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 Let me begin with another “many-moons-ago” story. A long time ago 
in a universe far, far away called Baptist Bible College, for a short 
time, I taught a class called “Personal Evangelism 101.” The 
classroom was one side of the BBC fieldhouse where a hundred or so 
students sat on the stair-step concrete “bleachers” and I stood on 
the floor of the basketball court and shouted my instructions of 
“how to win people to the Lord effectively and efficiently.”  

 Those were the days when groups were putting out step-by-step 
systems believers could follow to walk a stranger from “a first hello” 
to praying to receive Jesus in one methodical, evangelistic 
encounter. 

 Those were the days when even some of the Presbyterians had a 
system to evangelize. The many moons ago is proven because the 
name of that system is on the tip of my tongue but even the inter-
web can’t help me recall it. 

 Those were the days of going door-to-door and starting the 
encounter not with “Here is your Amazon box. I’m not a porch 
pirate!” but rather, no kidding. The question: “If you were to die 
tonight do you know that you would go to heaven?” 

 Those were the days of evangelism when Mary and I, as teenagers 
could go to the inner city of Detroit, go door-to-door and invite the 
children of absolute strangers to come with us to church on a big 
yellow school bus I was driving. AND, moms and dads would say, 
“Sure, take my kids for the morning! What church did you say it 
was?”  

 Lifestyle evangelism, friendship evangelism, apologetics evangelism 
were around but we didn’t need any longer term systems when 
people would actually listen to the Gospel, pray a prayer that said 
they were trusting Jesus for eternal life and actually show up at 
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church to get baptized on the next Sunday and then start attending 
church every week. 

 It sounds a little silly now—maybe a bit naïve—but I ask myself how 
often I actually get to tell someone “Jesus saves” so directly today. 
Have the world and people all changed that much or have I also 
changed—maybe even becoming less courageous a witness?? 

 Today’s short passage in Genesis 21 has a point to make about a kind 
of evangelism for Yahweh—evangelism for the LORD God back in the 
days of Abraham—and a great deal of it by swearing faithfulness.  

 At first, the passage might feel a bit random in the flow of the book. 
However, if we were to take the time to trace all the thematic 
connections, both in the words used and the themes of ideas, the 
passage flows smoothly in Moses’ purpose. He is teaching the 
Israelites of his day their purpose and how to live that out in the 
Promised Land they are finally about to enter and make home. 

 So, for example, there is a well in the dessert in this story just as 
there was a well in the dessert in the story of Hagar. These wells 
keep serving as clear evidence of the LORD’s provision.  

 There is a tree. Tree’s need the sustaining presence of water in the 
dessert which the LORD’s well—his presence-- can provide. 

 There is a familiar king named Abimelech who, you may recall, had 
schooled Abraham in how he was to live ethically as the imager of 
God. He did this when Abraham had lied and said Sarah was his 
sister rather than his wife. This Philistine King occupying part of the 
Promised Land is back in this new narrative of Genesis 21. 

 One of the wider themes with which this passage aligns is the theme 
of “testing.” Abraham is God’s man to produce the lineage of faith in 
the LORD but Abraham is not perfect in his faith. Just as the Epistle 
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of James in the NT tells us God works with us to purify our faith 
through trials or tests, God is working on Abraham’s faith. 

 Abraham thinks he may be testing God with his bargaining for the 
righteous in Sodom. But, God is rather testing Abraham’s faith in his 
righteous judgment. 

 Abraham’s faith to trust God for protection is tested in the first 
encounter with Abimelech. 

 Abraham’s faith is tested by the long wait for Isaac to be born. 
 His faith in a God of provision and mercy is tested when he must 

send his son Ishmael away to the desert. 
 Now, here Abraham’s faith in God to fulfill his purpose in the 

promises will be tested by an experience of conflict with those 
outside the covenant line. 

 All of this testing of Abraham’s faith is headed to one culminating 
test—the sacrifice of Isaac, which is the next narrative in line.  

 If Abraham wants to live for God in this world—if he wants to fulfill 
his calling in the promises God has made—the ultimate need he will 
have to be a success is faith in the LORD. It is faith in the LORD that 
sets Abraham apart from all the other accomplishments of 
autonomous humans who have chosen to live life by their own 
power instead of trusting God. In this respect, faith in the LORD is 
always a central theme in the stories of God’s people just as it is in 
our lives. 

 Lets’s look at the text of Genesis 21: 22-34 together. I will apologize 
in advance that there is a great deal of swearing in these verses. 

 READ Genesis 21:22-34 
 Sorry! Did you hear the “swearing?” Abimelech asks Abraham to 

swear. Abraham swears. The incident over the well happens. 
Abraham and Abimelech swear another oath together in a treaty. In 
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a play on words, the place of the conflict is then named by popular 
etymology, “Beersheba” which sounds in a way that can remind of 
either/and “seven trees” or “they swore.” 

 You can’t miss the swearing but what is important about this 
swearing between Abraham, the man of faith in the LORD, and 
Abimelech, the King of a sea people who worship Dagon the fish 
god? 

 The answer to that question could have and should have been 
taught by me back in “Personal Evangelism 101” 

 We saw something we see again here back when we first met 
Abimelech. It is probably correct to conclude this Philistine king is 
not a convert to a monotheistic belief in the one God of Abraham. 
BUT, this does not keep this pagan king from recognizing a reality. 

 Whoever is Abraham’s god, this god is indeed “with Abraham in 
everything he does.” In other words, he sees that Abraham is clearly 
being blessed—that is empowered—by a divine force to accomplish 
things in life. 

 Here, recognizing this reality, Abimelech in verse 23 makes a request 
in connection with it. He asks Abraham to swear to two things. First, 
that Abraham will be honest in his dealings with Abimelech and his 
people. Second, that Abraham will kindly share his blessings from his 
God with Abimelech and his people as Abimelech has shared with 
Abraham. 

 So get this, God has indeed made Abraham, a man of faith, the 
conduit of his blessings to all the nations. That was part of the 
promise and the commission of Abraham and his family the 
Israelites. They had been blessed by the LORD, Yahweh, to be a 
blessing. Abimelech, without even knowing it, is asking Abraham to 
swear he will be who he was made, by God to be. 
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 But then, Abimelech’s experience with Abraham so far, teaches him 
that this man, who is a conduit of the blessings of a powerful God is 
also an untrustworthy man—a semi-deceitful man. 

 At this point, Abraham’s testimony to the world is, “God will bless 
you through me but be careful because you can’t trust me!” That is a 
mixed message at best. It is a distorted reflection of the image of 
God. It can only produce confusion about the real nature of the God 
of Abraham because of its inconsistency in the life of Abraham. 

 Abraham swears to Abimelech he will be the conduit of blessing he is 
called to be and swears he will be a trustworthy man in doing it.  

 Now comes a test of these paths—these “swearings.” Water was 
more precious than gold in the desert. You could live without gold 
but not without water. Consistent, water sources in the form of an 
ongoing well, was about as precious as it got. 

 I understand the conflict over one of these more permanent wells in 
verses 25 and 26 like this. Abraham’s men have dug a well. 
Abimelech’s men have stolen access to it. Abraham accuses 
Abimelech of being complicit in this theft. 

 Abimelech, being honest, says he knows nothing about this. He 
especially points out that Abraham hasn’t even asked him but has 
immediately jumped to the conclusion of treachery by Abimelech in 
their relationship. 

 In other words, Abraham is accusing Abimelech of being the 
untrustworthy man he himself has been in the past and Abimelech is 
reminding Abraham that he is not a deceiver like Abraham. Mike 
drop! Once again Abraham, God’s man of faith, God’s evangelist of 
the image of the Creator God, is schooled by an idol worshipping 
pagan.  
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 How can this happen? Well, it is because Abraham has indeed been a 
deceptive, untrustworthy evangelist of the LORD. 

 So, once again Abraham has to show his sincerity by offering a great 
price to prove he is telling the truth rather than by his reputation for 
simply being a man who tells the truth. 

 Look how sincere I am says Abraham! Just BE sincere with me says 
the pagan king Abimelech. You swore you would! 

 Now, this place was called “Beersheba” which, as I said could remind 
by the sound of it of either the seven ewe lambs or the oath of 
trustworthiness (or probably both) that both men had sworn there 
to one another. 

 Abimelech had come with Phicol, his general, ready to have a war 
over a well and a false accusation. A commitment to being 
trustworthy and not deceitful instead, brings peace. 

 God approves of this sort of peace. Later in the letter to the 
Hebrews, the author exhorts those NT believers, “Make every effort 
to live in peace with ALL men and to be holy; without holiness NO 
ONE will see the LORD!” 

 Peace is not all that needs to be said about relating to unbelieving 
peoples in the land they were about to enter. They were 
commanded to destroy the Canaanites they encountered not to 
make peace with them. 

 However, peace with integrity, was a very real avenue to fulfill their 
commission from the promise when it was in the right time and 
place. 

 After this second lesson taught by Abimelech, Abraham responds to 
the what is really the LORD’s  lesson about being the conduit of 
blessing by faith. 
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 First, he plants a tree in that spot. What do trees need? Water. How 
will this tree be watered to be able to continue to live in the desert? 
It will require the faithfulness of the LORD who made the well 
possible in the first place.  

 The tree as a symbol is a statement from Abraham that he trusts God 
to be faithful going forward to sustain that tree and him. 

 Therefore, appropriately, next “he calls upon the Name of the 
LORD.” He does what those who trust the LORD do in their 
dependence on him. 

 If in no other way, this is already a means of worship by admitting 
human autonomy—the human desire to live life apart from God by 
one’s own power is not the way to go. The LORD is the only way to 
go so you had better call on him for the blessings you need to live. 

 Moses does not explicitly record the building of an altar here but this 
place, this tamarisk tree is, already an altar for worship. 

 This time part of the lesson is that the LORD God is “El Olam”—the 
“everlasting God” 

 The LORD may be the powerful God of the crisis moment but the 
LORD is also the God of consistency and faithfulness, everlastingly.  

 So, I suspect that Abraham may have looked peacefully at the 
departing warriors of Abimelech in the distance as he stood there by 
the well of water that was his from the God who would keep his 
promises faithfully—everlastingly. 

 I suspect Abraham smiled after worshipping this God who had so 
mercifully and graciously treated him. I suspect the warm sun shown 
on his uplifted face from the blue skies and heated his old arthritic 
bones. AND, I suspect he thought, here I am in the land God 
promised. I have my son through whom I will become a great nation 
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and bless all the nations of the earth as God promised. I have water. 
I have peace with my most powerful neighbor.  

 What could go wrong? For a long time Abraham’s life with God 
everlasting—his life of faith—was a good life as he stayed in what 
Moses describes as “the land of the Philistines.” God and God’s 
promises are wonderful, he thought! What a wonderful life as a 
believer in the LORD God! 

 This week I was reminded of what it is like to be “living in this world 
but not being of this world.” The Lord Jesus taught this reality to his 
beloved disciples more than once in the hours just before he left this 
world for a time. The apostle Paul had to teach it to the Corinthian 
believers who thought they might just add Jesus to the ways of the 
world they found useful and become super successful that way. 

 Right now, looking for a potential facility to advance the mission we 
are on, I was reminded that we are in the world of commercial real 
estate dealings but we are not of that world. But, that world will do 
all it can to drag us into its unfaithful ways of dealing in order to 
come out on top. As with any other aspect of this world, when it is 
being governed by the values of this world, we will cannot be of it if 
we want to continue to be faithful people of integrity who do not 
ever deceive or manipulate. 

 That is what caused Abraham to be known as both the conduit of the 
blessings of a powerful God and a deceiving man at the same time. 
That inconsistency wrecks the testimony to the image of the 
“everlasting God.” And, that is what matters not a “good deal” at all 
costs. 

 Hebrews 12:14 that I read, could not have said it more clearly, 
“Make every effort to live in peace with ALL men and to be holy; 
without holiness NO ONE will see the LORD!” 
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 We are in this world and not of it so that people can see the LORD! If 
we compromise holiness no one will see the LORD! We may do great 
things but no one will see the Lord through us. 

 Abraham had to learn this. His teacher was sometimes a straighter-
shooting pagan king. The Israelites about to enter the promised land 
had to learn this. Their teacher was Moses drawing on the lessons 
learned by their Father Abraham. We need to learn it. 

 I am challenged to learn it better by the teaching of the Apostle 
Peter writing in 1 Peter 2:9 and following.  

 I would not be surprised that Peter had just read this story of 
Abraham before writing these words. The connecting clues are 
obvious. 

 9 … you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a 
people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him 
who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 Once you 
were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you 
had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.  

 11 Dear friends, I urge you, as aliens and strangers in the world, to 
abstain from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 12 Live such 
good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing 
wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on the day 
he visits us. 

 Set apart to be priests—the go-betweens of God and human beings 
we are in this world but not of it. We are, like Abraham, aliens and 
strangers. We are not here to be the successes and owners of this 
world—the winners by its standards.  

 We are here to live such good lives as faithful conduits of God’s 
blessings that when the time comes to judge the truth, no one of the 
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world will be able to call us deceivers or unfaithful to our purpose as 
Abimelech could say of Abraham. 

 I would exhort us, that more than ever, right now we are being 
called upon to be faithful to an oath we have taken as a church and 
live as a church consistently in light of it. 

 We have claimed to our city and our world that “Fellowship Bible 
Church does not exist for its own sake but for the sake of the world 
God loves.”  

 Did we mean that? Do we still mean that? Would the Abimelech’s of 
our city say we have been faithful and never deceptive as the 
appointed conduits of God’s blessing to the nations for this day? 

 Have those who watched us seen holiness so that they could indeed 
see God? Will they continue to see that in us going forward as a 
body? 

 Let us….“Make every effort to live in peace with ALL men and to be 
holy; without holiness NO ONE will see the LORD!” 

 Let us …. In these days, with the choices and tasks we have in front 
of us, live as… as aliens and strangers in the world, abstain(ing) 
from sinful desires, which war against your soul. 12 (Let Us)  Live 
such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse (us) of 
doing wrong, they may see (our) good deeds and glorify God on the 
day he visits us. 

 Let us…Make every effort to live in peace with ALL men and to be 
holy; (BECAUSE) without holiness NO ONE will see the LORD!” 

 And, as far as I know, Fellowship Bible Church only exists so people 
will “see the LORD!” 

 Lets’ make sure when we are doing any swearing as a church, we are 
swearing TO the people of our city we will be a faithful blessing and 
never swearing AT them by our words or our deeds as God’s people. 


