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Brian Fisher 
Grace Bible Church 

 

Big Faith...And Big Failures 
Genesis 12b, 16, 20 

 
 

We fail when we forget God. God must be at the front and center of every thought, motive, word 
and action in order to successfully complete the journey of faith. Ultimately we must master this 
counterintuitive truth: we succeed not by trusting in ourselves but in our great God. 

 
Rappelling 
• Great life lessons to be learned. Born; place on back; stand up and walk ASAP. Spend our waking hours 

upright. Rappelling, you must lean back. If you lean forward, feet will slip, knees and face will hit rock. 
• A lot like the Christian life. In whom do we trust? Lean into the wall and trust ourselves, or do we lean 

back and trust in God. 
• Last week we began our study of the life of Abraham 

o Idolater; called out of Ur of the Chaldeans 
o God’s grace given amazing promises – land, seed, blessing. 
o Response: Big faith. Not perfect. Left most family, culture, land 
o READ Heb 11:8-9. Incomplete picture of Abe’s life. 

11:8: By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out to a place which he was to 
receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going.  

• Abraham leaned into the rock on many occasions.  
• The model of faith. Far from perfect. None of great heroes of faith were perfect people. Bible records 

their victories and defeats. Moses/David 
o “No perfect feet walk the path of faith” (Donald Grey Barnhouse) 

• Comfort; encouragement. But also wisdom. 
• Look at 4 failures in Abraham’s life. Each represents lack of trust; weak faith. 
• He didn’t deny God; he forgot about God; he ignored God. 

o Life doesn't work when we rely on ourselves and forget God. 
 
READ Genesis 12:10 
 
Failure #1: Neglect of God 
• Abe took incredible leap of faith; left everything; built altars; preached; expect smooth sailing, reward, 

blessing 
• Greatly disappointed 

o Received nothing. Drought/famine. This supposed “promised” land could not sustain him and 
his family. FEAR for family and self 

o Where do you turn? Your wealth, strength, intellect, skill? 
• God couldn’t fulfill His promises to Abram if he died of starvation, so he came up with a very obvious 

solution.  
o Egypt had food almost always. Thousands were heading there. 

• But not God’s solution. How do we know? 
o God: “Go to the land that I will show you.” God didn’t say, “leave” 
o Egypt was a bad place for God’s people. The only time God’s people were to go was when God 

directly told them to go. 
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o Gen 46:3-4 
God said, “I am God, the God of your father; do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for I will 
make you a great nation there. I will go down with you to Egypt, and I will also surely bring you 
up again; and Joseph will close your eyes.”  
 

• Proverbs 16:25  There is a way which seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death. 
o Don’t think, plan, work? Seek God first. Rely on God not ourselves. 

• Plan seemed to work. Escaped drought, but set himself up for next failure. 
 
Failure #2: Fear of man – Genesis 12:11-13 
• “as he drew near” fear began to arise. What seemed like a good plan (the only option?) could lead to his 

death 
• If Abe is killed, the promise cannot be fulfilled! 

o “Behold, now I KNOW” = it is a FACT that you are beautiful 
o PLAN: lie...sort of 

� George Burns once said, the key to his success was first learning honesty; once he could 
fake honesty, he could achieve anything.  Hughes, R. Kent 

o What does Abraham hope to gain? Save himself and Sarai 
� As husband, he could be killed and wife taken 
� Ancient Near East custom. If no father, men had to ask brother for the woman. Stall 

until famine passed, then slip out of Egypt. 
• His plan worked– Gen 12:14-16 

o He was treated well; received gifts 
� Donkeys. Highly domesticated. Rich traveled on donkeys (BMW) 
� Camels. Newly domesticated. Status symbol (Ferrari)  

o Sarai was part of the promise. Not stated yet that Sarai would have a child, but they should have 
known. God’s will was and is one man and one woman for life. PROMISE IS IN JEOPARDY  

o He had not anticipated Pharaoh himself taking Sarah.  
� 12:15 = “Pharaoh” 3X; Abe can’t scheme around him 

• Abe feared man and forgot God 
o Warning: Do not fear man 

� Proverbs 29:25  The fear of man brings a snare, but he who trusts in the Lord will be 
exalted.  

o Warning: Do not trust in human resources 
� Ingenuity, planning; horses, wealth, alliances 

o Fear God. Revere God above all else. Trust God; His strength 
� Proverbs 3:5-6: Trust in the Lord with all your heart and do not lean on your own 

understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.  
� Jeremiah 17:7-8:  Blessed is the man who trusts in the LORD and whose trust is the 

LORD. For he will be like a tree planted by the water, that extends its roots by a stream 
and will not fear when the heat comes; but its leaves will be green, and it will not be 
anxious in a year of drought nor cease to yield fruit.  

o He did not disbelieve or reject God. He forgot about God. 
o Abe not isolated/unprotected in Egypt. Yahweh not regional, weak god.  

• Abe powerless, but God intervened to protect His promise – Gen 12:17-20 
o The concluding line is staccato — just four Hebrew words: “Here . . . wife . . . take . . . go.” Such 

disdain. Pharaoh assumed the moral high ground.  Hughes, R. Kent  
o Kent Hughes. “Abram remained silent under Pharaoh’s reproach, uttering not a word. What 

could he say? He would build no altars in Egypt. Neither would he proclaim the name of the 
Lord. Abram and his entourage humbly crept out of Egypt.”  

o Abe was NOT a blessing 



 3

• We fail when we forget God, but our failure cannot undermine the promise of God 
 
INTERLUDE – turn to Genesis 16 
• Success in rescuing Lot 
• Affirmation of Promise through Covenant 
• We would expect that this would protect Abe from all future failure 
• Faith is stretched and tested for a lifetime. 

Failure #3: Rejection of responsibility – Genesis 16:1 
• Where do you suppose they acquired Hagar? Egypt. Previous failure contributed to subsequent failure. 

Genesis 16:2-3 
• Promise can’t be fulfilled if Abe doesn't have a son. God needs some help! 
• This test began with Sarah, then pulled in Abe as well 

o 10 years in land. Sarah is 75. Many children = successful life 
� Time running out. Abe hasn’t always led family well. 

o Without consulting God, she proposed a solution 
� Conventional acc. to Ancient Near East custom. Promote slave to wife for child-bearing. 

Yet she can be demoted back to slave. 
� Against God’s explicit will (Gen 2; Mt 19); one man/woman for life  
� Grief, sorrow, humiliation overwhelmed her faith 
� Angry at God – 16:2 

o Abe pulled Sarai into hair-brained scheme. Now Abraham pulled in. 
• Genesis 16:4-6 

o Sarai got what she wanted. Plan succeeded. 
� She and Abe had treated Hagar as less than human. Property. A “soulless baby machine” 

(Kent Hughes) 
� Hagar “despised” = to regard as small. 12:3 = “curse” 

o Strife in his home 
� Sarai angry at God, Abraham, Hagar, the world 

o What went wrong? 
� Abe didn’t know how to comfort; powerless to fix problem; just wanted his wife to be 

happy. Grasping for any solution 
� Abe passive. Abdicated his responsibility to lead.  

 
Genesis 16 Genesis 3 

16:2a  Sarai said to Abram 3:2  Eve said to Adam 
16:2b  Abram listened to Sarai 3:17  Adam listened to Eve 
16:3a  Sarai took Hagar 3:6a  Eve took the fruit 
16:3b  Sarai gave Hagar to her husband 3:6b  Eve gave the fruit to her husband 

  
o So husbands should never listen to their wives? 

� Grant her honor as a fellow heir of the grace of life 
� In testing, listen to God first. Lead your family through trials 
� Abe had a moment to lead family through pain 
� Sarai had a moment to take her pain to God 
� Plan blew up. Neither Abe nor Sarai confessed. 

o Perpetual consequences for Abe/Sarai – 16:7-12 
� Seed jeopardized. There is competition for the son of promise 
� Gen 25:16-18  
� Argument against polygamy = book of Genesis 

• We fail when we forget God, but our failure cannot undermine the promise of God 
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Failure #4 – Failure/refusal to learn – Genesis 20:1-3 
• Proverbs 26:11. Like a dog that returns to its vomit Is a fool who repeats his folly. 
• Abe not a blessing. Brought curse of infertility on all of Abimelech’s people 

 
• “Christian, are you contemplating an expediency to obtain what you imagine to be God’s will in your 

most treasured relationship — in a friendship — in a professional pursuit — in your career — in your 
education —in your ministry? If so, take a deep breath. Stand back. Take some time. Read God’s Word. 
Think. Pray. And obey the will of God.”  Hughes, R. Kent  

 
Application 
 
We must expect to be tested and stretched. Being a Christian does not exempt us from the pain and challenges 
of this broken world.  
 
God tests His people. Faith is a dynamic thing, and God is always working to grow our trust in Him.  
 
Where will you turn first? Yourself; intelligence, wealth, power, connections.  
• Thinking, planning, working are not sins 
• Making plans without God is 

 
Holidays can be particularly stretching times. Family and old friends – old patterns. We do well to be prepared. 
 
Time in prayer 
• Spiritual discernment.  

o Identify the testing and temptation. 
o Acknowledge God’s presence; not forget God 
o Jesus: Watch and pray 
o Peter: Be on the alert 

• Powerful blessing 
 


