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Genesis 12
Genesis 12 is one of the greatest turning points in the Bible. Eleven chap-
ters have preceded it. Millions and millions of do-overs beginning with 
every human life, with none being free from the shackles of sin. Our jour-
ney from Eden brings us only to Babylon. Yet the hope remains—the hope 
of one person to be born of the woman. We watch with anticipation, and 
then with despair, as each one fades away, a prisoner of their own rebel-
lion against their good Creator. Against this backdrop, it is nevertheless 
evident why Genesis is a book of genealogies—a tracing of this promise 
through the generations of mankind. How fitting it is, then, that the story 
of Abraham—or, as he was known then, Abram—begins with a promise.

GO TO THE LAND I WILL SHOW YOU

Abram was one of three sons of a man named Terah, living in a city that 
the Bible calls Ur of the Chaldeans. While there, Abram’s brother, Haran, 
dies, leaving behind a son named Lot and two daughters. Abram takes 
for himself a wife name Sarai, and the entire family moves far north to the 
city of Harran (not to be confused with Abram’s deceased brother, Ha-
ran). And it was there, in Harran, at seventy-five years old, that Abram first 
hears the call of the one true God:

GO



“Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the 
land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will 
bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will 
bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in 
you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”[1]

Obedience to this call requires Abram to forsake what is his by birthright. 
If he is to receive what God has promised, he must detach himself from 
his family and his roots and take God’s hand, trusting him to lead him into 
the unknown. Despite this enormous cost, Abram steps out in faith, not 
because he knows where God will lead him, but because he trusts the one 
who is leading him.

God’s initial promise to Abram is a key development in the blossoming 
seed of the gospel, begun in Genesis 3:15. In Galatians 3:8, Paul says that 
“the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, 
preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all the 
nations be blessed.’” In other words, Paul calls this verse “the gospel” of 
the Old Testament, because here we learn that through Abram God would 
bless all the nations of the earth.

SO ABRAM WENT

In verses 4–9, we find the account of Abram’s obedient entrance into 
the land of Canaan. But then, just before his first recorded act of formal 
worship is the passing comment, “At that time the Canaanites were in 
the land.”[2] More than just a matter of historical curiosity, this would have 
had special relevance to the original audience of Genesis, the ancient 
Israelites. As the second generation of escaped slaves from Egypt, having 
wandered through inhospitable wilderness all their lives, the Canaanites 
represented fear and intimidation, and a seemingly insuperable obstacle 
to their rest in the land God had promised them. And yet here stands 
Abram, their forefather, in the midst of Canaanites, who do not harm him. 
Nor is he worshiping their gods; rather, he builds altars to the Lord, and in 
the vicinity of Shechem, Bethel, and Ai—cities that played important roles 
in Israel’s early years in the land under Joshua. 

Reflecting on these initial steps of faith in the life of Abram, the author of 
Hebrews tells us,

“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. By faith he went to live in the land of promise, as in a for-
eign land, living in tents with Isaac and Jacob, heirs with him of the same 
promise. For he was looking forward to the city that has foundations, 
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whose designer and builder is God.”[3]

Abram knew that God had something better for him than he could ever 
have acquired, had he not responded to God in faith. And so he went. He 
wanted his dwelling place—the place where he laid his head, the place 
where he called his own, to be the one that God had for him, not the one 
that his own worldly efforts would have gotten him. And how do we know 
that he wanted this? How do we know that Abram believed the promise 
of God? Because he obeyed God. Although, at this point in life, he knew 
very little of God’s specific plans for his life, Abram trusted God that it 
was better than what he could have ever made for himself.

A VERY HUMAN TRUST

Was Abram a spiritual giant whose stature is such that he never failed 
to do what God asked of him? Of course not. This is true of any biblical 
character whom we get to know well, except Jesus. There is one hero in 
Scripture, and that is God. The Bible gives us its characters, as they say, 
warts and all. When Abram messes up, we know it.

At some undisclosed time after Abram arrives in Canaan, a famine hits 
the land. And so, Abram relocates his family temporarily to Egypt. The 
problem with this, of course, is that Abram had clear directives from God 
that he wanted him in Canaan. Did God expect Abram to starve? No, but 
he did expect him to trust him.

So Abram, lacking trust in God, moves his people to Egypt, which is 
watered by a very reliable river called the Nile, and where, as a result, 
there is no famine (at least at this time). But, in order to do so, he has to 
make some big compromises. Realizing that his wife Sarai is “beautiful in 
appearance,” he grows fearful that, while the Egyptians might not be at 
liberty to take a man’s wife, they would be happy to take a widow (hint 
hint). So he tells her, “Say you are my sister, that it may go well with me 
because of you, and that my life may be spared for your sake.”[4]

Sarai complies, and things backfire on Abram when Pharaoh’s administra-
tors praise Sarai to Pharaoh, who ends up taking her into his own “house,” 
which is a nice way of saying his harem. By now, Abram is so caught up in 
his lie that he even ends up accepting a hefty bride price from Pharaoh: 
“Sheep, oxen, male donkeys, male servants, female servants, female don-
keys, and camels.”[5]

But then the Lord steps in and gets Abram off the hook. He afflicts Pha-
raoh’s house with plagues, and Pharaoh learns this is because he’s taken 
another man’s wife. Abram, likely overcome with fear, is called into his 



presence, and Pharaoh lays into him: “What is this you have done to me? 
Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for my wife? Now 
then, here is your wife; take her, and go.”[6] The story ends with Abram 
departing Egypt with his tail between his legs.

Here, at the beginning of his story, there is no attempt to hide the fact 
that Abram was not a perfect man. Sometimes he failed, and failed big. 
But we do not have to be perfect to be faithful. When it comes to trust 
that results in obedience, the real question is not whether or not we fall, 
or how undignified we are when we do, but whether or not we get back 
up again and continue trusting God.

AN INCIDENTAL DETAIL

Let’s rewind briefly to consider one thing we’ve overlooked about Genesis 
12. Once in Canaan, the Lord appeared again to Abram to give him the 
additional promise: “To your offspring I will give this land.”[7] On its face, 
this is no small matter. He is a guest in a foreign land, and it will become 
the inheritance of his offspring.

However, the first thing we learned about Abram’s wife is this: “Now Sarai 
was barren; she had no child.”[8] Abram has no offspring. And not only 
does he have none, as far as we can tell, he never will. How can it be that 
God is promising the land of Canaan, not to Abram himself, but to his 
nonexistent offspring?

As we will see, Abram’s life teaches us that God fulfills ridiculously big 
promises. But at this point in the story, we still wonder . . . how?

[1] Genesis 12:1–3.
[2] Genesis 12:6.
[3] Hebrews 11:8–10.
[4] Genesis 12:13.
[5] Genesis 12:16.
[6] Genesis 12:18–19.         
[7] Genesis 12:7.
[8] Genesis 11:30.
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QUESTIONS:
Use time this week to thoughtfully answer these questions. Take time to 
reflect, pray and ask the Lord to be a part of this process.

1.  God’s initial promise to Abram, given in Genesis 12:1–3, contains some 
form of word “blessing” five times. Where did we first see this word in 
Scripture, and how does that connect with what God is now saying to 
Abram? Tip: Finding words in Scripture is as easy as going to a website 
like biblegateway.com and entering a word in the search bar.

2. Here we read of Abram’s initial steps of faith. What are some ways 
that God calls you to trust him?



3. How does obedience to God’s commands reflect the faith that is in 
our hearts?

4. Abram is singled out as one through whom “all the families of the 
earth will be blessed” (Gen 12:3). However, by the end of the same 
chapter, we see him bringing a plague on others because of his lie. Why 
do you think the story of the great man of faith begins with such an 
embarrassing failure?

QUESTIONS:
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5. How does God’s promise to give the land of Canaan to Abram’s 
“offspring” tie into the first glimmer of the gospel that we saw in 
Genesis 3:15?



NOTES
Use this space to make notes during the sermon or jot down prayer 
requests or anything important.
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