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Gen	12–25,	The	Story	of	Abraham		

Introduction	
The first 11 chapters of Genesis may look like a 
complete failure on the part of God’s program and 
this impression might be reinforced by the fact that 
in chapter 12 God seems to abandon the world in 
favor of working with just one family. The truth is, 
however, that the problems and judgment on Babel 
were all just a perfect setup for God’s strategy in 
choosing Abraham as the answer to the failures of 
chapters 3–11. If you’ll remember from how our last 
lesson finished, we concluded that Babel was indeed 
the low point of the first eleven chapters. God’s 
design for a worldwide community of worshippers who loved him and each other was now even 
further hindered by the regrettable fragmentation into nations. God didn’t want to divide the 
people but that was a better choice than allowing them to easily unite against him as they had at 
Babel. But God wastes no time in going on the offensive and in Abraham he promises to put 
humpty dumpty back together again. Watch and see how! 

 

Genesis	12	
Abraham’s story begins when was still in Ur on the eastern side of the fertile crescent—a 
crescent-shaped area made fertile by water 
supply and bounded by nearly impassable 
mountains to the north and desert to the 
south. While there God spoke to him these 
promises: 

1 The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave 
your country, your people and your 
father’s household and go to the land I 
will show you.  
2 “I will make you into a great nation  
and I will bless you;  
I will make your name great,  
and you will be a blessing.  
3 I will bless those who bless you,  
and whoever curses you I will curse;  
and all peoples on earth  
will be blessed through you.” 

 

Take a look at the verses and read them several times to get a good sense of what is there.  I like 
to summarize this fairly long discourse as a promise of land, nation and leader.  
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The visual cue (to the right) that I will frequently use throughout the rest of the 
course to remind you of this foundational covenant corresponds to these three 
verses.  

 

There are two main concepts I want you to remember about this original promise.  The first main 
concept is what 12:3 means: 

3 I will bless those who bless you,  
and whoever curses you I will curse;  
and all peoples on earth  
will be blessed through you.” 

 

and why I summarize it with the word Leader. If you just 
read this verse alone, apart from the context of the rest of 
the story or the rest of the Bible, you might think that it 
meant that this blessing (whatever it is) comes from God 
through Abram directly to the nations like this.  

However, the meaning is just a bit more complex than this and one of the clearest clues is how 
Paul explains this promise in the New Testament. In Galatians 3:8 he says,  

“the Scripture announced the Gospel in advance to Abraham:  

 

(and then quotes this portion of Genesis 12:3).  

‘All nations will be blessed through you’” 

 

When we define the gospel it always has to do with the good news of God’s work in Christ to 
redeem the world. So, here, Paul is giving us a major clue that when God spoke the words to 
Abram that he really had Jesus in mind. Of course, in the terms which Genesis uses we would 
say “the Seed of Genesis 3” rather than “Jesus,” but you 
understand they’re actually the same. The way it really 
looks is this. The focal point is not Abram, but actually 
his seed. The nations are all blessed directly through 
Messiah. In this way Abram is only the channel through 
which the seed comes, but the blessing is given directly 
from the Seed himself.  

In the context of all that we’ve seen so far we know that this “blessing” is not some vague idea of 
material blessing, but rather the most important blessing that mankind needs: namely salvation, 
the restoration of all that was lost in Genesis 3 and it is all going to come to us in the seed, Jesus. 
To be completely accurate we should probably say that this salvation answers all that was lost in 
Genesis 3—11 because you’ll notice that it is all the nations (plural) that will receive this 
blessing. Remember that we didn’t have nations in Genesis 3 . . .  not until the story of Babel did 
we have nations. In a very real sense what God is promising through Abraham will solve all that 
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has gone wrong so far in Genesis. God will restore the relationships between himself and 
mankind, between couples (like Adam & Eve) and also between nations that misunderstand and 
war against each other. When we add in the idea of restoring the rule over this cursed world, we 
see that this is a very comprehensive salvation. It is again, not simply individuals going to 
heaven when they die, but God working in Jesus to restore and redeem all of his material 
creation. He will set it all right and put it back into perfect functioning order (shalom) as he 
intended in Genesis 1–2!  

So, in a preliminary conclusion I want you to see 
that the promises of Genesis 12 are not distinct 
from what we’ve seen so far. In fact these new 
promises sit firmly on top of the foundational 
promise of Genesis 3:15 because they’re all 
related to it.  

Why do I say, “they’re all related to it?” Because, first of all the leader of Gen 12:3 is in fact the 
same person as the seed of 3:15. This is incidentally why we use the general word of leader, 
because he is more than just a redeemer because he will ultimately rule with the scepter as well, 
so the word Leader summarizes the concepts well. Also, notice how Peter describes Jesus before 
the Sanhedrin: “God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior, to give repentance to 
Israel and forgiveness of sins” (Acts 5:31).  Not only does the leader idea of 12:3 relate to the 
original promise, but the land and the nation relate as well. Here’s how.  

The second part of the promise to make a single great nation from Abraham (12:2) is related to 
the Seed promise of Gen 3:15 like this: God begins to fulfill this part of the promise in the book 
of Exodus. He promises (Exodus 19:5–6) that he will constitute 13 individual Jewish tribes into 
one nation of priests.  

5 Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my 
treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine;6 and you shall be to me 
a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.’  

 

Now in any religion a priest is a 
mediator between God and men, 
whether we’re talking about an Old 
Testament priest, or a Roman 
Catholic priest or a Buddhist priest 
or whatever. What is curious in this 
promise is that God will actually 
make every Israelite a priest in some 
sense. Now if everyone is a priest, 
the question becomes then “to what 
audience will they serve as priests since there is no one left to ‘be a priest to’”? But when you 
begin to think biblically about God’s whole plan you realize that God hasn’t chosen Israel 
because he has abandoned the world, but just the opposite: he has chosen Israel as an instrument 
to reach the world, so that answer, “to whom is Israel to function for as a priest?” is “the other 
nations,” that is the whole world and he wants them to mediate the truth about the message of the 
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coming Messiah, the answer to everyone’s most important needs!  

Third, let’s talk about how the land 
promise relates. Most Christians assume 
that the promise of land had to do with 
its extreme fertility and goodness, a 
land flowing with milk and honey. The 
assumption is that God simply liked the 
people of Israel and wanted to give 
them a nice place to live and while that 
may be true, there is a lot more going 
on here. While the land does have some 
natural beauty, it really wasn’t the 
quality of the soil or the views that God desired for his people. This picture from southern Israel 
isn’t what all the land looks like but it’s not atypical either. (And now you know why the 
preferred method of capital punishment was stoning in the Old Testament, seriously).  

What made this particular piece of real estate important is what makes every piece of real estate 
important: location, location, location! When 
moving from continent to continent we must 
realize that certain areas were out of bounds 
for the ancient traveler. The Mediterranean 
Sea was practically impassable for the 
ancient traveler. Even 2000 years later than 
Abraham Paul always had trouble when he 
got on ships! Likewise, the Saudi Arabian 
desert was impassable. This meant that if one 
wanted to move from Europe to Africa he 
had to travel over the “land bridge” of 
ancient Palestine. The travel from Africa to 
Asia also compelled one to pass through Israel. Can you surmise, then why God would want to 
take a nation of little “Billy Grahams” and plop them down in the most strategic crossroads of 
the ancient world? To summarize the first main concept then, this entire section then Gen 12:1-3 
is not different from Gen 3:15; in fact, it is directly based upon, and expands, the original 
promise.  

Now for the second main concept related to Gen 12. I want to focus on the statement from God 
in 12:1: “Leave your country” and ask the question, “Is this a command or is it a condition?” 
Now, if all you had to work with was just this verse alone the answer would be difficult, but you 
could still come to a tentative conclusion. If the statement was a condition you would expect to 
see “If then” language. If the statement was a command, it would simply be a straightforward 
declaration. So, which is it? It seems to me that we’re working with a simple command rather 
than a condition. Therefore, I would say it is unconditional, that is, without conditions.  This 
might seem like we’re making a big point out of a very little amount of grammar but let me offer 
two responses: 1) we can see this grammatical lesson reinforced later in the story and 2) this is a 
very significant concept. Let’s say for the sake of argument that the statement was offered in the 
form of a condition such as “Abram, IF you leave your country, then I will give you a land.” If 
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that were the case, then the promises would not happen unless Abram responded to them. But the 
point of this grammar, and the rest of the Abram story, is that these promises are emphatically 
unconditional. The promises of God in Gen 12:1-3 will be fulfilled because “He said so,” 
whether anyone believes them or not. We might compare this to you sitting on a train track. If I 
tell you that a train is coming, then you have a choice to believe or disbelieve my statement. Now 
if a train is really coming down the track, you still have the choice to respond, but your particular 
response of believing or not believing won’t make any difference at all to the train… it’s still 
coming! Now it does make a difference if you believe (not to the train but to you) because then 
you’ll take the proper action and remove yourself from the tracks. So, its better for you, but 
technically doesn’t change the fact of the coming of the train. These are the two main points I 
wanted to make about Genesis 12: 1) it is just an expansion of Genesis 3 and 2) it is 
unconditional. Now let’s see how it this plays out in the text. 

The promises have been given in 12:1-3 and in 12:4 Abram responds in faith by simply leaving 
the land of Ur (Heb 11:8). So, he believes, but how strong and deep is his faith? 

The very first story we’re told is of Abram and Sarai in Egypt in 12:10-20.   

12:10 There was a famine in the land, so Abram went down to Egypt to stay for a while because 
the famine was severe. 12:11 As he approached Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, “Look, I know 
that you are a beautiful woman. 12:12 When the Egyptians see you they will say, ‘This is his 
wife.’ Then they will kill me but will keep you alive. 12:13 So tell them you are my sister so that it 
may go well for me because of you and my life will be spared on account of you.” 

 

12:14 When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. 12:15 
When Pharaoh’s officials saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh. So Abram’s wife was taken into 
the household of Pharaoh, 12:16 and he did treat Abram well on account of her. Abram received 
sheep and cattle, male donkeys, male servants, female servants, female donkeys, and camels. 

 

12:17 But the LORD struck Pharaoh and his household with severe diseases because of Sarai, 
Abram’s wife. 12:18 So Pharaoh summoned Abram and said, “What is this you have done to me? 
Why didn’t you tell me that she was your wife? 12:19 Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that 
I took her to be my wife? Here is your wife! Take her and go!” 12:20 Pharaoh gave his men 
orders about Abram, and so they expelled him, along with his wife and all his possessions   

 

Abram lies about his marriage to Sarai out of fear for his life, so she is taken into Pharaoh’s 
harem. Now the question that the thoughtful reader should ask is “What does this mean in terms 
of the promises?” Some might wonder if it even matters. After all, couldn’t Abram just find 
another wife? Actually the answer is “no,” because God considers marriages to be binding (we 
know that from Genesis 2) and when he spoke the promises it wasn’t just to Abram but to Sarai 
too, so in very real terms if Sarai goes to Pharaoh’s harem then it will be very difficult for Abram 
to give birth to a nation as a single person! Also, if he doesn’t have a nation of offspring then 
there will be no one to actually possess the land and most importantly there won’t be a leader 
who comes. In short, if Sarai remains with Pharaoh the promises are dead. Suddenly this simple 
story that at first appears to be a simple morality tale (about lying) takes on much more serious 
significance. So how does the story end? Abram comes to his senses, right? And says, “Oh my, I 
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can’t believe I’ve been so stupid.” So, he rides in on a white horse, 
rescues his bride, and defiantly tells Pharaoh to stop messing with 
God’s people, right? Not exactly. Abram is no hero here, but the 
story does require one. Who is it? None other than the One who 
made the promises. If God is going to keep his promises (and 
we’ve seen that’s just the kind of God he is) then he must 
supernaturally intervene to make sure that they’re kept. He Spoke 
(just like Gen 1 and 3) the promises. Therefore, they are 
unconditional!  

Before we leave this story I want to emphasize again how we discerned the message of the text 
just so we can learn how to interpret the Bible correctly and have confidence in our 
interpretation. If you’ll remember we talked about the three different questions one can ask the 
text: historical, moral and theological. If we thought the story was simply meant to relay 
historical details, then the message would have been something about the occurrence of famines 

in the ancient world--- something that no one cares about. If we thought the story was meant to 
teach morality then the message would be something like “don’t lie” or “don’t be afraid” and 
“trust God” and then, of course, if you do lie or fail to trust God you’ll become very, very rich. 
Wait, that can’t be right! I think this illustrates that something deeper is going on in this story 
and for nearly every other story in the Bible for that matter. The focus is on the theological, that 
is, teaching us about God and in this instance the message is clear: God is so intent on keeping 
those unconditional promises that even when Abraham and Sarah fail, he will intervene to make 
sure the promises happen.  

So, if we could interview Abraham at this point in the story we might say, “Abram, you kind of 
messed up here.” He might have responded, “Yes, yes I did and I’m so sorry. I should have 
trusted God, but I had a little lapse there. Learned my lesson though… won’t let it happen 
again.” Well that’s good to hear! I wonder if it’s the last time we’ll hear it. Hmmm. 

Genesis	15	
Now would be a good time to read the entire chapter of Genesis 15 on your own before you read 
on. 

15:1 After these things the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: “Fear not, Abram! I am 
your shield and the one who will reward you in great abundance.” 
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15:2 But Abram said, “O sovereign Lord, what will you give me since I continue to be childless, 
and my heir is Eliezer of Damascus?” 15:3 Abram added, “Since you have not given me a 
descendant, then look, one born in my house will be my heir!” 

15:4 But look, the word of the Lord came to him: “This man will not be your heir, but instead a 
son who comes from your own  

body will be your heir.” 15:5 The Lord took him outside and said, “Gaze into the sky and count 
the stars – if you are able to count them!” Then he said to him, “So will your descendants be.” 

15:6 Abram believed the Lord, and the Lord considered his response of faith as proof of genuine 
loyalty.  

15:7 The Lord said to him, “I am the Lord who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give 
you this land to possess.” 15:8 But Abram said, “O sovereign Lord, by what can I know that I am 
to possess it?” 

15:9 The Lord said to him, “Take for me a heifer, a goat, and a ram, each three years old, along 
with a dove and a young pigeon.” 15:10 So Abram took all these for him and then cut them in two 
and placed each half opposite the other, but he did not cut the birds in half. 15:11 When birds of 
prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away. 

15:12 When the sun went down, Abram fell sound asleep, and great terror overwhelmed him. 
15:13 Then the Lord said to Abram, “Know for certain that your descendants will be strangers in 
a foreign country. They will be enslaved and oppressed for four hundred years. 15:14 But I will 
execute judgment on the nation that they will serve. Afterward they will come out with many 
possessions. 15:15 But as for you, you will go to your ancestors in peace and be buried at a good 
old age. 15:16 In the fourth generation your descendants will return here, for the sin of the 
Amorites has not yet reached its limit.” 

15:17 When the sun had gone down and it was dark, a smoking firepot with a flaming torch 
passed between the animal parts. 15:18 That day the Lord made a covenant with Abram: “To 
your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the Euphrates River – 
15:19 the land of the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, 15:20 Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites, 15:21 
Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites, and Jebusites.” 

Several years pass and Abram and Sarai still don’t have a son. Abram is disappointed and begins 
to question his understanding of God’s promise. He thinks that perhaps he’ll have to adopt 
Eliezer and says so to God. God’s response is rather emphatic and specific, “This man will not 
be your heir” (15:4). God is simply stating the plain sense of the original promise in 12:1-3, 
namely that he and Sarah would have children in the normal way! Abram correctly responded in 
faith (15:6). Now this should not be understood as the first time that he did, for Hebrews 11 tells 
us explicitly that Abram’s obedience in Genesis 12:4, leaving Ur, was literally a step of faith. In 
the Genesis record this should be understood as another exercise of the kind of faith that has 
shown before and which God desires.  

Even so, Abram is still intent on securing some tangible sign that he will indeed see the promises 
in his day. God graciously offers an object lesson. This lesson, though strange to our ears, was 
based on a very familiar method of making covenants with one special twist. It typically began 
with two people who wanted to enter into an agreement or covenant together. They would then 
slaughter several animals and separate them into two rows (a very bloody endeavor) and walk 
together between the animals as a way to solemnly pledge their commitment to their agreement. 
The message was clear:  Bernie vowed to keep his conditions and Julio vowed to keep his 
conditions, upon pain of death. Each person thought, “I would rather die like one of these 
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animals than break my end of the 
bargain.” This was the custom.  

The really cool lesson here, 
however, is that it actually played 
out in a slightly different way in 
Genesis 15.  Abraham and God 
moved through the animals 
together and each vowed to keep their promises, right? Wrong! Do you understand why this 
would have missed the whole point? God took the traditional covenant ceremony that happened 
between two people and added an incredible twist to demonstrate the amazing difference 
between human covenants and His covenant. How did the story actually go?  

Abram didn’t walk through at all; 
rather, God put him into a deep sleep 
so that only God, symbolized by a 
smoking pot and fire, moved through 
the animals. God vowed to keep his 
conditions and the fact that Abram 
was absent sent the message that 
there are no human conditions. This 
picture clarifies again why we say 
these promises are unconditional. 
They depend only upon God. It is good for Abram if he believes because he can then behave 
appropriately and make wise choices in life that are in accord with the reality of what God will 
do. But the train is still coming down the track, no matter what Abram does, because God said 
so. “So, Abram do you believe now?” “Yes, uh, sorry, I’ve got it. Won’t let it happen again.” 
That’s reassuring. 

Since the truth from Gen 15 clarifies and affirms what has 
come before, let’s place it on top of the other promises that 
it rests on.  

Chapter	16	
In Chapter 16 God’s promise conflicts with the culture. Once again, several years have passed 
and no son has been born. In similar fashion to chapter 15 the couple theorizes that perhaps God 
didn’t really mean what he said about becoming a great nation. “Perhaps God meant that Abram 
would be the father, but perhaps Sarai isn’t supposed to be the mother, besides everyone else in 
the culture has children this way.” We don’t know the rationalization was exactly but in the end,  
it was a failure to simply trust in the promise and lasting, negative consequences followed the 
couple. 

Chapter	17	
In chapter 17 God reveals even more about the promise.  

17:1 When Abram was 99 years old, the Lord appeared to him and said, “I am the sovereign 
God. Walk before me and be blameless. 17:2 Then I will confirm my covenant between me and 
you, and I will give you a multitude of descendants.” 
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17:3 Abram bowed down with his face to the ground, and God said to him, 17:4 “As for me, this 
is my covenant with you: You will be the father of a multitude of nations. 17:5 No longer will 
your name be Abram. Instead, your name will be Abraham because I will make you the father of a 
multitude of nations. 17:6 I will make you extremely fruitful. I will make nations of you, and kings 
will descend from you. 17:7 I will confirm my covenant as a perpetual covenant between me and 
you. It will extend to your descendants after you throughout their generations. I will be your God 
and the God of your descendants after you. 17:8 I will give the whole land of Canaan – the land 
where you are now residing – to you and your descendants after you as a permanent possession. I 
will be their God.” 

God adds even more clarity to the promise, telling Abram that he’ll be the father of many 
nations. I can imagine Abram’s impatient response, “Those extra promises are really great, God, 
but to tell you the truth, at this point, I’d be very content with just one boy!” Later in the chapter 
God goes on about his promises to Sarai and changes her name as well! 

17:15 Then God said to Abraham, “As for your wife, you must no longer call her Sarai; Sarah 
will be her name. 17:16 I will bless her and will give you a son through her. I will bless her and 
she will become a mother of nations. Kings of countries will come from her!” 17:17 Then 
Abraham bowed down with his face to the ground and laughed as he said to himself, “Can a son 
be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Can Sarah bear a child at the age of ninety?” 
17:18 Abraham said to God, “O that Ishmael might live before you!” 

At this point (17:17) Abraham just can’t take it anymore and he laughs before the LORD, but this 
response really betrays a moment of unbelief and God knows it.  

17:17 Then Abraham bowed down with his face to the ground and laughed as he said to himself, 
“Can a son be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Can Sarah bear a child at the age of 
ninety?” 

I don’t think God is angry with him but because of his response God commands him to name the 
son “Isaac.” The irony and point of this command is found in the meaning of the word laughter, 
which is our translation of the Hebrew word Isaac. What God is saying is this, when the boy is 
born and grows up and you call him in for lunch and say “c’mon laughter come wash your 
hands” you’ll be reminded that what stands before you is the fulfillment of a promise that at one 
point you simply dismissed with laughter. Let it be a reminder to you that I am the kind of God 
who keeps promises that many people simply laugh at when they hear. So “Abraham, do you 
believe now?” “Yes, uh, sorry, I’ve got it. Won’t let it happen again.” That’s reassuring. 

Genesis	18	
But let’s not be too hard on Abraham because he’s not the only one to have laughed at a promise 
of God. In chapter 18 three angels visit Abraham and Sarah.  

18:1 The Lord appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre while he was sitting at the entrance to 
his tent during the hottest time of the day. 18:2 Abraham looked up and saw three men standing 
across from him. When he saw them he ran from the entrance of the tent to meet them and bowed 
low to the ground.  

18:3 He said, “My lord, if I have found favor in your sight, do not pass by and leave your 
servant. 18:4 Let a little water be brought so that you may all wash your feet and rest under the 
tree. 18:5 And let me get a bit of food so that you may refresh yourselves since you have passed 
by your servant’s home. After that you may be on your way.” “All right,” they replied, “you may 
do as you say.” 
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18:6 So Abraham hurried into the tent and said to Sarah, “Quick! Take three measures of fine 
flour, knead it, and make bread.” 18:7 Then Abraham ran to the herd and chose a fine, tender 
calf, and gave it to a servant, who quickly prepared it. 18:8 Abraham then took some curds and 
milk, along with the calf that had been prepared, and placed the food before them. They ate while 
he was standing near them under a tree. 

18:9 Then they asked him, “Where is Sarah your wife?” He replied, “There, in the tent.” 18:10 
One of them said, “I will surely return to you when the season comes round again, and your wife 
Sarah will have a son!” (Now Sarah was listening at the entrance to the tent, not far behind him. 
18:11 Abraham and Sarah were old and advancing in years; Sarah had long since passed 
menopause.) 18:12 So Sarah laughed to herself, thinking, “After I am worn out will I have 
pleasure, especially when my husband is old too?”  

18:13 The Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Will I really have a child when 
I am old?’ 18:14 Is anything impossible for the Lord? I will return to you when the season comes 
round again and Sarah will have a son.” 18:15 Then Sarah lied, saying, “I did not laugh,” 
because she was afraid. But the Lord said, “No! You did laugh.” 

 

Two of these persons later 
(Genesis 19) go down to 
Sodom and Gomorrah, but the 
other is called the angel of the 
LORD, and is possibly, a pre-
Bethlehem incarnation of Jesus 
himself. No one knows for sure 
if it is Jesus or just another 
angel from the LORD, but can 
you imagine the irony of the 
situation if it is? The ultimate 
seed has come to assure 
Abraham that he in fact will 
have a son through whom the 
rest of the promises will be 
fulfilled. I can imagine that the 
conversation may have gone!  

Of course, back in the tent 
Sarah is listening.  

So, “Sarah do you believe 
now?” “Yes, uh, sorry, I’ve got 
it. Won’t let it happen again.”  
That’s reassuring. 

 

 

 

44

Yes, you will have a son.
If Isaac isn’t born, then 

I can’t be born

Well that’s great 
news, but how 
do you know?

Wait a 
minute, who 
are you, and 
how can you 

be born?

Sorry, it gets complicated. 
Just stay away from  kings 
who think your wife is hot, 

OK? Trust me…

46

Well that’s so silly to think a 
woman my age could be a 

mother?!  Isaac, Isaac, 
Isaac!!
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Genesis	20	
When you read chapter 20 you should experience a certain amount of déjà vu!   

20:1 Abraham journeyed from there to the Negev region and settled between Kadesh and Shur. 
While he lived as a temporary resident in Gerar, 20:2 Abraham said about his wife Sarah, “She 
is my sister.” So Abimelech, king of Gerar, sent for Sarah and took her. 

20:3 But God appeared to Abimelech in a dream at night and said to him, “You are as good as 
dead because of the woman you have taken, for she is someone else’s wife.” 

20:4 Now Abimelech had not gone near her. He said, “Lord, would you really slaughter an 
innocent nation? 20:5 Did Abraham not say to me, ‘She is my sister’? And she herself said, ‘He is 
my brother.’ I have done this with a clear conscience and with innocent hands!”  

20:6 Then in the dream God replied to him, “Yes, I know that you have done this with a clear 
conscience. That is why I have kept you from sinning against me and why I did not allow you to 
touch her. 20:7 But now give back the man’s wife. Indeed he is a prophet and he will pray for 
you; thus you will live. But if you don’t give her back, know that you will surely die along with all 
who belong to you.” 

 

It seems like we’ve been here before, and we have. It’s the same story as chapter 12 with only a 
superficial change in location and names. Once again Abraham’s faith falters and he lies about 
his wife who is taken into the harem of Abimelech. Once again, the potential for the promises 
drops to nearly zero at least humanly speaking. Fortunately, Abraham comes to his senses and 
says, “Hey I’ve made this mistake before and I’m not making it again. Hey, Abimelech, give me 
my wife back now.” If Abraham were the hero perhaps the story would have ended this way. But 
once again it is God who intervenes. Why? Because He spoke the 
promises and they’re unconditional, still! If I were God I would 
have given up on Abraham by now, wouldn’t you? I would say, 
“I’ve given you enough chances and you still don’t learn. I’m 
going to spend my time with someone else who will listen more 
carefully to me.” But in reality, God wouldn’t do that, indeed, God 
couldn’t do that because he is bound by his promises. So, “Abram 
do you believe now?”  “Yes, uh, sorry, I’ve got it. Won’t let it 
happen again.” That’s reassuring.  

Finally, after years of waiting little “laughter” is born (chapter 20) to this elderly couple. If this 
were a feel-good story this would be a wonderful place to bring down the curtains and have 
everyone go home, but of course, this story is about much more than just the birth of a baby. It is, 
in reality, a story about the development of a grown man. That growth happens through the trials 
and decisions that confront him on a daily basis, but none were more dramatic than the final 
decision he faced.  
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Genesis	22	
The significance of the sacrifice of 
Isaac is often missed because it isn’t 
read in context of the whole story of 
God’s work in Abraham’s life. 
Traditionally, people teach that this is a 
test to see how much Abraham loves 
God, but this reason bothers me 
because it places a father’s love for his 
son and God in opposition to each 
other, when, in reality, these two are 
complementary. The way a father 
really loves God is to love his boy and the most loving thing a father can do for a son is to love 
God with all his heart. Another misunderstanding is that this is a test of obedience. In a sense this 
is true, but if it’s just obedience that God is after he could have asked Abraham to sacrifice 
Sarah, but he doesn’t. Why not? Because this isn’t a question about Abraham’s love for his 
family or God. God is asking Abraham, “Do you believe that I will keep my promises?” (If that 
doesn’t make sense then keep reading!) Abraham answers by his faithful actions.  

22:1 Some time after these things God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” “Here I 
am!” Abraham replied. 22:2 God said, “Take your son – your only son, whom you love, Isaac – 
and go to the land of Moriah! Offer him up there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains 
which I will indicate to you.” 

22:3 Early in the morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey. He took two of his young 
servants with him, along with his son Isaac. When he had cut the wood for the burnt offering, he 
started out for the place God had spoken to him about. 

22:4 On the third day Abraham caught sight of the place in the distance. 22:5 So he said to his 
servants, “You two stay here with the donkey while the boy and I go up there. We will worship 
and then return to you.” 

Now what does Abraham mean by “I and the boy will go up and . . . return to you (22:5)?” I’ll 
offer you two alternatives. First, perhaps he thought to himself, “I will take my boy and build an 
altar and bind him on it and raise my knife in the air and at the last minute God will stop me and 
the boy and I will then return to the servants.” Or, second, was he thinking, “I will take my boy 
and build an altar and bind him on it and raise my knife in the air and bring it down into his chest 
and watch my boy die, and then I’ll light the wood and burn him to ashes as a sacrifice to God. 
But then . . . I don’t know how . . . but God will take those ashes and form them back into my 
boy and God will breathe life into him. God will speak him back into existence and then he and I 
will return to the servants and then we will return to our home and the boy will marry and then 
he will have a son who will have so many sons that they are like the stars in the heaven.” We 
know that the second alternative is what he was thinking because the text tells us so in Hebrews 
chapter 11:17-19! 

By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice.   

 He who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only son, even 

 though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.” 
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7C God confirms Abraham’s faith in the promises, 22

Traditionally:
1) Do you love your boy 

more than God?
2) Just how “obedient” 

will you be?
In Reality:
Do you believe that I will 

keep my promises?
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Abraham knew that Isaac was the channel through whom the promises would 
come. He reasoned that if Isaac died before having children that this would 
mean the end of the promises, but he knew from his lifetime of experience that 
God would never let the promises die, indeed they must come true. Therefore, if 
God asked him to kill Isaac, and he did, then God would somehow restore his 
life. As the text says in Hebrews 11:19:  

Abraham reasoned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking,  

he did receive Isaac back from death. 

 
You see, the story really is about the question, “Will God keep his promises to Abraham?” 

Is this faith? This is the most amazing story of faith in the Bible. You and I have had 2000 years 
to get used to the idea of resurrection, but Abraham probably didn’t even know the term! He 
simply believed his way past the circumstances to this divine conclusion.  

So, as we near the end of Abraham’s story it’s fair to ask if he is the hero. He does end well, but 
if Moses was trying to demonstrate what a hero Abraham is, he should have left out all the 
failures.  

• In 12 he failed when he gave his wife away to Pharaoh.  
• In 15 he failed when he thought Eliezer would be his adopted son.  
• In 16 he failed when he thought Hagar would be a better choice than waiting on the 

promise.  
• In 17 he laughed when God said he and Sarah would be parents.  
• In 20 he failed when he gave his wife away again to Abimelech.  

No, the hero of this story is the God who patiently worked in Abraham’s life to bring him to a 
point of unshakable trust in himself. What’s amazing about this story isn’t Abraham himself, but 
the God of Abraham. I take comfort in this story. Sometimes I don’t know if I’m in chapter 15 of 
Abraham’s life or 16 or 17, but I know that I’m not yet in 22! But the good news for you and for 
me is that we serve the same God who won’t give up on us until we’re there. And if Abraham’s 
story has anything to say about ours, it will be a lifelong process, no matter how badly we know 
we need it or want it. The good news is that God doesn’t run out of time or patience!  

One more interesting facet to the story of Isaac involves the geography. When God called him to 
sacrifice his son he was in Beersheba, a town in southern Israel. A three-day journey took him to 
mount Moriah, that we now know as Jerusalem.  

Do you see how God is painting this intricate picture? The father took his beloved son, whom he 
loved, with wood on his back up a hill in Jerusalem to be a sacrifice. Isaac turned out not to be a 
sacrifice, but 2000 years later another beloved son would walk up a hill with wood on his back to 
please his father and become the sacrifice for the world to redeem their broken relationships and 
restore their rule. Only two sons in the entire Bible are called “only begotten” the most famous 
one you know and this one. Isaac isn’t the final seed, but he is a wonderful picture of that final 
one!  
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Hebrews 11:17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who  

had received the promises was offering up is only begotten son.  (NASB). 

 
The interesting thing about the word translated as “only begotten” is that it doesn’t mean “only 
conceived” but rather “one of a kind” and specifically, both Isaac and Jesus are “one of a kind” 
because the promise only comes through them! 

Genesis	23	
The final chapter in Abraham’s story involves the death of Sarah and the 400 shekels (Genesis 
23). At least two things make this an underrated story: 1) the significance is usually lost since it 
isn’t read in light of the whole context of Abraham’s life and 2) the message lies partly hidden 
beneath ancient and dusty customs that are difficult for westerners to remove. I’ll try to help on 
both counts. 

Sarah dies in southern Israel at a special town known as Hebron. Hebron is the highest spot in 
southern Israel and the altitude makes the hot climate of Israel more bearable, so it is a choice 
city and a famous city because of the events of this chapter. According to middle eastern wisdom 
(partly developed from living in hot regions) bodies must be buried immediately so Abraham is 
up against a time crunch. To make matters worse, since he is a wanderer, he doesn’t own any 
land at all, and you can’t bury your dead wife in someone else’s front yard. When Abraham goes 
to buy the land from the Hittites he admits that he is an alien and a stranger as he begs to be sold 
a piece of this (his promised) land.  

23:1 Sarah lived 127 years. 23:2 Then she died in Kiriath Arba (that is, Hebron) in the land of 
Canaan. Abraham went to mourn for Sarah and to weep for her. 

23:3 Then Abraham got up from mourning his dead wife and said to the sons of Heth, 23:4 “I am 
an alien and a stranger among you. Grant me ownership of a burial site among you so that I may 
bury my dead.” 

23:5 The sons of Heth answered Abraham, 23:6 “Listen, sir, you are a mighty prince among us! 
You may bury your dead in the choicest of our tombs. None of us will refuse you his tomb to 
prevent you from burying your dead.” 

23:7 Abraham got up and bowed down to the local people, the sons of Heth. 23:8 Then he said to 
them, “If you agree that I may bury my dead, then hear me out. Ask Ephron the son of Zohar 23:9 
if he will sell me the cave of Machpelah that belongs to him; it is at the end of his field. Let him 
sell it to me publicly for the full price, so that I may own it as a burial site.” 

23:10 (Now Ephron was sitting among the sons of Heth.) Ephron the Hethite replied to Abraham 
in the hearing of the sons of Heth – before all who entered the gate of his city – 23:11 “No, my 
lord! Hear me out. I sell you both the field and the cave that is in it. In the presence of my people 
I sell it to you. Bury your dead.” 

23:12 Abraham bowed before the local people 23:13 and said to Ephron in their hearing, “Hear 
me, if you will. I pay to you the price of the field. Take it from me so that I may bury my dead 
there.” 

23:14 Ephron answered Abraham, saying to him, 23:15 “Hear me, my lord. The land is worth 
400 pieces of silver, but what is that between me and you? So bury your dead.”  

What may appear to be a friendly give-away of the land to westerners is in reality a very serious, 
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middle eastern bartering session. When Ephron finally says, “The land is worth 400 pieces of 
silver, but what is that between me and you?” the answer is actually “that’s an exorbitant price 
that shows you’re taking serious advantage of my situation!” In the end, Abraham, who is heir of 
the entire land is swindled badly and still treated like an alien and a stranger. He buries his wife 
under duress and in sadness and poignant awareness that all of the promises have not yet come 
true. What this story does for us is to confirm that up to this point the land promises have not yet 
come true. In point of fact, none of the promises were fulfilled in Abraham’s lifetime. He only 
saw hints and hope of what was to come. Hebrews 11:13-14 is the perfect commentary on this.  

All these people were still living by faith when they died.  They did not receive the things 
promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that they 
were aliens and strangers on earth. 

 

Only in Genesis 23 does this phrase “aliens and strangers” 
occur about Abraham so that the writer of Hebrews  

provides us with divine commentary on this very story. 

Conclusion	
About	God’s	program	
Hebrews 11 ends with these words: 

39 These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised. 
40 God had planned something better for us so that only together with us would they receive the 
promises. 

 

These promises are unconditional, so we know 
they’ll be completely fulfilled one day, but 
Hebrews clues us into the fact that they’re still 
awaiting final fulfillment! At this point we can 
return to where we started and identify a few 
new features. In the introduction to this unit 
we showed this graphic which illustrates that 
God’s work with Abraham is the way forward 
in his eventual redemption of the planet. But 
now that we have seen the story of Abraham 
in detail, we can understand how directly it answers the recent tragedy of Babel. At Babel the 
community of the human race was badly fragmented into uncooperative nations, but the promise 
solves this by blessing all these nations in Abraham’s Seed. In Christ all nations are put back 
together into one “new man” as Paul would say.  

Based on what we’ve just seen about the partial and relatively slow fulfillment of the promises I 
need to add that the solution of the nations being blessed in Genesis 12:3 is really only a 

59

1) Swindled
2) Admits he is
“alien & stranger”

Creation

Fall

Restoration

Cain

Lamech

“Daughters of men”
Flood

Babel Abraham

8

Redemption



 [OT LIT: GENESIS 12–25, ABRAHAM]           Page 16 of 17 
 
shadowy promise in the Old Testament! Although the land (12:1) and the nation (12:2) are 
fulfilled in the books of Joshua and Exodus, respectively, the promise of real blessing to nations 
is only realized when the leader himself arrives. This important part of the gospel message, the 

uniting of the nations in Christ begins to take place in the Church (see the books of Galatians and 
Ephesians for the best treatment of this theme) and looks forward to the second coming of Jesus 
for its final and complete fulfillment (Revelation 7).  

About	God	himself	
I want to take just a moment to reflect on the journey of Abraham’s relationship with God from 
beginning to end. Thinking especially of the sacrifice of Isaac (Gen 22) how would you describe 
in one sentence Abraham’s connection with God? Pause and think about it and when you’re 
finished read on. 

No matter what conclusion we might come to the Bible fortunately answers the question for us! 
Jesus’ half-brother, James, gives us his inspired conclusion and provides a model for how we 
should understand Genesis 12–25. In chapter 2 of his epistle he says this: 

21 Was not our father Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son 
Isaac on the altar? . . .  (the story from Genesis 22) 
23 And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as 
righteousness,” (the quotation from Genesis 15)  

and he was called God’s friend (James 2:21–23). 
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We know in verse 21 James was thinking of the later part of Abraham’s life (Gen 22) and in this 
event he says the scripture from Genesis 15—Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him 
as righteousness—was fulfilled.  James is not saying that Gen 15 was a prophecy; rather, he’s 
saying that Abraham’s faith was filled up! James reads Genesis and realizes that this is a faith 
journey all the way through. Even though he started in faith and continued in faith he clearly had 
his ups and downs—just like every human does. But the best part is that Abraham continued on 
the journey, and even more importantly, God continued on the journey with him and brought him 
to the point where his “faith cup” was filled all the way to the top. And when God asked him to 
do the hardest thing imaginable Abraham passed the test because he trusted God completely. 
And what does it mean when your trust in God is so complete that you’ll follow him anywhere 
and do anything he asks because you’re so convinced of his faithfulness to you? According to 
James it means you are God’s friend. 

I hope you’ve come to understand that this is not merely a sentimental thought or that Abraham 
has settled for the door prize of human achievement. No, he’s attained the primary thing—the 
only thing worth having in life—the friendship of God. Everything else is secondary. In our 
culture of achievement and proving our self-worth this doesn’t seem very valuable but that just 
exposes our own idols. Abraham came to understand the entire point of life and in the time 
period in which he lived he came about as close to returning to Eden as a person could. 
Remember, this is the whole goal of scripture and your life. 

 

5

• Historical—inform the reader about facts that happened in the past
– What's good? The Bible is true and accuratedetails

• Moral—inform the reader about how to behave
– Becoming a "nice" person isn't really what God cares about most

• Theological—revealing WHO God is—to draw the reader 
into relationship with him
– What's good? Everything.
– What's the problem? Nothing.


