might be afraid of being laughed at. We
might be afraid of people getting angry with us. We might be afraid of getting fired at work. We might be afraid that we’ll
lose relationships with family and friends.

There’s also fear within the church. We might be afraid that our brothers and sisters will find out we’re not as godly as we
lead on. We might be afraid of correcting a brother or sister. We might be afraid of disagreeing on a doctrine with a
brother or sister. Will they look down on me? We might be afraid our doctrinal convictions aren’t as sturdy as we thought.

There’s much that we fear in a variety of places if we’re honest.
Elsewhere in the world, some Christians today have it worse than our worst fears!

My point isn’t to stimulate fear in your hearts. Just to get you thinking about how fear is a real thing that affects our lives.
To get you thinking, what do we do with our fears?

Body
Passage Focus

Two points. Two ways to live. Abram begins well. Abram falters.

Point 1: Living by faith — prompt obedience (12:4-9)

READ 12:1-9

Explanation

Abram’s been given assurances by God that God will do great things for him:

1. “I'will make of you a great nation”
2. “I'will bless you and make your name great”
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3. “I'will bless those who bless you and him who dishonors you I will curse”
4. “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”

These things will happen for Abram if he leaves his homeland for a place God will show him. Abram doesn’t know what
the place is, what it’s like, who lives there, etc. He’ll find out after he goes.

How does Abram respond?
“So Abram went, as the LORD had told him,”
Abram promptly obeys God. Verbatim compliance. No delayed obedience.

There’s reasons for resistance: maybe he likes his house, his property? Maybe he’s got friends? Maybe there’s familiar
sites he enjoys (e.g., Sheepscot lake/pond, Tobey’s)? Maybe he doesn’t enjoy packing up all his possessions?

There’s much to be afraid of: what about the dangerous animals and robbers I’ll encounter? What about the farming and
weather conditions we’ll face? Will the inhabitants of the land be dangerous? Will they welcome outsiders?

Many reasons to stay put. Much uncertainty. Much to fear. Abram went anyway.
Hebrews 11:8 tell us why.

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place that he was to receive as an inheritance. And he went
out, not knowing where he was going.

Abram trusted God’s word. Somehow Abram trusted that God is trustworthy. He’ll keep his word. Somehow Abram
trusted in God’s ability. God has the ability to make a great nation from me. God has the ability to bless me and curse
those who dishonor me. Evidently Abram must have trusted God has the ability to accomplish what God wills. Nothing
can stop God from doing what he wants to do!

Odds n’ ends

Abram’s 75, but we should think of Abram having a bit more vigor than 75 year olds in our day. Abram was 175 when he
died (Gen 25:7). At this time, ages were still gradually decreasing after the flood. 75 wasn’t as old as it is today.

God appears to Abram a 2™ time (12:7). This time God identifies the unknown land: the land of Canaan (12:5). God
appearing suggests something visual. A dream, vision, or theophany (God manifesting his presence visually).

Twice we’re told Abram built an altar (12:7-8). “altar” = a place of animal sacrifice. As an act of worship, Abram
sacrifices animals to God. We’re not told why Abram did this. Whatever the reason, it’s a positive response to God.

“And there he built an altar to the LORD and called upon the name of the LORD” (12:8) = Abram called on God for
help. Because he trusted in God’s ability to act. Because he trusted in God’s commitment to him. Abram was living by
faith.

A word of caution

Let’s note the command to go is unique to Abram. Like the command to go into the nations was unique to the apostles
(Matt 28:18-20). These were unique figures in salvation history. For the rest of us, staying is the norm.

Let’s note the point isn’t be risky and adventurous. The point is obey God’s revealed will. Our obedience is most often
simple, basic, nothing extraordinary. Telling the truth. Doing quality work. Meditating on Scripture. Praying for a church
friend who’s struggling through a disheartening experience. Speaking the gospel to a non-Christian friend.
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Let’s note the point isn’t everything God does has to be weird or exceptional. If it makes sense, God must be telling me to
do the opposite. I'm terrible at learning languages. God must be calling me to Japan. Again, Abram’s a unique figure in
salvation history. For us, it’s usually follow the Proverbs.

How does God speak to us today?
1. This sort of appearance is possible, but unlikely.

Again, Abram’s a unique figure in salvation history. God doesn’t tell us we should expect a vision once a week. God
doesn’t give us a five-step method on how to be visited by God.

2. Today, God speaks primarily through the Bible.

Like Abram, we obey the things God’s already told us. God’s given us so many commands in Scripture. Are we doing
them? This should be our focus!

3. Counsel

Sometimes God speaks to us through godly counsel. There’s people who know how to help connect our circumstances
with God’s word.

4. God gives wisdom when we ask for it.

Some decisions aren’t a matter of obedience. Should I marry this person? Should I take this job? Should I have this
conversation with this person?

James 1:5 says, “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all without reproach, and it will be
given him.” God doesn’t say how he’ll get you the wisdom. But he does say he’ll get it to you if you ask in faith (Jas 1:6-
8).

5. On the heart

Sometimes God moves on our heart to do a particular thing. Nehemiah wanted to rebuild Jerusalem. He explained his
desire: “And I told no one what my God had put into my heart to do for Jerusalem” (Neh 2:12).

In such cases, God’s will always agrees with Scripture. God might be moving you to evangelize a particular person. God
might be moving you to serve in a particular way. God might be moving you to reconsider your employment.

In such cases, we’re on safe ground when we’re going with Scripture. Are my motives godly? Will this course of action
require me to violate Scripture? In doing this, am I doing things God’s commanded me to do?

Big Picture: Abram didn’t delay obedience. Abram went because he trusted God.

Practical question: am I delaying obedience?

Point 2: Living by fear — deception (12:10-20)
READ 12:10-20
Explanation

A famine in Canaan drives Abram to Egypt (12:10).
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Abram’s afraid of what will happen in Egypt. Because his wife Sarai is “beautiful in appearance” (12:11). Sarai was 65.
She’s ten years younger than Abram (Gen 17:17). Still desirable because ages were still gradually decreasing after the
flood.

Note that Abram’s assuming some pretty bad things about the people of Egypt:

Because Sarai’s beautiful, they’ll want her.

Because they’ll want her and I’'m married to her, they’ll kill me.

This is a people with no respect for marriage.

This is a people who views women as property to be taken by those in power.
This is a people who murders the innocent.

kW =

So he devises a plan. We’ll tell them you’re my sister so they won’t kill me. Abram’s lie was a half-truth. Sarai was his
half-sister. Same father, not the same mother (Gen 20:12). Withholding the truth (we’re married) gives a false appearance:
she’s a single woman.

Egypt acts as Abram suspected:

They note Sarai’s beauty.

They tell Pharaoh about her.

They take her into Pharaoh’s house.

Sarai becomes one of Pharaoh’s many wives.

Sl

Things work out good and bad. Abram isn’t killed. Pharaoh gives Abram a bunch of stuff. But Sarai’s lost for good: she’s
Pharaoh’s wife.

Divine intervention

God responds by afflicting “Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s wife” (Gen 12:17).
“great plagues” = significant, not minor, physical affliction on Pharaoh’s household. “plagues” = a variety of harmful
physical diseases.

Pharaoh makes the connection between the plagues and Sarai being Abram’s wife (12:18-19). We’re not told how. Sarai
must have admitted she was Abram’s wife.

Pharaoh gives Abram a verbal scathing:

You lied to me.

You brought horrible diseases upon my household.
You allowed me to take your wife as my own.

Get out of here.

Callb o

Pharaoh’s men get Abram, Sarai, and their stuff out of Egypt. Pharaoh’s afraid of Abram.
Observations

Genesis 12:3 is playing out in Abram’s experience. Pharaoh dishonors Abram (takes his wife) and God curses Pharaoh
(great plagues on Pharaoh’s household).

Abram failed miserably. God still blessed him. Indicating the blessing isn’t contingent on Abram’s ongoing obedience.
God rescued Sarai from Pharaoh in spite of Abram’s choices.

Abram’s fears were real, not imagined. But that doesn’t excuse Abram’s deception.
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Application

So what happened in Abram’s heart? He found himself in an evil place with evil people. He didn’t trust God’s promise to
bless him and curse those who dishonored him. So he tried to protect himself. By lying.

Failure to trust God made Abram susceptible to deception. Failure to trust God led to poor decision-making. How does
this work for us?

A child does something wrong. They’re afraid of being punished. So they lie to their parents. They deceive. Where’s the
failure to trust God? They trust that breaking God’s law (lying) is in their best interest. They trust that keeping God’s law
(telling the truth) is in their worst interest. Things will go well if I reject God’s word.

What about adults? We might fail to trust God to provide so we lie on a resume to get a job (saying we performed tasks
we never performed). Or we lie on our taxes to keep more money for ourselves (not reporting tips; not reporting funeral
monies). Or we cover-up a mistake to prevent ourselves from being fired.

Abram’s a mix of faith-fueled obedience (Abram went) and a mix of fright-fueled cowardly foolishness (Abram lied).
Same with us. On one hand we trust God so we do the right thing: we read our Bibles, show up at church, tell the truth,
refrain from drunkenness, etc. On the other hand, we’re afraid so we don’t do the right thing: we don’t talk to each other.
Will they like me? We don’t ask questions in Sunday school. Will they think I’m stupid? We don’t evangelize. What
awful things will happen if I talk about Jesus? We try to fit in at work: jokes, gossip, slander, cursing. What awful things
will happen if they find out I’'m a Christian?

I’'m not saying this to excuse us. Rather to be honest with ourselves. We’re a mixture of obedience and fright! It’s faith
that kills fright. There was much to fear going who knows where. But Abram went. There was much to fear in Egypt. So
Abram lied.

How we’re unlike Abram; how we’re like Abram

We’re both unlike Abram and like Abram. Unlike Abram, we’re not promised a land, a nation, a great name, that those
who dishonor us will be cursed. Like Abram, there’s promises made to all believers that belong to us.

I want to make a distinction between good and bad fears. Fear isn’t always bad. In 2 Corinthians 11:28, Paul speaks of
“my anxiety for all the churches.” Concern that churches are going in a bad direction is a good thing! In Matthew 6:25-
34, Jesus speaks of not being anxious about food, drink, clothing, and the future. These anxieties are discouraged because
we should trust God to provide for our needs. Some fears stem from godly concern. Some fears stem from a lack of trust
in God’s goodness, ability, trustworthiness.

Some promises I lean on when fears arise:

1. God’s working all things for my good (Rom 8:28).

2. God brings hard things into my life to strengthen my faith (Jas 1:2-4).

3. God will provide food, drink, and clothing (Matt 6:25-34).

4. God gives unspecified good things when I ask (Matt 7:11).

5. God will provide wisdom when I ask (Jas 1:5).

6. God restores my soul when it’s going in the wrong direction (Ps 23:3).

7. God gives peace when I pray, ponder, and practice his word (Phil 4:6-9).

8. God’s working inside me so that [ desire and do what pleases him (Phil 2:13).

9. God’s strength is sufficient to strengthen me in my weakness (2 Cor 12:9-10).

10. God’s steadfast love (commitment, activity for me) follows me all the days of my life (Ps 23:6).

In short, God’s working inside me and for me.
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The antidote to fear is the same for us and Abram: trust God’s promises. It’s always best to do life God’s way!

Big picture: there’s much to be afraid of. Trusting God’s promises affects how we do life. Lack of trust can lead to fear-
based foolishness.

Practical question: where in my life is fear overpowering faith?

Conclusion

Because we’re born with a sense of God’s existence and holiness, there’s a fear of punishment for sin. Sin meaning doing
things our own way, not God’s way.

God’s acted to relieve our fears by sending his Son Jesus to die on a cross. And by raising Jesus from the dead.

What does Jesus’ death and resurrection have to do with our fears? If we trust in Jesus, if we repent of our sins, there’s no
fear of punishment. Rather, there’s a healthy longing for a world without sin. Because God gives eternal life and
forgiveness to those who trust in his Son. Jesus died as a substitute for sinners, so that all who believe might have peace
with God.

Trust in Jesus. Live by faith, not fear.

We’ve had a lot of death at PCC lately. I want you to be sure. Are you sure? If so, why? I want you to be confident for the
right reasons. At Living Waters this week a man spoke about praying the prayer for years and having no certainty. Does
certainty allude you? Talk to me. Are you unclear of why you are certain? Talk to me. Don’t be awkward. I’ll do my best
not to be awkward. Get answers if you’re struggling.



