
God’s Promises to Abraham & Sarah – Genesis 12-17 

 

Definitions 

Blessing – 2 types 

 General – blessings that everyone receives regardless of their connection to God 

  Children, rain and sun, etc.  – the blessings of creation 

 Specific – blessings given by God to specific people, usually in conjunction with a promise 

Promise – sometimes, but not always, the same as a covenant 

 Always given by God to the people 

  Promises bind God because He cannot break them and remain faithful to Himself 

 Always fulfilled, but not always within the lifetime of the person or people who receive them 

 Serves as guide, gives identity, and anchors hope 

  Even before the fulfillment, the promise shapes the lives of those who receive it 

Faithfulness – remaining loyal to God and the covenant 

 Remaining faithful means the benefits of God’s promises apply to you 

Unfaithfulness – not sin or sinfulness 

Being unfaithful means rejecting God 

Therefore the benefits of His promises no longer apply to you 

This is always the choice of the person, not God 
 

The Story so far… 
 
Abraham’s story – often called ‘The Abraham Cycle’ – is Genesis 11:27—25:18.  

 The core is bookended by the first and last time God speaks to him (12:1-3 and 22:16-18) 

Before Abraham is the “primeval ‘history.’ ” This story is the beginning of the “Patriarchal History.” 

God has promised not to destroy the world, but creation is still not aligned with God’s purpose for it. 

God choosing Abraham reveals at least part of the divine plan – He is going to work through 

Abraham’s family. 

There are three big themes throughout this story: Blessing, Promise, and Faithfulness 

Genesis 12:2-3  

The first promise (God doesn’t use the word ‘covenant’ here) 

I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a 

blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families 

of the earth shall be blessed. 

• Blessing shapes the life of this family, and even outsiders – it’s used 88 times in Genesis.  

• Promise also shapes the family.  

o Even though the promise is not fulfilled in Abraham’s life, the promise alone shapes them.  

▪ They are now the people to whom the promise has been given, and by that promise, people 

who are connected to and in relationship with God. 

o The promise brings the blessings into the sphere of redemption. 

• The promise also has an effect on God – He is now committed to a future with this family 

• This promise (and others) along with God’s blessing brings God into relationship with Abraham 

and it is in and through that relationship that the world will be redeemed. 

• The promise (covenant) doesn’t establish the relationship – that’s already there. Rather, the 

covenant promise carries an obligation for God – He cannot do other and remain faithful. 



Genesis 15:5-7 – the covenant with Abraham 

[God] brought him outside and said, ‘Look towards heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them.’ 

Then He said to him, ‘So shall your descendants be.’ 6And he believed the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him 

as righteousness. 7Then He said to him, ‘I am the Lord who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you 

this land to possess.’  

This is a restatement of the promise – though the blessing part is not there.   

• God is responding to Abraham’s concern about not having a child.  

Verse 6 is a key to this whole story: [Abraham] believed the Lord, and the Lord reckoned it to him 

as righteousness.  

• Abraham believes – he trusts God 

• God “reckons” it to him as righteousness – in response to Abraham’s faith, God formally 

declares that Abraham is righteous. 

Genesis 15:9-17a 

This is a strange story to us – and kinda gross.  

1. God tells Abraham to bring several animals, and Abraham cuts most of them in half and 

keeps the scavengers away.  

2. When the sun goes down, “a deep sleep fell upon Abraham, and a deep and terrifying 

darkness descended upon him.”  

3. Then God gives him a glimpse of the future, and “a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch 

passed between the pieces.” And “on that day the LORD made a covenant with Abraham.” 

• God, symbolized by the fire pot and torch, acts alone – again the promise, the obligation, is on 

God alone. The ritual underlines the solemn nature of the covenant. 

• God will never nullify this promise. But the covenant has been made with Abraham, a person 

whose faith has just been declared. There is a relational element to the covenant.  

o While the promise is everlasting, God does not guarantee that ever person or generation will 

participate in its fulfillment. The promise is available for believers to hang on to – for hope for 

the future.  

o Faith is not a condition for the giving of the promise, but by unbelief, a person can leave the 

sphere of the promise. 

 

 

                                                     Unfaithfulness 

 

Genesis 17:1-8 

Another restatement of the promise or covenant.  

• This time stated as an “everlasting” covenant. 

• Focused less on land than on being the father of a multitude of nations. 

17:1b 

I am God Almighty; walk before Me, and be blameless. 

• “Blameless” = sinless  

o unreserved faithfulness in every aspect the relationship 

• Not a condition for giving the covenant (walking before God etc.) but it becomes obligatory for 

relationship within the covenant. 

o Being in covenant with God means being faithful to God and vice-versa 

o Being unfaithful take you out of the covenant, but the covenant itself remains and can be 

entered into again. 

Covenant Promises 

 

Faithfulness 



Again – it is God’s initiative to give the covenant 

• Like the covenant with Noah it involves stability, eternity, and unconditionality (on God’s part, 

faithfulness is required from the people) 

17:4b-8 

You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations. 5No longer shall your name be Abram, but your name shall 

be Abraham; for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations. 6I will make you exceedingly fruitful; 

and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from you. 7I will establish My covenant between Me and 

you, and your offspring after you throughout their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you 

and to your offspring after you. 8And I will give to you, and to your offspring after you, the land where you are 

now an alien, all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding; and I will be their God. 

1. Abraham will be the ancestor of a multitude of nations and kings 

2. Abraham will be exceedingly fruitful 

This will be extended to Isaac and Jacob (son and grandson) 

3. God will be God to Abraham and his descendants 

4. Abraham will receive land 

God changes Abram’s name (little chiastic structure here – AB B’A’) 

A  You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations.  

     B  5No longer shall your name be Abram,  

     B’  but your name shall be Abraham;  

A’  for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations. 

A name change – from ‘exalted father’ to ‘father of a multitude’ – marks a new stage and identity for 

Abraham with respect to God’s overall plan 

17:9-14 

God said to Abraham, ‘As for you, you shall keep My covenant, you and your offspring after you throughout 

their generations.’ 

• This means doing justice to, being faithful to, the relationship with God Who gave the promise 

• Circumcision is a sign of faithfulness to the covenant from the human side (the rainbow was a 

sign of faithfulness to the Noah covenant from God’s side.) 

o Not circumcising is a sign of unfaithfulness, and therefore not being part of the covenant  

▪ It doesn’t break the covenant because it cannot be broken – God is always faithful to His 

promises 

17:15-16 

Sarah receives a name change and promises of blessing (twice!), nations and kings.  

 She participates in the covenant herself – not just through her husband 

17:17-21 

Abraham isn’t so sure – laughs at the idea of having his own children 

God doesn’t scold him – just says that Ishmael will not be the one and names Abraham and 

Sarah’s son Isaac, who will be the recipient of the covenant promises. 

But My covenant I will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this season next year. 17:21 

  



Romans 4 

Paul uses Abraham as the example of not only faith, but how God has chosen to act  

• God doesn’t wait until Abraham does something – not even circumcision – before He makes the 

covenant promises. Abraham’s faith is enough, he doesn’t have to do anything else. 

• It is the word of God coming to Abraham that creates his faith 

▪ God promises descendants like the stars in the sky and that promise creates faith 

• Abraham becomes the father of all who have faith 

For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the 

result of works, so that no one may boast.  Ephesians 2:8-9 

 

Key take-aways 

1. God’s promises come unbidden – God simply does it 

2. The covenant promises cannot be broken because it is God Who remains faithful and so 

“guarantees” them 

3. Human unfaithfulness does not break the covenant (see #2) but it does mean that the person or 

people no longer have access to the promises and the benefits therein 

4. Because the covenant promises are eternal and kept in place by God, when the person or people 

return to faithfulness, they once again become recipients of the promise – they re-gain access 

5. The promises will be fulfilled – but they have an important function as promises even before they 

are fulfilled. They shape how the people live. They give identity. They offer hope for the future. 
 
All of the above could be said about God’s promises to us through Jesus  

1. God sent Jesus to us unbidden. Jesus died for us unbidden. God simply did it 

2. The promise of forgiveness and life with God cannot be broken because God remains faithful 

3. Human unfaithfulness (rejecting God, not just sinning) does not negate or break the promises of 

God to us, but we would not have the benefit of forgiveness, etc.  

4. When we fall away, God works to bring us back. And when we return, He welcomes us back 

into the promises He gave us. 

5. While the promise of forgiveness is certainly fulfilled, the promise of eternal life is still to come. 

But the promise shapes how we live, gives us identity and offers us hope. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The primary resource for this study was The New Interpreter’s Bible: A Commentary in Twelve 

Volumes, Vol. 1. The commentary on Genesis was written by Dr. Terrence Fretheim. 


