
 

 

Genesis 12:Genesis 12:
Abraham’s callingAbraham’s calling

Passage: Gen. 11:25-32; 12:1-9; 13:1-4, 13:14-18.

Goals, topics, themes. How God first called Abe and offered his covenant to him; how God called us
(for EBS: how he is calling us); following his long-term will for our lives as servants of the gospel /
covenant. The purposes for which God saves us – to be a blessing to others; what this means for us and
how we should live as followers of the gospel / covenant.

Background. 

In Gen. 11, we read of the Tower of Babel, which affected whatever language was spoken in that region,
causing it to split into a number of different languages. We don’t know how long this language split took, but
nothing in the text indicates that it was an overnight event1. In fact, after this account, many hundreds of years,
if  not a  couple of  thousand, are  skimmed in  the form of a genealogy in ch. 11,  which serves to introduce
Abraham, and makes the connection between him and his ancestor, Shem the son of Noah. 

Abraham appears suddenly on the scene here without much introduction, for he needs to introduction for
the average ancient reader for whom this book was written. His homeland was Ur, probably the Sumerian city
in modern-day Iraq, which was an advanced kingdom at the time. Abraham lived from approximately 2166-
1991 B.C.  (estimated).  Terah and the whole extended family  of  Abraham left  their  homeland to  head  for

1 As with the flood account (see notes on Gen. 9), we have to assume that this is the known world at the time being described, i.e., the
Ancient Near East. Other languages were already in existence throughout the world by this time, so this is not the split that led to all the
world’s  languages.  We know that whatever ancient  language gave rise to the Indo-European languages (most of the languages of
Europe and some of the Near East) existed somewhere around 4000-5000 B.C.; the Semitic languages go back further, perhaps to 8000
B.C.; the American Indian go back at least 12,000-20,000 years; and Australian aboriginal languages and southern African languages
are also very ancient. 
We would have to trace all the world’s  languages ultimately  to Adam and Eve, and with current linguistic methods of reconstructing
language history, it’s impossible to even reconstruct language development back to the point of the Tower of Babel. So we really don’t
know what languages are involved in this historical split. Language splits are in fact a normal part of the development of languages. Old
Germanic over the centuries split  into English, German, Swedish, Icelandic,  etc.; Latin developed into Spanish, French, Portuguese,
Italian, etc.; and in fact, any language that exists is the product of a series of language splits throughout history. Language change and
splits occur naturally for many reasons, only a few of which are understood. The Tower of Babel story does not indicate any overnight
split, and given the time range between Gen. 10-11, it seems that hundreds or thousands of years are being skimmed over, so it seems
reasonable to me as a linguist that the Babel split could have taken some time, which would still be confusing and frustrating to those
involved. Besides, the point of biblical history like this is God’s redemptive history in people’s lives, so the author / editor of Genesis is
skipping over many centuries of history to focus on the lives of important saints, not to chronicle human history. Whatever happened
between Noah and Babel, and between Babel and Abraham are simply summarized in the genealogy of Gen. 11, which serves mainly to
introduced Abraham.  
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Canaan, but instead settled in the Chaldean land of Haran (modern-day Syria). His brother Haran had died2, so
Abraham took in Haran’s son Lot. Abram’s name means “exalted father”, probably referring to God the Father,
which is changed in 17:5 to Abraham, meaning “father of many”. Sarai is introduced as a barren (childless)
woman,  in  order  to  emphasize  the  miracle  God  would  perform  in  the  conception  of  Isaac  later.  Sarai
(“princess”) is changed to Sarah (also meaning ‘”princess”) in 17:15 to emphasize the fact that she is to be the
mother of many nations and people. One more fact about Abraham that that is noticeable here and in following
chapters is that he was a rich and powerful man. We read of how many flocks and herds he had, for God had
blessed him very much (see also 13:2). When Lot was kidnapped in Gen. 14, Abraham is able to put together
his own army to fight against several kings in the region to rescue his nephew. Yet we see a man do doesn’t
seem caught up in wealth in power. Rather, we see a person who is not proud and who tries to follow God’s
will, though he isn’t fully mature spiritually and he makes mistakes, as we’ll see in later studies. 

The people of Mesopotamia were pagans and worshiped a moon god, including Abraham’s father Terah
(Joshua 24:2). Abraham is called to leave his pagan family, neighbors, friends, and background, and to go to
Canaan (Palestine). The land was occupied by Canaanites (12:6) in the plains and Amorites in the hill country.
They were held in disdain by the Mesopotamians because they were an agricultural  society, and they were
probably worse pagans than the Mesopotamians. So Abraham leaves for what would seem to others as a bad
neighborhood, because God promised all the real estate there to his descendants. Acts 7:2 indicates that God’s
command to leave first  came when Abraham was in Ur, before he even moved to Haran. So Abraham first
obeyed only partially, and left Haran after his father’s death.  

2 Not the same Hebrew spelling as the name of the region; the brother’s name is  
�����

 Haran, and the place name is  
�����

 � �aran (  = a
raspy or guttural sound, like ch in German or Russian).
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God’s  promised  blessing  is  a  seven-fold  blessing,
which  includes  descendants  and  land.  For  a  childless  man,
that was especially important, and to people in those cultures
and times where good livable land was scarce, that was very
important. God not only promised to take care of Abraham’s
needs, but promised to do so far beyond what he could have
imagined. However, most of the blessings would be realized
after he was gone. And in fact, that is because God planned
for  Abraham  to  have  a  great  impact  on  the  rest  of  world
history. He was the father of the Jewish nation, from whose
line the Messiah came. And God intended Abraham and the
Jewish people to be a blessing to the rest of the world. As
spiritual  children of Abraham and as followers of the New
Testament form of the covenant, God’s will for us is also for
us to be a blessing to others. This we are to do in many ways
– for example, being salt and light to the world, being godly
witnesses,  sharing  the  gospel,  ministering  to  the  less
fortunate, and being a force for truth and good in the world. 

Questions.

Gen. 12:1-3 (general questions)3. 

What was the first command that God called Abram to do? (v. 1)  Where did God call Abram to go? What
might  be the  hardest  aspect  for  Abram to  leave?  What made it  hard for  him to  go?  Was his obedience
immediate? See Acts 7:2. Do you think God would have been impatient? 

What three things did God promise Abram for his obedience of the first command? (v. 2)  What was the
second thing that God called Abram to do? (v. 2d)  

In turn what three things would God do for Abram's obedience? (v. 3)  As a whole, what would be the
result of Abram's trust and obedience? What lessons of faith does God teach Abrah in v. 1-3?   E.g., 

G Our faith depends on...
G Our faith requires...
G Our faith results in...

Are there things that you believe God calls you to do? What does His Word say about them?  In what ways
do these things require faith?  What blessings or provisions does God promise for this?  

Gen. 12:4-6 (general). 

How did Abram respond to God's word? (v. 4)  What might Abram have done wrong in carrying out God's
first command? (v. 4)  What was the consequence? (Gen. 13:5-12)4  What might be the reasons for Abram's
incomplete obedience?  

3 Some of these general questions are adapted from a study from Fall 2000 by Mike McQueen and/or Albert Au.
4 Abram's incomplete obedience might also be seen in the fact that he brought with him his father and lingered at Haran until the death of

his father (See Acts 7:2-4; 11:27-32).
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How did Ur, Haran, and Canaan look like in Abram's day? Despite his compromise, what evidence do we
see in Abram's faith? (vv. 4-6) 

How are these factors affecting your faith and obedience to God?  How are similar concerns affecting you
in obeying God's calling? 

Gen. 12:7-9 (general.) 

What happened when Abram arrived at Shechem? (v. 7)   Why was the reason for God to appear to Abram
again at Shechem? What can you learn from this incident in discerning God's calling?  What did Abram do in
Shechem and Bethel?  (vv.  7-8)   How would this  contribute  to  his  understanding  and holding  on  to God's
calling?  

Discussion: The covenant and us. 

Out of what kind of background did God call Abraham? (see Joshua 24:2). What kind of background did
God call you out of? What parts of it do you actually have to leave behind? (i.e., worldly aspects) 

What kind of covenant did God make with him? 

How long did his journey from Ur to Canaan take – did he go right away? Why the delay? 

Did Abraham see these promises fulfilled in his lifetime? Why not? Do you feel like God has called you to
something that hasn’t been fulfilled yet? Or unfulfilled promises? Unanswered prayers? What is God’s purpose
in having us wait so long? 

What kinds of promises were given to Abraham? Pick apart and analyze these promises. How many were
there? Why would they be important, especially to someone like him? Do some of them seem incredible, given
his age? Would Abraham have believed God would actually do all these things? 

How are each of these promises related to (1) God’s purposes for the future Israelites, (2) Jesus, and (3) the
gospel? 

What kind of “conditions” are there on these promises or calling? Why did God choose Abraham for this
calling? How did he obey and live out these promises? How do these apply to us? How are they fulfilled for us?

As followers of the gospel or covenant, how do these apply to us? How are we to live them out? Why? As
members of God’s covenant family, how do we follow God’s plan here? 

How are we to be a blessing to others? How do we live our lives as blessings to others – to fellow believers
and non-believers?

Throughout these passages, how did Abraham respond to God’s call? (e.g., 12:8) What does it mean to
“call on God’s name”? Do you think he did so as a special expression of gratitude, intercession, or struggling
with God (for promises that he couldn’t believe or couldn’t yet see fulfilled)? Or all of these? Do you ever do
this? When? 

Abraham is regarded by Jews and Muslims as their father. For us, how is Abraham our father, too? How is
he a “spiritual father” for us? In your life, who has been your spiritual father, mentor, or role model? How can
you someday be a spiritual mentor for others? 

What kind of calling has God given you? Based on your natural abilities and spiritual gifts (for serving in
church, fellowship, etc.), what is your calling as a Christian, either in vocation or church related service? 

For what purpose are we saved? Is it just for eternal fire insurance? To enjoy a blissful, happy eternity in
heaven? For what purposes did God save you? How does being a blessing fit in with his purposes for your life
and for saving you? How should you then live differently? 

What does it mean to live your life as a blessing for others? For God’s purposes? Does this seem overly
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idealistic? Other-worldly? Difficult to put into practice? Is this something that we can do sincerely? What does
it mean to live like this, without just being religious, idealistic, emotionalistic, or burning out? 

What are specific ways to live as blessings to others? Would others describe you as a blessing to them?
Why or why not? For example, is your attitude toward others abrasive, self-righteous, or condescending? Or
spiritually indifferent,  aloof,  or unfriendly? Think about specific things  we are called  to do as blessings to
others, and discuss specifically how you can change your attitude and lifestyle in one of these areas, such as...

H sharing the gospel
H encouraging others
H ministry and discipleship to fellow believers
H social ministry
H your general lifestyle, attitude 
H personal relationships, and your way of interacting with others
H how you handle personal conflicts and interpersonal difficulties

How has Abraham’s life affected others, especially after his death? How has he affected world history?
The faith we have today? How is it that his life has impacted others so long after his death? When you leave this
world, will your life have left a lasting impact on others? Can you do this on your own? Why is God’s blessing
the only way to have this kind of effect? 

Today, does your life have a positive spiritual impact on others? After you leave this town and university,
will it still have a positive impact here? 

Further questions, especially for EBS.

What does it mean for God to “call” someone? What would it mean for him to call you? Call to/for what?

Is your primary purpose in life, or motivation for studying or whatever you do, for your own purposes?
What would it mean to change your life goals and aims to live for God? To live for serving others? To be a
blessing to others? How can you do this without being too abstract or idealistic? 

What would it mean for you to enter into a personal covenant with God? Would you be worried about your
life? Your future? Your well-being and happiness? 

At the end of your life, how will you evaluate your time on earth? Will you be remembered well, long after
you’re gone? Will you still have a reputation and a positive impact on those you leave behind? On the world in
general? How can you make sure you successfully conclude your existence on earth? Does it make sense to try
to do so without God? If God is the center of the equation, how does that make things different?

Prayer.

Pray about the motives that underlie what you do every day, why you study and work, why you do all that
you do. Give everything to God, and pray continually for him to make your life a blessing, to impact others, to
be spiritually effective with those you interact with, and to be fruitful in God’s overall plan. 
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