
Focus Idea: God establishes a special relationship with the world through a series of special agreements with a 
man named Abram and Abram’s descendants.

The Context: Genesis 12-15 represent a slowing and focusing within the first book of the Bible. The Primeval History 
(Genesis 1-11) spoke of vast nations and eons of time; the accounts now before us center on a single 
family and only a few years. Their journey begins in Harran – a major northern city in what is today 
Turkey. But by the end of chapter 15, Abram’s family has settled in the land of Canaan, what is
present-day Israel and Palestine. 

The Characters: These four chapters spotlight Abram (later called Abraham) and his family. Originally residents of a 
sophisticated urban center called Ur (Genesis 11:27-31), Abram’s family obeyed God’s call and began a 
life of wandering around the Middle East. Abram’s wife Sarai (later Sarah), his nephew Lot, and a 
Canaanite king named Melchizedek also appear in the story.

The Core: Abram appears on any shortlist of the most significant individuals in the Bible. All Christians, Jews, and 
Muslims – more than half of the planet’s population, all told – name this man as a pioneer and father 
of their faiths.

Unlike Noah, who was chosen because of his faith and blameless lifestyle – Abram was given a special 
role in God’s saving work without any clear cause. He was likely a worshipper pagan gods in Ur and 
would have been quite content to live out his days in that urbane and technologically advanced city. 

But God did call him. So Abram, along with his wife, servants, and extended relatives exchanged
sedentary life for the transient existence of nomads. After dwelling for a time in Assyria, they 
eventually turned southward and lived in Canaan and Egypt. 

It is likely that weather and grazing conditions caused them to move frequently (12:10; 13:6). While on 
one such sojourn to Egypt, Pharaoh took a liking to Sarai, but God’s providence (and a couple of half-
truths told by Abram) delivered the family intact. 

These chapters portray Abraham as brave, prosperous, and wise. He ventures courageously through 
desert wastelands, across battlefields, and into the courts of kings. He is a model for the many billions 
of believers who will claim him as a spiritual ancestor. 

Moreover, Abram is depicted as a person who lives in intimate relationship with God. The lines of 
communication are open between them, and God regularly provides special counsel to the man.

Most striking of all are the promises that Abram receives from God. 12:2-3 are bedrock verses for all 
persons of Christian faith. In them, God promises to bless those who obey him and to use their 
obedience as a means of blessing the nations. Though childless, Abram is told repeatedly that he will 
be the ancestor of innumerable offspring. Someday these descendants will call Canaan home. 

Chapter 15’s peculiar and vivid account of Abram’s dream reveals God’s covenant promises to 
Abram’s family. In this bloody and smoky ceremony, God accepts the role of single guarantor in 
Abram’s life. All that will happen to his family in the generations to come will be God’s doing.


