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how does one become God’s friend? how can one raised among
idolaters be redeemed to worship the one, true, invisible God? how
does an older man with a barren wife become the father of many nations
with descendants too numerous to count? how does a wandering
nomad come to inherit the land of Canaan? the short answer: by faith.

this is the story of abraham, a towering figure in both Judaism
and Christianity. his walk with God, described in Genesis 12–25,
stands as the hinge on which the rest of the bible’s message turns.
later old testament passages remind the israelites of how God 
redeemed abraham (isa. 29:22) and showed him loving kindness
(Mic. 7:20). they recall how, from this one man, God brought
forth many (Josh. 24:2–3) and gave the land he had promised
(Neh. 9:7–8). they speak of abraham as God’s friend (2 Chron.
20:7). God’s work in the life of abraham gave hope and direction
to his descendants.

the Jews living after the old testament period continued to look
back to abraham as a pioneer and example (see 1 Macc. 2:52; Sirach
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44:19–21). he became the subject of legends (testament of levi 6:9;
apocalypse of baruch 4:4; enoch 89:10), and the term Abraham’s
bosom was a synonym for paradise (4 Macc. 13:17).

abraham is often mentioned in the New testament as well.
Stephen retold the patriarch’s story in his sermon before the San-
hedrin, and both James and the author of hebrews referred to him
as an example of faith in action (James 2:21; heb. 11:8–19). for
the apostle Paul, abraham served not only as an example of faith,
but also as a linchpin in his argument that salvation comes through
faith and not works. in his letter to the romans, Paul identified
abraham as the ancestor of the Jews and the “father of all who
believe” (rom 4:11). 

what does it mean that abraham is the father of those who believe
in Jesus Christ? it signifies that just as abraham became God’s friend
through faith, so do we. in what sense, though, does this make him
our father? there are at least three ways.

first, abraham is our father in that he provided the example of
living by faith. those blessed with loving, godly fathers understand
how much they learned about life just by watching Dad and then
doing as he did. in a similar way, we can learn how we are supposed
to believe by paying attention to how abraham believed. although
there were moments when his faith faltered, on the whole his life
provides a commendable example of how to follow God. 

this is why the author of hebrews devoted more attention to
abraham than to anyone else when he provided examples of faith.
abraham demonstrated, sometimes by his failures, that we please
God by faith, not by human effort. he illustrated how faith works
with, and sometimes beyond, human understanding. through his
example, we see that faith shows itself in deeds, as he constructed
altars, hosted God for lunch, and negotiated on Sodom’s behalf. we
see that faith requires courage, as he left behind haran, and patience
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in the decades of delay. his obedient sacrifice of isaac challenges
us to consider the limits of our own faith. like any good father,
abraham left us faithful footprints to follow.

Second, abraham is the founder of our faith, the pioneer who
charted the path that leads us to God. americans speak of George
washington as the father of our country because he was instrumen-
tal in bringing it into existence. in a similar way, abraham is the
father of our faith. he was the first believer in God’s redemptive
plan that led to Christ’s cross and empty tomb. 

when God called abraham, he promised to bless him and make
him a blessing to all nations (Gen. 12:1–3). You might call this
passage the hinge of the bible because upon it swings God’s story
of redemption. a hinge is made up of two interlocking pieces of
metal connected by a pin that allows both pieces to rotate. think
of Genesis 1–11 as one piece, describing the creation and fall of
humanity, and Genesis 12 through revelation as the other, describ-
ing how God brought about israel and the first and second coming
of Christ. abraham is the pin that connects the two pieces. 

throughout the following pages, we will watch God’s plan begin
to unfold, with abraham as the central human figure. we will hear God
first announce the essential elements of his plan as he calls abraham to
participate. we will hear God promise to give the land of Canaan to
abraham and his descendants and watch as the first plot of that land
passes into the possession of God’s people. we will watch amazed as
God miraculously provides elderly abraham and Sarah with the son
through whom all future descendants would come. abraham’s life and
the unfolding of God’s plan are inextricably linked.

even as we see the plan unfold, we catch glimpses of its future.
in a vision, God revealed to abraham what would happen to his
descendants in the four centuries that would follow. abraham’s
encounter with Melchizedek hints at another, greater priest-king yet
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to come (heb. 7). as we view abraham, a loving father, willing to
sacrifice his son for the sake of the plan, our minds cannot help but
picture another mountain, another father, another Son, a greater
love, still advancing the same plan. 

because abraham believed and obeyed, God put his plan into
motion, eventually bringing salvation to the Gentiles. as Paul wrote
to the Galatians, God “redeemed us in order that the blessing given
to abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that
by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit” (Gal. 3:14).
had abraham not believed and obeyed, God would still have
brought salvation, but it would have come in a way that bypassed
abraham. as its pioneer, abraham is the father of our faith.

a third way abraham is the father of all believers is as the arche-
type of those who would come to faith after him. i do not mean
merely a hypothetical or symbolic figure; abraham was every bit as
real as you and i. in abraham’s life, however, God provided a picture
of what it means to follow him. by watching how abraham became
God’s friend, we discover how we can become God’s friends as well. 

when manufacturers build a new product, such as a car, they start
with a prototype, a pattern on which to base all cars of that design.
of course, much of what abraham experienced does not apply to
everyone, for example, his marriage to a barren woman, his nomadic
existence, and his material blessings. Yet God intended abraham’s
life to be the prototype for future believers, establishing the pattern
that all should follow.

as our archetype, abraham is more than just an example to fol-
low. when we think of abraham as our archetype and his life as the
pattern for all believers, we focus on God and how he arranged the
circumstances of the patriarch’s life. examples can be followed or
set aside as we determine. we choose to follow abraham’s example
when he walked by faith, but we know better than to follow him in
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his moments of fear. all the people featured in the “hall of the
heroes of faith” in hebrews 11 are examples, but they are not all
archetypes. in abraham we find the prototype of the model believer,
a paradigm for every person who wants to have a relationship with
God. we can become a friend of God if we follow the pattern
marked out by abraham’s life. the word pattern derives from the
word father, so abraham is our father in that his life marked out the
pattern we must follow to become God’s friends.

we see this pattern from the very beginning of abraham’s story
that began not with abraham, but with God. abraham was called
to forsake every visible security and follow God. Similarly, your
relationship with God does not begin with you searching for him,
but with his summoning of you. his command is not to add him to
your list of loyalties, but to surrender all your security, deny your-
self, take up your cross, and follow him (Mark 8:34). there is no
other way to become a friend of God. 

as in the case of abraham, we receive in return for our loyalty a
promise (Gal. 3:18, 29). while we may experience some immediate
effects from reconciliation with God, most of the promised blessings
take time. we must be prepared to wait as abraham waited. at times
God stepped into abraham’s life and revealed a little more of the
plan, but most of the time abraham heard very little from God.
abraham had to hope against reason because some of God’s prom-
ises seemed too good to be true. God promised abraham a son
through Sarah, though she was barren. he promised him the land
of Canaan, although others occupied this land. Similarly, God has
promised us wonderful things such as a transformed life, but those
things often seem a long way off, if not entirely out of reach.

as we will see in the chapters that follow, abraham’s path was
not straight, but it was direct. it weaved over mountaintops and
through deep valleys. he vacillated between being God’s close
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friend, someone able to converse with him, and being a stranger
who seemed to forget God existed. at times God appeared to be a
stranger also, acting in ways abraham could not understand. how-
ever, in spite of this vacillation, abraham progressed in his walk
with God. his trust deepened and his understanding grew until he
arrived at the end of his blessed life leaning on the promises that
would follow. although abraham’s own faith was not always what
it needed to be, he is the prototype of the true believer, for he
demonstrates that we can please God only by faith (heb. 11:6).

we begin our study of abraham with his call in Genesis 12 and
continue through his death in Genesis 25, learning how he became
the example, pioneer, and prototype of our relationship with God. we
will give most of our attention to the crucial years that spanned ages
seventy-five to one hundred of abraham’s life (Gen. 12:1—22:24),
with passing mention of his final seventy-five years (23:1—25:7).
before beginning our study, however, let’s briefly consider the
historical and literary background of his life.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUNDE
abraham lived during the bronze age, a time when the cutting

edge technology of the day was no longer stone and not yet iron, but
bronze, an amalgam of copper and tin. the bronze age extended from
3000 to 1200 bC and saw the rise of great civilizations in Mesopotamia
and egypt. Precisely during this time when abraham lived is not clear,
although many argue for a period known as Middle bronze age i,
from 2000 to 1900 bC. this argument is likely based on the similarity
between some of abraham’s practices (for example, his marriage to
hagar) and the customs of the day. Part of the challenge in dating the
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patriarch’s life is that our information about him is limited to what
we find in Genesis. 

although Moses likely wrote this material, we will refer to the
author as the “narrator.” this is not meant to cast doubt on Moses’
authorship but to remind the reader that abraham’s story is not a biog-
raphy like those we might find at the library. it is an ancient history,
written by the rules of that day and not ours. for example, modern
biographies generally proceed in strict chronological fashion. if they
flashback or fast-forward, the author clearly marks this change in
time so as not to confuse the reader. this is not the case in ancient
history. the author may jump out of chronological order without
telling the reader. for example, we learn of Keturah, abraham’s con-
cubine, after Sarah’s death (Gen. 25:1–4), but he may have married
her much earlier. 

another reason for referring to the author of Genesis as the nar-
rator is to draw attention to these chapters as a literary work. again,
this is ancient rather than modern literature, but we will see many
examples of careful structure and literary artistry. our narrator is
divinely inspired but also a product of his time.

LITERARY BACKGROUNDE
before telling us the story of abraham, the narrator provides the

information contained in the first eleven chapters of Genesis. in the
beginning, God made everything to be very good (Gen. 1–2). the
brief picture of adam and eve contained in these chapters indicates
that humans were created in God’s image to reflect his glory, to rep-
resent him as stewards of creation, and to experience the blessing of
interpersonal harmony like it exists within the trinity. God’s image
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bearers existed in perfect relationship with him, each other, them-
selves, and the natural world. all of that changed in Genesis 3, when
humanity disobeyed God and ate the forbidden fruit. in place of har-
mony and peace, there was alienation and pain. those who had
enjoyed unhindered fellowship with God now tried to hide from
him. they were at odds with one another and ashamed of their own
bodies. though they once worked in harmony with creation, nature
became a harsh reality to be reckoned with.

the alienation that begins in Genesis 3 accelerates through the
next three chapters until God pronounces judgment on the mess his
very good world had become (chs. 4–6). the story of the flood
shows both God’s judgment and his intention to continue the human
race through a righteous man, Noah (chs. 6–9). God’s judgment
took place, but it did not solve the sin problem. the disease survived
in Noah’s family (ch. 9). 

through the account of the flood, the inspired narrator makes
several points. first, God hated sin enough to destroy what he had
created. Second, God cared about human beings and wanted to pre-
serve them. third, he also wanted a relationship with humanity; but
since he is a holy God, this could only be with righteous humanity.
fourth, even Noah was not righteous enough; the disease of sin was
too powerful and pervasive, and by vowing not to flood the earth again
(9:15), God eliminated this action as a way of solving the sin problem.
he would find a different way.

after a chapter of genealogies, which demonstrates how people
once again inhabited the land, the narrator relates the story of the tower
of babel (11:1–9). this story is more than just an interesting account
of human pride and must be understood in light of the problem devel-
oped through the preceding chapters. God had created humans to be
in fellowship with him, themselves, one another, and nature. Sin then
intervened and broke these four relationships, leaving only alienation.
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the flood demonstrated both the seriousness and pervasiveness of
the disease and God’s desire for his relationship with humanity to
continue. the story of babel introduces us to a group of humans
employing their gifts to satisfy their desire for fellowship with the
divine and to overcome the alienation that marked their lives. God
had endowed them with the gifts to harness nature for the purpose
of serving their ends, but they employed those gifts to construct a
tower. this tower was likely a ziggurat or artificial mountain meant
for worship. their aim was both to worship God as they understood
him and to preserve the fellowship of their community. this too was
something good, another aspect of the divine image. they were also
trying to make a name for themselves and replace their feelings of
self-doubt with honor and glory. those who built the tower of
babel were trying to regain what they knew they needed. humans
may drift far from God, but they cannot escape the desire for har-
mony with God, one another, themselves, and nature.

if the tower builders were seeking to restore what they had lost,
why did God put a stop to their efforts? he did so because those
efforts were doomed to failure. the builders would have experienced
mastery over the natural world, built a great tower and city, and expe-
rienced great pride in their accomplishment. Yet the momentary
sense that they had found what they were looking for would soon
have dissipated and they would have kept looking for another way
to satisfy their restlessness. God put a stop to the tower of babel not
because humans were aiming for the wrong goal but, because they
would have had just enough success to blind them to the reality that
the curse of sin remained.

God is too merciful to allow us to experience satisfaction in any-
thing less than the best. he knew the builders of the tower needed
to understand that the fruit they truly sought hung well beyond the
reach of any humans, even gifted ones. God dismissed adam and
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eve from the garden so they could not eat from the tree of life and
thereby made permanent their alienation. he did the same at the
tower of babel, scattering the builders so they could not reach the
dead end of perceived success.

abraham’s life can be understood only in light of the story of this
unfinished tower. although they hungered for what had been lost,
humans were unable to find it on their own. only God could solve
the sin problem, which is precisely what he began to do with abra-
ham. while those who sought to build the tower began from their
sense of need, God began his solution by summoning abraham. rec-
onciliation would not be gained by human arms reaching up, because
our arms are too short. it could come only when divine arms reached
down. the plan of those at babel seemed so right and looked so
impressive. God’s plan, by contrast, seems ridiculous: promise an
old man with a barren wife descendants too numerous to count. how-
ever, by using the foolish to shame the wise, God builds faith and
weakens pride. those at the tower of babel sought to find their secu-
rity and significance in the collective and familiar, but God knows that
security and significance can be found only in him. this usually
means separating us from other emotional supports. the tower
builders sought a good goal through self-centered means, while
abraham’s call, right from the start, was to be a blessing to others.
God’s plan solves the problem left unsolved by babel, but it also
solves the problem created by babel, the scattering of all nations
into separate languages, loyalties, and customs. God’s promise to
bless all nations through abraham was eventually fulfilled in Christ,
and it removes all dividing walls of hostility (eph. 2:14).

it is possible that neither the author of Genesis nor abraham
himself fully comprehended the reach of God’s redemptive plan.
even so, the holy Spirit continued to reveal this plan to the other
authors of the old and New testaments. from abraham and Sarah,
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an elderly, childless couple, God created the people of israel, then
liberated them from egyptian slavery and formed them into a nation
through the Mosaic law. this nation received land in Canaan and
then a leader in King David. at their best moments, the people
understood that God had called them to be a “light for the Gentiles,
that [their] salvation may reach to the ends of the earth” (isa. 49:6).
through God’s work among them “all the ends of the earth will
remember and turn to the lorD, and all the families of the nations
will bow down before him” (Ps. 22:27).

because of their disobedience to this call, the people of israel
experienced the purging effects of exile and foreign domination. the
time came, however, when this nation produced the anointed one
whose life, death, and resurrection became the means through which
“all peoples on earth [would] be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). in one of his
sermons, the apostle Peter spoke of how “beginning with Samuel,
all the prophets who have spoken . . . foretold these days” (acts
3:24). he told the Jews gathered before him: “You are heirs of the
prophets and of the covenant God made with your fathers. he said
to abraham, ‘through your offspring all peoples on earth will be
blessed’” (3:25). when Paul was describing to the Galatians how
salvation had come to the Gentiles, he spoke of abraham, citing
Genesis 12:3: “Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles
by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to abraham: ‘all
nations will be blessed through you.’ So those who rely on faith are
blessed along with abraham, the man of faith” (Gal. 3:8–9). Peter
and Paul represent the conviction of the early church that Jesus had
come to fulfill the promises God had made to abraham.

the Gospels relate the crucial moment when God himself
became flesh and dwelt among us in the person of Jesus. his teach-
ing and miracles provided a glimpse of the promised kingdom
where God would rule over a reconciled realm, a realm that became
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reality through the death and resurrection of Christ. that reality
began small but grew during the days of the early church, as we see
in the book of acts and the epistles. through the work of the holy
Spirit, all people were blessed with the gospel. the church was
instrumental in spreading this message and was itself an example of
this reconciliation. 

the book of revelation provides a glimpse of the fulfillment of
God’s redemptive plan. through Christ’s work, the people of God
will come to experience new life in a world free of sin’s alienating
effects. in his vision of the New Jerusalem, John saw humanity rec-
onciled with God. “the throne of God and of the lamb will be in
the city, and his servants will serve him” (rev. 22:3). the visionary
saw no “temple in the city, because the lord God almighty and the
lamb are its temple” (21:22). there will be no sun or even a lamp,
for “the lord God will give them light” (22:5). 

John saw humans reconciled to each other, with city gates that
never close (21:25) no more tears (21:4), or anything shameful
(21:27). finally, he saw humanity reconciled to nature, for “there will
be no more death or mourning or crying or pain” (21:4) and the leaves
of the tree of life will be for the “healing of the nations” (22:2). John
described what will take place when “the old order of things has
passed away” (21:4) and there is “no longer . . . any curse” (22:3).

CONCLUSIONE
the plan that triumphantly comes to fruition in the New Jerusalem

began with abraham in the city of Ur. the plan would unfold gradually,
even imperceptibly, but without pause. there was apparent culs-de-sac
and detours, but the plan continued to unfold. from its beginnings in
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Ur, it would travel to Canaan, then egypt, the wilderness, back to
Canaan, and for a while in babylon. finally it would reach bethlehem
and then, Jerusalem, specifically Golgotha, the tomb, and the upper
room. after that it raced on to Judea, Samaria, and the uttermost parts
of the earth. 

all of this lay in the distant future. long before abraham
became the father of those who believe—our example, pioneer, and
prototype—he was living with his family in Ur, far from the land
of Canaan and even farther from faith in the one true God. that is,
until God spoke to him.
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the first eleven chapters of Genesis describe a very good world
that became very bad because the virus of sin corrupted it. even the
large-scale destruction of the flood could not eradicate sin’s widespread
effects. humans cannot ignore the sense that they are alienated from
God, others, themselves, and the natural world. one group sought
to provide the reconciliation they knew they needed by building a
city and tower. their efforts were doomed not because they could
not build such a city but because they could. apparent success
would have blinded them to the fundamental alienation that would
have certainly remained.

then God inaugurated a plan that was certain to succeed, though
to all appearances it looked like an utter failure. according to this
plan, abram would need to learn to walk by faith, a faith that would
test him to the core. in doing so, abram became our example, pioneer,
and prototype in God’s long-term process of reconciling humans to
him, each other, themselves, and nature.

The Beginning of the 
Walk of FaithE

GeNeSiS 12:1–9

1



FOLLOWING BY FAITH (GEN. 12:1–3)E
according to Genesis 12:1, God commanded abram to leave his

country, people, and family and go to a land that Yahweh would
show him. this appears to be the second time abram had received
these instructions. according to Stephen’s version of these events
(acts 7:2), God first spoke to abram while he was in Ur. this sce-
nario also fits God’s statement that he had taken abram from Ur of
the Chaldeans (Gen. 15:7) and the recollection of later israelites
(Neh. 9:7). this initial call likely led abram to leave Ur and head
toward Canaan by way of the city of harran. his wife Sarai, nephew
lot, and father terah, accompanied him (Gen. 11:31). for some rea-
son they traveled no further than harran. both Ur and harran were
centers of worship for the moon god Sîn. Perhaps the idea of leaving
behind familiar religious convictions may have been too much for
terah to contemplate. abram also stayed, perhaps out of a similar fear,
perhaps out of respect for his father, or perhaps due to the mistaken
notion that his call depended on his father’s attendance.

Some believe terah was alive when abram received his second
summons. if terah fathered abram when he was seventy years old
(11:26) and abram left at age seventy-five (12:4), terah would have
been 145 at his son’s departure and lived another sixty years until
he died at age 205 (11:32). More likely, God’s second call came at
the time of terah’s death. Genesis 11:26 could be read to mean
abram was born at some point after terah was seventy. otherwise,
we would have to conclude that all three of terah’s sons were born
in his seventieth year. if abram was born when terah was 130 and
left seventy-five years later, his departure would have been when
terah was 205. although we cannot always determine the order of
events from the order of their appearance in hebrew narrative,
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terah’s death is mentioned before abram’s call. this would explain
why God did not command abram to leave his father, only his
“father’s household” (12:1). it also seems the simplest way of
understanding Stephen’s assertion in acts 7:4: “after the death of
his father, God sent him to [Canaan].”

we do not know how God called abram the first or the second
time. the text only says that God spoke to him. the calls may have
come in a dream or vision or through an angelic messenger. however
they came, they conveyed to abram three important facts. first, he
must continue his journey to Canaan. Second, the God issuing this
command was not one of the gods he had been raised to worship.
third, abram learned that Yahweh, was patient and persistent.

in our highly mobile culture, families often live in separate parts of
the country so we can easily miss the great sacrifice Yahweh asked of
abram. it was no small thing to leave one’s homeland, even accompa-
nied by one’s father. it was especially hard to leave behind both country
and father, and head off into the unknown. During that time, one’s iden-
tity was tied to one’s country and family. leaving these meant taking
on a new identity and giving up the security and stability found in
extended family. a person’s religion was largely determined by geog-
raphy, with certain gods associated with specific regions. to leave one
country and go to another meant crossing into the lands of other gods.

God was aware of these concerns and seemed to word his command
to intentionally challenge them. he began by commanding abram to
leave his country, something he already had agreed to do when he
departed Ur. “Your people” refers to abram’s “relatives” (NaSb) or clan
(Gen. 12:1). God commanded him to leave behind those who were like
him, who shared a common lineage and were responsible to look out
for him, and for whom he was responsible. the screws tightened further
with the words “your father’s household” (12:1). abram could no
longer remain with his closest kin. 

THE BEGINNING OF THE WALK OF FAITH
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God’s next command may have been the most challenging.
abram was to go to the land God would show him (12:1). very
likely, abram already knew this land was the country of Canaan,
since God revealed this in the initial summons (11:31). with this
command, God did more than summon abram to go to Canaan. he
commanded him to adopt a new lifestyle that required abram to
move whenever and wherever Yahweh said. abram would no longer
be a city-dweller as he had been all his life. he would become a
nomad. City-dwellers looked down on nomads in those days. those
who lived in cities, especially important cities like Ur and harran,
enjoyed many advantages, such as ready provision and protection.
to give up city life and wander at the direction of an invisible God
was no easy assignment.

God’s summons also meant a change in what it meant to be 
religious. Yahweh, a God abram had most likely not previously
worshiped, had summoned him. the old ways of relating to the
gods—sacrifices, magic, omens, divination, prophecies—had brought
some sense of protection from the unpredictable supernatural realm.
God’s summons brought all this into question. Yahweh demanded
that abram expose himself to the unknown and dangerous spiritual
forces he had previously worshiped. his only security would be
found in carefully listening for Yahweh’s direction and obeying
when it came.

God’s command to abram, our archetype, is the same demand
he makes of each believer. in the words of a German martyr, Dietrich
bonhoeffer, “when Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”1

to follow God, we must die to our preferences and privileges, our
security and stability, our loyalties and loves. “No one who puts a
hand to the plow and looks back,” said Jesus, “is fit for service in
the kingdom of God” (luke 9:62). the only way to experience
friendship with God is to die to self.
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God followed up his command with a series of promises meant
to replace the security abram had been commanded to surrender
(Gen. 12:2–3). God’s promised abram that he would be made into
a great nation, blessed, and given a great name that would provide
him with an identity far greater than what he had left behind. others
would be blessed by blessing abram and cursed when they cursed
him. the whole earth would be blessed through him. abram was
asked to believe that being the fountain of such blessings would
provide all the security he would ever need.

however, before he could take hold of these promises, abram
needed to let go of his previous identity and security. God demands
our surrender before he provides his blessing. he commands us to
follow before showing us the route. in abram’s case, God promised
so much blessing that the whole world would be abundantly supplied
from the overflow. in our case, no one who leaves behind “home or
wife or brothers or sisters or parents or children for the sake of the
kingdom of God will fail to receive many times as much in this age,
and in the age to come eternal life” (luke 18:29–30). 

the blessings God promised were invisible to abram at the
moment of his call, and most would remain so throughout his life-
time. he would see his family, household, and possessions increase,
but he would not live to see his descendants become a great nation.
he may have lived long enough to hear someone bless him- or herself
in his name, but abram would not live to see all peoples of the earth
blessed through him. 

although the fulfillment of these promises was not visible to
abram, the promise represented a reality more precious than anything
he was being summoned to surrender. the obedience God commands
is costly and hard; the path of faith is dark. Yet such sacrifices fade to
nothing in light of what he has promised us: “a new heaven and a new
earth” (rev. 21:1).
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Some promises are made to obtain a quid pro quo, something for
something. we promise to pay back a loan because we need some-
thing the money will buy, such as a car or house. Yet God never
makes promises so he will obtain something.  

we sometimes make promises as gifts to another person, such
as wedding vows. these promises are not made in exchange for
something, but are gifts given based on a commitment to the other
person. these are the promises God makes. abram, not God, would
gain everything from this relationship. even more astounding, God
initiated this relationship out of his grace and mercy upon abram
and all of his spiritual descendants. his relationship with God, like
ours, results entirely from divine grace. 

let’s examine more closely God’s seven promises (Gen. 12:2–3):

1. “i will make you into a great nation.”
2. “i will bless you.”
3. “i will make your name great.”
4. “You will be a blessing.”
5. “i will bless those who bless you.”
6. “whoever curses you i will curse.”
7. “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”

God’s first promise was to make abram into a great nation.
abram likely thought that because Sarai was barren God could pro-
vide descendants in other ways. he may have assumed these would
come through his nephew lot. after lot’s departure, abram desig-
nated his servant eliezer to be his heir (15:2). when abram learned
that his descendants would come through his own seed, abram
assumed that would be accomplished through other wives or con-
cubines, such as hagar (ch. 16) and perhaps Keturah (25:1–4).
when God informed abram that the child would be Sarai’s, abram
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and his wife found this first promise laughable (17:17; 18:12). it
seemed like a joke to them, but it would not be the last time God
would employ a barren wife in his nation-building process. of the
next five women involved in producing this family, three were barren:
rebekah (25:21), leah (30:9), and rachel (30:1). only bilhah and
Zilpah, slaves like hagar, were able to bear children without divine
intervention. apparently, God was not interested in using the most
sensible plan to accomplish his purpose but the one requiring the
most trust. God was building not merely a great nation through
abram; he was building a great people of faith.

the specifics of the first promise are illuminating. the hebrew
language has several words that describe a large group of people.
the word used here refers to a nation, like the nations mentioned in
Genesis 10 or the nation of egypt. although nation is singular in
chapter 10, the promise would later be expanded so that abram
became the father of many nations, including the ishmaelites and
edomites (17:4–6, 16, 20; 25:23).

the second promise was God’s blessing on abram. we are not
told all that this blessing involved, but it certainly included the many
descendants God had promised (22:17). this blessing did include
material prosperity. in Genesis 24:35, “blessed” informs us that God
had made abram rich in “sheep and cattle, silver and gold, male and
female servants, and camels and donkeys.” God made abram rich
through a variety of means, including natural and supernatural, and
by plundering the egyptians (ex. 3:22).

God’s third promise was to make abram’s name great and
expand his reputation. this promise is similar to the one God gave
David (2 Sam. 7:9). abram’s name would become widely known,
and he would be respected as a man who enjoyed God’s favor. More
than once abraham’s neighbors would comment on this favor (Gen.
21:22; 23:6). 
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God’s fourth promise was that abram would become a blessing
to others as his prosperity and reputation spilled over to enrich the
lives of those around him. abram’s name would be proverbial for a
blessed person; others would say, “May you be as blessed as abram.”
this is another way abram serves as our archetype. as his life was
characterized by blessing, so can ours as we claim Jesus’ beatitudes
as our own.

the fifth and sixth promises assured not only that abram would
be blessed, but also that his blessings would be contagious. God
promised that those who blessed abram would find themselves
blessed and those who cursed abram would themselves be cursed.
the first word rendered “curses” in Genesis 12:3 implies treating
someone or something in a dismissive or contemptible fashion, such
as ridicule, mocking, or derision. the second word used for “curse”
has a more serious connotation. it implies that those who harmed
abram would experience even greater harm. those who ridiculed
abram would become ridiculous, those who dismissed abram as
insignificant would lose their own significance, and those who wished
evil on abram would find an even greater evil on their own heads. 

God leaves no doubt about who will bring about these results:
“i will bless . . . i will curse” (12:3). Naturally, this would mean an
increasing number who bless abram and a shrinking number who
curse him. More encouraging than the promises of prosperity and
protection is the assurance that God himself is watching out for his
friend abram.

the seventh and final promise was that “all peoples on earth will
be blessed through” abram (v. 3). Some suggest that instead of “will
be blessed,” the verb should be rendered “will bless themselves,” but
God had already promised something very close to that (“you will be
a blessing”). it seems unlikely that God’s culminating promise would
merely reiterate something he had said earlier. instead, they build
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upon one another. these blessings would flow indirectly from
abram, depending on how others treated him. in this final promise,
abram learned that blessings would flow through him directly to
“all peoples on earth.” 

the phrase “all peoples on earth” is literally “all families of the
ground.” the word families suggests something broader than
nations or peoples (see Gen. 10:5, 18, 20, 31–32). Ground may have
been chosen rather than “world” or “earth” to allude to the curse
God had placed on the ground in consequence of human sin. this
final promise was specifically intended to reverse this curse.

as i suggested in the introduction, Genesis 12:1–3 is the hinge
of the bible. before this passage, the story had been about humanity
spoiling God’s good work of creation. Upon these verses, the bible
swings from the problem to the solution. in these three verses par-
ticularly the last phrase of verse 3, we encounter God’s plan to
remove the curse of sin. the rest of the bible unfolds the fulfillment
of this plan and points to its consummation at Christ’s return. 

all of this began with abram. he was the pioneer of God’s
redemptive plan. what started at Ur ends in the New Jerusalem. the
damage done in the garden of eden began to be undone through
abram before concluding in another garden, Gethsemane. we are
abram’s children not only because we believe as he believed, but
also because our pioneer provided us with the opportunity to become
God’s friends.

Genesis 12:4 may be one of the most surprising verses in the bible.
with so much to lose, so little guaranteed, and so few of his questions
answered, “abram went.” abram knew very little of the God who
made these promises. he did not know exactly where he was going
or what he would encounter when he got there. he had the bare min-
imum of information, just enough to get him started out of the gates
of harran.
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welcome to God’s school of faith. he will make clear his will
for you, but it will be step-by-step. You will be told just enough to
hold you accountable but not enough to allow you to operate inde-
pendently of his help. You will be expected to do what God com-
mands simply because God commands it. You will always have
more questions than answers. You will be better acquainted with
what obedience costs than what it procures. You will need to let go
of your security and trust yourself to an invisible God who expects
you to lean on his promises. those promises will seem as unlikely
as a great host of descendants coming from an infertile couple. 

ABRAM ARRIVED IN CANAAN (GEN. 12:4–9)E
one commentator suggests abram would have proceeded south

from harran through Damascus, along the northern shore of the Sea
of Galilee toward Megiddo, then south to Shechem, a journey of
nearly five hundred miles.2 Shechem, located near the present-day
city of Nablus, was well off the main roads, so one wonders why
abram would choose to travel there.

the narrator provided several clues that suggest abram first headed
to a well-known sacred place in Canaan. abram headed not just to
Shechem but specifically to the “site of the great tree of Moreh at
Shechem” (v. 6). the term “site” could also be translated “holy place.”
Many in the ancient world considered trees to be particularly suited as
places of worship (Deut. 12:2). this was not just any tree; it was “the
great tree,” probably one marking an especially sacred spot. the name
Moreh likely comes from the hebrew verb meaning “to teach.” Perhaps
this tree was known as a place for instruction or even for obtaining
oracles, just as Deborah obtained oracles at a palm tree (Judg. 4:5).
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why did abram travel to this site? having arrived in Canaan, he
may have wondered what to do next and assumed the best place to
hear from God was at a site famous for divine oracles. or Yahweh
may have directed him to this site to lay claim on this territory, much
as an army might plant its flag on newly conquered land. in abram’s
case, it was not a flag but an altar that he left behind (Gen. 12:7).
Since Yahweh was establishing a new way of relating to himself, an
altar was the better symbol of conquest. another possibility is that
Yahweh led abram there as a concession to his assumptions about
how and where God would reveal his will. whatever the reasons for
abram’s arrival at the great tree, Yahweh appeared to him there, but
not with further direction. he gave abram another promise: this land
would belong to the patriarch’s descendants.

this marks the first time Yahweh is said to have appeared to
abram; earlier he had only spoken to him (see 12:1). we are told
of his appearing to abram only two other times (17:1; 18:1). this
incident is significant because it is the first time God revealed his
intention to give the land of Canaan to abram’s offspring. earlier
God had directed abram to Canaan and promised to make him a
great nation (12:2). Now he made it clear where this nation would
settle. this is the first time God would reveal his plan one piece at
a time. abram and all his spiritual children would need to get used
to the gradual manner in which God reveals his will. the narrator
let us know that israel’s acquisition of Canaan would not be easy,
because “at that time the Canaanites were in the land” (12:6). God
gave this promise to abram and at the same time revealed the need
for the patriarch to be patient, walk by faith, and wait on God to do
the impossible. 

abram left Shechem and headed south for about thirty miles. he
stopped between bethel in the west and ai in the east. we do not
know if this was another well-known sacred spot or just a good
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place to pasture his flocks and herds. once again abram built an
altar, and for the first time abram “called on the name of the lorD”
(12:8). this phrase may describe abram at prayer, or it could refer
to an act of worship (see 4:26). a third possibility is that abram
made some form of proclamation. this is the sense in which this
same verb is used in exodus 33:19, when God promised to proclaim
his identity to Moses. if this last understanding is correct, abram
chose this location as an occasion to declare his faith in Yahweh to
those who lived nearby. that he did so only after following his God
for a short while displays abram’s courage, a trait we will see often.

from this location near bethel, abram continued south until
reaching the southernmost point in Canaan, the land of the Negev
(Gen. 12:9). God had directed him to Canaan and promised this land
to his offspring. abraham responded by traversing Canaan from
north to south. in a sense, he laid claim to the land by faith. how
and when God would remove the Canaanites, abram did not know.
he still did not know how God would fulfill any of the promises he
had made. abram had much to learn about walking with Yahweh,
but to his credit and our eternal benefit, he stepped out by faith and
not by sight.

CONCLUSIONE
abram’s call was all about faith. he received and responded to

that call by believing that he must trust God and take action. he
stepped away from all that brought security and identity, trusting
himself entirely to God. this walk of faith was actually part of
something bigger than abram, something that would impact every
person who would ever live and every inch of heaven and earth. by
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issuing this call, God inaugurated his reconciling plan through
abram, the pioneer. as abram walked by faith, he became our
example.

but faith requires more than good beginnings. having left harran
and arriving in Canaan, abram had to learn to follow one who does
not always lead by the shortest, safest, or clearest route. his first
lesson was about to begin as God allowed famine to devastate the
land he had promised to abram’s descendants.
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