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Passage: Gen. 12; see also Heb. 11:8-16, Rom. 4, Gen. 17:1-8

Themes, issues, goals: How God worked in Abe s life and ours; God s faithfulness; how the gospel works in our
lives.

Note: See the handout on Gen. 12 for more background notes on Abraham and for more ideas for questions. 

Background. 

In the previous chapter, Abraham assembled an army to fight against some kings in order to rescue his
kidnapped nephew. This and other passages (like 13:2) indicate that Abraham was a powerful and rich man,
because God had blessed him and he had been faithful (more or less, though he fails in some ways, as we’ll see
in a future  study).  Thus,  it  is  ironic  and interesting  that God tells him, “I am your  shield,  your  very great
reward”. Whether it should be ‘shield’ or ‘sovereign’ as the NIV text note indicates, a shield is also associated
with a king leading his army into battle, so the translation doesn’t affect the meaning of this figure of speech.
Abraham’s response indicates that more than wealth or power, all he wants from God is a son, and his tone here
sounds perhaps pleading, confused, despondent, or even doubting. 

Not knowing if or when God will deliver a real son, he is about take matters into his own hands by
adopting his chief servant Eliezer as a son of sorts to inherit his wealth. This was a common practice in those
days – if a man was childless, he could adopt a male servant as heir and guardian of his estate and wealth.
Eliezer was from Damascus (modern day Syria), who was probably acquired when Abraham and Terah moved
from Ur to Haran or when they lived in Haran; Eliezer may  have been the servant who accompanied Abraham
and Isaac to the mountain in Gen. 17 when Abraham was about to sacrifice his son. 

God reiterates and reinforces his promise as a direct promise for real, direct offspring, with the famous
stars analogy. On a clear night, without city lights, cars, or any artificial light sources, it is possible to see over
8000 stars, including those in the Milky Way (the dense band of stars in the sky, which is actually the stars
forming the core of the galaxy). Abraham’s faith is recorded, which is highly significant as Paul points out in
Rom. 4 as an example of how salvation was by faith in the Old Testament times. Whether this was a gradual
faith or a sudden breakthrough is not quite clear, for God had been working in his life for some time, and he had
been following or trying to follow God for years. 

But in spite of his faith here, which is enough to show that he is a true believer, it is general and faces
challenges  and  testing  when  it  comes  to  specifics.  Abraham  struggled  with  the  promise  of  a  child  and
descendants, and still struggles with the promise of a permanent homeland. In v7, God reminds him of who he
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is, the one who called him out of Chaldea (Sumeria – there was some overlap between these civilizations). Very
often when we worry, God wants to just remind us of who he is, which gives us the perspective we need to be
God-centered  in our thinking,  and to see our  problems from a proper long-term, even eternal,  perspective.
Focusing on our problems, worry, anxiety, and self-pity are all self-focused,  self-centered ways of thinking.
Focusing on God sets our attitudes in more alignment with his will, and helps us to be more rational, balanced,
clear-thinking, and positive (or at least realistic). 

God also gives Abraham a long-term perspective, by outlining the future course of his new race. The
prediction states that his people will be exiles in a foreign land (Egypt) for four hundred years, and their exodus,
which as we know happened of course under Moses. One reason was that it would take time for Abraham’s
immediate offspring to develop into a whole race and nation. Another reason given in v16 is that “the sin of the
Amorites has not reached its full measure”. The Amorites, who lived in the hill country of Palestine, and the
related  Canaanite  cultures  who lived on the plains  and  near  the shores  of  Palestine,  were rather  depraved
pagans. God is patiently waiting for them, giving them time to repent if they will, and for their sin to reach its
maximum limit before he will finally use the future Israelites to punish them. They worshiped multiple deities
like Baal and Ashtoreh, and we know from history and archeology about their  religious practices that  were
offensive to God. Their worship rituals included hitting and cutting themselves  (self-mutilation) in order to
work themselves into a religious frenzy, immoral sexual practices combined with religious rituals, religious
prostitution, divination (trying to predict the future through various superstitious or occultic means – religious
fortune-telling), and even child sacrifice. In fact, the various Baals and such deities were fertility deities, whose
favor they sought for agricultural fertility (good crops) as well as sexual fertility, hence the sexualized religious
practices. At the end of the chapter, God specifically promises a particular  area of Palestine, and mentions
specific Amorite and Canaanite tribes whose land his descendants are to receive. 

The most enigmatic passage is actually one of the most important in Genesis, the strange vision in v10-
19.  We can surmise  that  God is  appearing,  as  represented  by  the firepot and  torch,  which symbolizes  his
presence (like the cloud by day and fire by night with the Israelites during the exodus). The significance here is
often  lost  on  the  modern  reader  due  to  cultural  differences,  but  it  has  to  do  with  Ancient  Near  Eastern
covenants. First, God’s reminder of who he is in v7 is typical of ANE covenants – covenants typically start with
an introduction of the covenant-giver, which establishes who he is, his authority as the covenant-giver, and the
relationship between the covenant-giver and the recipient  of the covenant.  Thus, God announces who he is
whenever he makes (or reiterates) a covenant (as in Ex. 34). The purpose for the creation account in Gen. 1 is
for the purposes of declaring boldly who God is, as an introduction to the whole covenant literature of the Old
Testament. 

Covenants in the ANE were also formalized or ratified with an animal sacrifice. The animal sacrifice
itself represents a curse for those who break it. In fact, covenants often contained blesses and curses for obeying
or disobeying the covenant. The OT in fact has many such examples of curses and blessings spelled out. The
animal sacrifice itself symbolized a curse, which to the participants in a covenant means, “May this be done to
me if I violate the covenant” or “This is what will happen to me if I violate the covenant”. A more elaborate
rituals involves cutting up animals and walking down the aisle between the animals’ bodies like we see here1.
Again, this signifies a self-maledictory oath, that is, taking a curse upon oneself, if one fails to live up to the
terms of the covenant. In fact, the Hebrew verb meaning ‘to make a covenant’ literally means ‘cut a covenant’
due  to  the  animal  sacrifice.  However,  God did  something  interestingly  different  here.  Usually  in  such  a
covenant ceremony,  both parties of the covenant walked between the animals.  In this  ceremony,  only God
passed between the animals, which is very unusual. In this case, God says that the penalties of violation of the
covenant  will  fall  upon  him.  Of  course,  he  won’t  violate  the  covenant,  but  as  sinners,  Abraham and his
descendants naturally would at times. So God offers to take the curses of the covenant upon himself! 

This not only makes an absolute pledge to Abraham to provide land and descendants, but of course this
foreshadows the New Testament gospel. God did take the penalties of the covenant upon himself when Christ

1 Incidentally, three years of age was considered the ideal age for an animal to be sacrificed; cf. 1 Sam. 1:24.
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died for us on the cross. This passage foreshadows God taking the penalties for our sins upon himself, so it is
important for us to understand if we want to understand the Old Testament and the unfolding of the OT gospel /
covenant. 

Here God’s self-sacrifice is combined with the promise to provide land and descendants to Abraham, I
believe, because God will use Abraham’s offspring to produce the Messiah, so Abraham’s offspring are key to
God’s plan to provide us redemption thru Christ. Because God is absolutely determined to carry out his plan, he
is willing to make such an absolute oath to Abraham here. To this day God has upheld his promise. Abraham
has both physical and spiritual descendants – those of us who believe call Abraham our spiritual father (Rom.
4:11, Gal. 3:29). The Jewish people have for the most part remained in the land of Palestine since ancient times,
except for  the Babylonian captivity  and  the Diaspora – the the “dispersion” --  after  the Romans destroyed
Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Even then, when there was no nation of Israel (A.D. 70-1948), many Jews remained in
Palestine, occupied by various other nations throughout history. Most importantly, these promises are fulfilled
ultimately by Christ himself. Instead of a few hundred square kilometers of real estate, he presides over God’s
kingdom, he has countless millions of spiritual children, and he reigns forever. 

An important  point  to  note  is  that  Abraham’s  salvation  was by faith.  Faith  is  how Old Testament
believers were saved, and faith is part of the covenant, though it isn’t until St. Paul’s writings that the theology
of faith is made so explicit. In Old Testament times, the covenant theology was laid out in terms of relationship
theology, rather than the New Testament theology of faith and grace. It’s important that we understand this, so
that we can have a fuller appreciation of the gospel. There’s more to it than just the four spiritual laws, if that’s
all we understand. The four spiritual laws is designed as a presentation format for modern non-believers, and it
does an excellent job of that. It’s not intended as a full exposition of salvational theology, of course. But it does
begin with “God has a plan for your life” or “God wants to have a personal relationship with you”. The problem
is  not  with  the  four  spiritual  laws,  but  with  Christians  who  present  this  first  point  without  a  significant
understanding of what this first part means, and rush thru it to get to the other points. That misses out on the
compelling  reasons  for  presenting  the  gospel  and  for  believing  –  the  profound  and  rewarding  personal
relationship with God, which is an essential element of salvation, and the purpose of the gospel. Again, the
gospel is simply the same covenant as in the OT, albeit presented and developed from a different perspective. 

If group members have difficulty with the concept of salvation by faith in the Old Testament2, be sure to
look at Romans 4. Christ died for all people – past, present, and future. People who believed back then believed
in God generally, and for them that  was sufficient,  for they didn’t  know yet about the trinity or Christ3.  It
doesn’t matter, because their salvation is still thru Christ’s future death, and time is not an issue for an eternal
God. 

Finally,  it  is  significant  here  that  God  didn’t  ratify  or  make  official  his  covenant  with  the animal
sacrifice ritual in Gen. 15 until after Abraham fully believed God. This may have been a gradually developing
faith, as God worked in his life over many years, until it finally reached a full faith and understanding in 15:6.
It’s important to understand that  works, animal sacrifices,  and other religious rituals in the OT were never
intended  as  a  means  of  salvation.  Rather,  they  were  intended  as  signs  and  ratification  ceremonies  of  the
covenant. Their purpose was for observing, remembering, and celebrating God’s covenant with them. 

2 Incidentally, believers in the OT weren’t called Christians for obvious but purely technical reasons – Christ hadn’t come
yet, so they didn’t know his name. In fact, they only had a partial understanding of the coming Messiah. ‘Christian’ is an
adjective form of ‘Christ’, formed with a Latin adjective suffix -ian. 

3 This has also been true for some unreached people groups in the world. Missionaries have found some people groups
who knew, or did know in their past history at some time, of a one true God, and believed in him. (In some cases, their
religious knowledge became distorted over time and degenerated into polytheism.) Though they didn’t know of Christ
specifically, some of them believed in the one true God that they knew and were thereby saved. For more, I believe a
good book on this is Eternity in their Hearts by Don Richardson (I once heard an absolutely amazing and awe-inspiring
sermon based on what this author said). For a summary and review of this book, go to:
http://christdot.org/modules.php?name=News&file=print&sid=1715.
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Questions.

God speaks.

What  has  happened  before  this  chapter?  (Leaders  can  summarize  this.)   How  does  God  appear  to
Abraham?

Why does he tell him not to be afraid? What is Abraham anxious about at this point in his life? Why does
God say that he is his shield and great reward? How is that ironic? Why is God using irony? What is he trying
to teach Abraham? 

What is the most important quality, goal, or thing in life to you, or your greatest area of achievement – like
academic success, intelligence, security, etc. What would it mean for God to say to you, “I am your (X)”? 

Why is Abraham worried in v2-4? How does he handle his anxiety? Does he seem disrespectful toward
God? Have you recently  struggled  in prayer,  or  with God, over  an unfulfilled prayer  request  like this?  As
believers can we pray like this? How is it that a believer can be so honest and direct before God? Does God
appreciate  this  kind  of  prayer?  Does  he  respond  to  it?  How?  How  can  we  pray  honestly  without  being
disrespectful? 

What kind of solution is Abraham about to undertake for his problem? Why would he adopt a servant?
Why are inheritance and offspring so important to him? Why would it not be a good idea to do so? Can you
think of a time that  you became impatient with God and took matters into your own hands? What was the
result? Has there been a time when you waited, even though it took a long time and much pain? What was the
result?  Which  is  the  better  path?  Why?  Is  there  a  similar  situation  today  that  you  struggle  with?  What
temptations to take matters into your own hands do you face? Have you shared it with others? What would be
the outcome if you did things your way? 

How does God respond to his doubt in v4-5? What is God reminding him of? Why the analogy with the
stars? 

What is Abraham’s response in v6? Why is that significant? Why does Abraham believe God because of
his promise of offspring? Was this a sudden or gradually developing faith? Why was God so patient with him?
Have you known people who seemed to gradually believe, or for whom it took a long time of God working in
his/her life to come to full faith in Christ?

Were people in the Old Testament saved the same way as today? (See Rom. 4.) How were they saved by
faith if Christ hadn’t come? What then was the purpose of the animal sacrifices and other religious rituals in the
Old Testament? 

What does God say in v7? What is the purpose of this reminder? When you face anxiety, worry, etc., what
is one thing that God would want to say to you – to remind you of? Why? Why are anxiety, worry, consuming
anger, self-pity, etc. spiritually counterproductive? Why is it important to remember who God is? To be God-
centered in our thinking? How does focusing on our problems (or ourselves) take us away from God? Does
focusing on God magically solve the problems? Why then is it important? 

How often do you consider what God has done in your life? How often do you thank him for it? How often
do you thank him for  your  salvation?  For  what  Christ  did  for  you? Why is  important  to  keep  reminding
ourselves of what God has done? How is that supposed to change our thinking and attitudes?

Why does God prophesy about the next four hundred years of his offspring? What does he mean about the
Amorites who occupy the land? Why would he delay judgment on them? (See  2 Peter 3:9.) Why would he
allow Abraham’s new race to undergo 400 years of hardship? Why all this logistical trouble on God’s part – to
Egypt, thru an exodus, and conquering the land over many years? 
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Does it seem incredible to you that this prophecy was fulfilled? Why do skeptics not believe this could
happen (and thus  they doubt  that  this  was actually  told to Abraham 400 years before  it  happened)?  More
importantly,  that  God  makes  promises?  How would  you explain  to  a  skeptics  how  and  why God  makes
promises go us? Is it primarily for our sake? If it’s mainly for God’s sake, how does that help us?

Finally, what does God promise at the end of the chapter? Why this repetition? What further details does
he include? 

The covenant.

[Leaders should explain about covenant ceremonies and ratification in ANE culture. This is somewhat
difficult due to the cultural differences here, but it’s important for understanding the passage and God’s plans in
Genesis (and it’s very interesting). If the members are too young to attempt the questions below, the leaders
should explain it to them, and hopefully the group members will understand and say, “ooh, ahh!”]

Look at the command to prepare sacrificial animals in v9-11, and the strange vision in 17-18? What in the
world does this mean, and why is it mentioned here? Why is it important? 

What does this ceremony represent? What do the dead animals represent? Why does Abraham not pass
thru the aisle between the animals? Why does God alone go between the animals? What penalty or curse does
God  take  upon himself?  Why is  this  object  lesson  given  in  connection  with  God’s  promise  of  land  and
offspring? How were these promises fulfilled? 

What does this foreshadow? How is the gospel foreshadowed here? Why does God take on the penalty of
the covenant? Could Abraham have paid the penalties? Could we? How do we, and Abraham, incur violations
of the covenant? 

Also, in the animal sacrifices set up under the law of Moses, as described in Leviticus, what did those
sacrifices represent in the context of the covenant? What was it supposed to teach the people? Where they ever
intended to actually take away sin? What else do they foreshadow? How is Christ the ultimate sacrifice? 

What important “event” had to happen before God confirmed the covenant with the animal sacrifice? (See
v. 6.) Why? 

EBS or beginner’s group.

For a beginner’s level or EBS study, leaders can use this as a segue for presenting key ideas of the
gospel that relate to this passage – promise, blessing, sacrifice, salvation by faith, etc.

Prayer.

Reflect on what God has done in your life, and thank him specifically for the things he has done. Pray
that your attitude towards difficulties will be fully God-centered and God-focused. Pray for your life’s plans and
goals to be oriented toward God’s purposes. Thank Jesus for taking upon himself the curses of our sins; do so
every day. 
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