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Abraham’s relationship with God 
God calls Abram (Genesis 11:27-12:9) 
Abram was born in Ur but when he was young his father, Terah, planned to move with him to Canaan (modern 
Palestine/Israel).  For an unknown reason he stopped half-way, in a place called Haran (in the south of modern 
Turkey).  The people of Ur worshipped many gods, but Abram’s family knew about the true God.  God spoke to 
Abram, calling him to leave his home to go to a land He would give him.  God made three promises to Abram:  
1. to make Abram’s name great (contrasting with the builders of the tower of Babel, who aimed to make 

their own name great) by making his descendants into a great nation (12:2); 
2. to bless or curse all other peoples on the basis of their response to Abram and his descendants (12:3); 
3. to give the land of Canaan to Abram’s descendants (12:7a).   

Importantly, when the word ‘descendants’ (or ‘offspring’) appears in these promises, it is an echo of the 
promised descendant of the woman who would defeat Satan (the Hebrew word is the same, meaning ‘seed’).  
It is through this man that God will fulfil the promise of sending a rescuer for sinful human beings.  Abram 
obeyed God and left Haran accompanied by his nephew, Lot.  Abram was following the ‘way of faith’ just as 
Abel and Noah had.  He called on God’s name and worshipped Him through sacrifice (12:7-8). 
 

Faith and disobedience (Genesis 15) 
God’s promise to give Abram many descendants, including the promised rescuer, seemed impossible because 
he had no children and was growing old (v2)!  Hearing the promise repeated, however, Abram trusted God.  
The important point here is who God is – the chapter begins with God calling Abram to trust him personally as 
his protector and provider.  Abram takes God at His word and obeys His commands on the basis that He will 
fulfil His promises.   Genesis 15:6, one of the most important verses in the Bible: Abram believed God, and He 
credited it to him as righteousness.  Abraham was not righteous – he was sinful like every other descendant of 
Adam and Genesis records his faults honestly (e.g., Chapter 20) – but God counted his faith as righteousness.  
Through trusting in God, Abraham received what he did not deserve – right standing before God.   
 

Abram’s ageing wife, Sarai, did not, however, believe that God would fulfil His promise through her, so she 
gave her Egyptian slave, Hagar, to the 85-year-old Abram as a partner, hoping she would have a son as Abram’s 
heir (v2).  When Hagar became pregnant she despised her mistress and Sarai blamed Abraham.  Abraham 
refused to intervene, and Sarai mistreated Hagar.  Hagar ran away, but God protected her and told her to 
return to her mistress, promising her descendants would be numerous (v10) and naming her son Ishmael (v11).  
Instead of trusting God, Sarai and Abram tried to fulfil His plan their own way.   
 

God’s covenant with Abram (Genesis 17:1-22) 
In Genesis 17, God reaffirms His promises to Abraham in a covenant (first made in Genesis 15:18): 
 

Promises Many descendants; blessing to other nations; possession of Canaan (v6-8) 
Rule His male descendants must be circumcised (v10) 
Sign Circumcision (v11) 

 

To mark this covenant relationship, God renamed Abram.  In the Bible, names often say something about 
people’s characters.  Abram means ‘exalted father’, but Abraham means ‘father of many’.  Sarai’s name, 
meanwhile, was changed to Sarah.  This covenant is the basis of the remainder of the Old Testament story. 
 

Isaac and Ishmael (Genesis 21:1-20) 
When Abraham was 100 years old, Sarah finally had the promised son.  They named him Isaac, meaning “he 
laughs”, because they laughed for joy and expected everyone else to laugh too (v6).  Hagar and Ishmael 
mocked Isaac and Sarah insisted that Abraham send them away (v8-10), creating a rift between Isaac and 
Ishmael that continues even to today between their descendants, the Jews and Arabs.  God continued to bless 
Ishmael (v20), but Isaac was the son of the promise through whom God’s promises would continue. 

 What does genuine faith in God look like? 
 How will the plan for a rescuer work out in human history? 
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God tests Abraham’s Faith (Genesis 22:1-18) 
God tested Abraham’s faith by asking him to do the unthinkable: kill Isaac as a sacrifice (v2).  Abraham’s 
obedience and his willingness to surrender his most precious thing showed his respect for God above all else 
(v12).  In fact, God never intended Abraham to kill Isaac and prevented him from doing so, providing a ram to 
die in Isaac’s place, reminding us again that God’s covenant depends on sacrifice.  Amazingly, God then 
intensified his promises to Abraham even further.  What had started as promises (Ch 12) and then became a 
covenant (Ch 17) is now affirmed through an oath on God’s name (v16).  God does not need to affirm His words 
in these ways, but He does so to encourage Abraham’s faith in a growing relationship of trust.  Abraham 
becomes the primary biblical example of the way of faith (see Romans 4).  From his life we learn that faith 
means listening to God’s words, trusting that He is faithful to do what He says, and acting in obedience. 

 

Abraham’s family (Genesis 24-50) 
Isaac – Abraham found Isaac a wife (Rebekah) from his extended family.  Rebekah, like Sarah, struggled for 
many years with barrenness, but eventually she had twin sons (25:21).  God repeated his promises to Isaac 
(26:1-5) and blessed him greatly (26:12) and he lived at peace with other peoples in Canaan (26:31).   
 

Jacob and Esau – Isaac’s twin sons were very different, and their story is complicated by parental 
favouritism.  The elder, Esau, Isaac’s favourite, rejected God by treating his birth right with contempt and 
marrying foreign wives who disrespected his parents (26:34-35).   The descendants of Esau became the nation 
of Edom, which was often in conflict with Israel.  Jacob, Rebekah’s favourite, tricked Esau out of his birth right 
(25:27-34) and Isaac’s blessings (chapter 27), but this deceiver’s life was changed by two encounters with God: 

a) Wrestling with God (32:22-32) – God began to change this deceiver into a man who would trust Him.  After 
wrestling with Jacob all night, God dislocated his hip, showing his supreme power and leaving him marked 
for life by a limp as a reminder, and changed his name to Israel, which means ‘God struggles’. 

b) Receiving the covenant promises (35:1-15) – in response to a command from God to worship Him, Jacob 
purified his household, ridding it of idols, and acknowledged God’s faithfulness.  God affirmed that Jacob’s 
descendants (the nation of Israel) would carry on the covenant relationship He had forged with Abraham.   

 

Jacob’s twelve sons – Jacob took two wives, sisters Leah and Rachel who, like Rebekah, were members of 
Abraham’s extended family.  He also had sons by two concubines since both his wives were barren and, like 
Sarah with Hagar, they gave their servants to him as surrogate mothers.  These odd family dynamics 
contributed to rivalry between Jacob’s twelve sons.  Joseph, eldest son of Jacob’s preferred wife Rachel, was 
his father’s favourite.  God gave him visions of his family bowing down to him.  His brothers hated him and sold 
him as a slave.  He ended up in Egypt, where through an amazing sequence of events God eventually made him 
chief ruler under Pharaoh.  He used his position to rescue his brothers and their families from a famine and to 
show them God was in control (50:20).   Jacob’s sons’ families became twelve tribes within the nation of Israel.   
 

At the end of Genesis, a question arises: which son will inherit the promises?  In previous generations this was 
clear – Isaac, not Ishmael; Jacob, not Esau.  In one sense, all twelve of Jacob’s sons inherited the covenant and 
its promises, but which would be the ancestor of the rescuer God promised to Eve?  Joseph was clearly Jacob’s 
favourite and his sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, receive special blessings from Jacob (Chapter 48 – again the 
younger, Ephraim, receives the greater blessing).  In Jacob’s blessing to another of his sons, Judah, however, he 
says that his line would be kings and that a special king from his line will receive obedience from the nations 
(49:10).  Joseph’s family will be important, but the promise of the coming rescuer continues through Judah. 
 

Genesis ends with God’s promises to Abraham incomplete: a nation had been formed (the “People of Israel”), 
but they were living in Egypt, not in the land God promised.   Notice the repeated patterns in each generation:  

 difficulties conceiving children, so that sons were received as special gifts from God;  

 elder sons passed over, with inheritance and blessing going instead to the younger brother; 

 favouritism and conflict and a mixture of obedience and disobedience (faith and sin).   
God is working out His purposes in a very ordinary (indeed a particularly messy) family through unexpected 
means.  There is a pattern in the Bible of God working through weakness and subverting expectations. 
 
 
 

 

SUMMARY: God’s covenant with Abraham began His plan of salvation for people of all nations 
 God promised to make a nation from Abraham through whom blessing will come to others. 
 Salvation comes through faith like Abraham’s: hearing God’s words, trusting Him and obeying. 


