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THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM
GOD’S PROMISES REVEALED
Genesis 17
INTRODUCTION
Today we get the wonderful privilege of opening up God’s Word once again. I remember as a kid hearing that the Bible is God’s “Blueprint for Life”. It tells us how we are meant to function in this lifetime in terms of what is right and wrong, what makes us happy and sad, what will satisfy us and what will not. It shows us the ways that God always intended us to live, and all of that is true.
But as I’ve grown in my understanding of the Bible, I’ve come to realize that the Bible isn’t so much about reading the Blueprint as it is about meeting the one who created it. Reading the Bible is an encounter with the living God, which is the only thing that has the power to truly change your life.  
Once we understand this, we stop reading from a “me-centered”, human perspective, and it opens our eyes to start reading from a “God-centered”, divine perspective. When we open our Bibles, the first question we’re asking isn’t, “How is this going to bear on my life, and on my circumstances?” but “What does this teach me about God, that I might know him and love him more?” 
There are two main ways that the Bible does this. It uses words to describe God’s character, words like “Holy”, “Merciful”, “Faithful”, “Just”, and “Loving”. Understanding the meaning of these words will help us understand God. It also records what God has done, his activity in redemption history that culminated in the giving of his Son, Jesus Christ. 
But there’s a third way that the Bible helps us know and love God better, and it’s the one that we’re going to look at today. Today we’re going to consider not just what God does, but how God does it, because the how matters just as much as the what. If I announce to my wife that we’re going on a vacation tomorrow and tell her she has ten minutes to pack, she wouldn’t be very happy. But if I tell her a few months in advance so that she has time to process it and plan for it, she’d be thrilled. The “what” is the same in both scenarios (a vacation), but the “how” makes a world of difference. 
That’s what Genesis 17 is about. By now, Abram already knows what God is going to do. He knows that God is going to make him into a great nation, multiply his offspring, give him an inheritance of land, and bless him in order to be a blessing to all the families of the earth. But how would he do that? That has remained a mystery to Abraham so far. That’s about to change in Genesis 17. God is about to show Abraham how he intends to keep his promises, and in so doing, he’s going to show Abraham, and us, more about who He is, that we might love him with greater passion and obey him with greater commitment. 
The title of this message is God’s Promises Revealed. My aim today is to show you that God Reveals His Plans Slowly in Order to Reveal Himself Fully. 
We will have three points today that all center on the covenant God makes with Abram in this chapter:
(1) The Heart of the Covenant
(2) The Sign of the Covenant
(3) The Revelation of the Covenant

(1) THE HEART OF THE COVENANT
Our text begins by telling us that the events in Chapter 17 took place when Abram was ninety-nine years old. He’s an old man, but the more important point is that years had passed since Ishmael was born in Chapter 16. Verse 16 of Chapter 16 said,
“Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram.” 
Thirteen years since his wife Sarai gave him her maidservant as his second wife, so that she might have children through her. Thirteen years for Abram to wonder, “Is Ishmael the son God promised to me? Is he the one that he’ll use to fulfill all of his promises to me?” 
Thirteen years is a long time, and yet it had been even longer since Abram first received God’s promises. Remember when God first called Abram to leave his homeland in Chapter 12, verse 4 said:  
“So Abram went, as the LORD had told him, and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran.” 
So if he’s ninety-nine in Chapter 17, and he was seventy-five when God first called him, that means that twenty-four years had passed since God first promised to bless Abram and to make him into a great nation. Twenty-four years, and still Sarai was unable to give him children. Twenty-four years of his wife being barren, and now she was too old to have children.
And so, it would have been quite natural for Abram to have come to terms with Ishmael as his one and only heir. After all, he was thirteen now, a wild donkey of a young man, not just because he was a teenager, but because God said that’s what he would be like in Chapter 16. This boy was tough. He could take care of himself. He was strong and fierce with an indomitable will, a suitable heir for a powerful and wealthy man like Abram. 
But then the unexpected happens. The LORD appears to Abram for the first time in years with a mighty pronouncement that causes Abram to fall on his face: “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blameless, that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly.” 
Notice how God begins. “I am God Almighty”. One of the distinct features of Genesis is the various names that are used to describe God. In Chapter 14, King Melchizedek called God “El-Elyon”, which means “God Most High”, a name that exalts the Lord above all spiritual authorities. In Chapter 16, Hagar called God “El-Roi”, which means “God of seeing”, a name that communicates God’s intimate care for even the lowliest of people. Now, here in Chapter 17, God names himself, and the name he chooses is “El-Shaddai”, which is translated as “God Almighty”. 
This is a name that communicates not only God’s sovereignty, power, and might, but God’s willingness to wield all of that on behalf of his people. It captures the idea that God’s divine omnipotence exists not just for his purposes, but for his people, and that means that there’s nothing that God can’t do for those he loves.  
That’s why early Jewish scholars also translated El-Shaddai as “The God who is Sufficient”. His power makes him sufficient for all of the needs of his people so that they don’t need to look to anyone else but him. 
The Lord then issues Abram a command in verse 1: “walk before me, and be blameless”. God is calling Abram to two things: to moral purity, and to relational humility. He is to be blameless when it comes to obeying God, and he is to be humble in walking before God. One scholar memorably describes the call to “walk before me” as follows:
“God directs Abraham to live life before him, a life in which every step is taken looking to God and every day of which is accompanied by him” (Westermann)
Now look at verse 2. God calls Abram to be blameless and walk before him so that that he may make his covenant between him and Abram and multiply him greatly. You may be wondering, why is God talking about making a covenant again? Didn’t he already make one with Abram? Yes, he did that in Chapter 15 with the mysterious ceremony involving the animals that were cut in half and the fire passing between them. That ceremony communicated to Abram that the covenant would depend on God, and God alone, because God was the only one who passed between the sacrifices. God was the only one who called down curses upon himself should the covenant be broken. This covenant with Abram was one of grace, not works, because it didn’t depend on Abram’s faithfulness. It depended on God’s. 
That helps us understand verse 2. God’s not creating a new covenant. He’s reaffirming and expanding upon the covenant that’s already been made. It’s true that the covenant calls Abram to walk before God in relational humility and to be blameless in moral purity,  but if Abram fails to uphold his end of the covenant, God won’t fail to uphold his. 
That really is the story of the rest of the Old Testament. Abram and his descendants would fail to be blameless and walk before God. They would walk before a bunch of false gods instead and rarely look to the Sufficient One. But despite all that, God’s covenant with Abram and his offspring wouldn’t dissolve or disappear. It would remain unshakeable because of the rock solid faithfulness of God. 
The Lord then tells Abram how he’s going to bless him in verses 3-8. If you read these verses carefully and compare them with the previous occasions when God makes promises to Abram, you’ll notice several differences. In verse 4 God promises to make Abram a “multitude of nations”. God had promised to make Abram a “great nation” before, but this is the first time he tells him that he will make him a “multitude of nations”. It’s such a significant expansion of God’s promise to Abram that it gives rise to a name change in verse 5. Abram’s name means “exalted father”, but the Lord changes it to “Abraham”, which means “father of a multitude.” By renaming him, God demonstrated both his love and his authority. Love in knowing Abram not just as a nameless, faceless instrument, but as a beloved servant. Authority in showing that he has the right to change Abram’s very identity. Abram’s life doesn’t belong to himself. It belongs to God, and God has chosen him to be a father of a multitude.  
Then in verse 6 God promises to make Abram “exceedingly fruitful” to the point that “kings shall come” from him. That’s a first as well. Then in verse 7 the Lord says that he will establish his covenant between “you and your offspring after you throughout their generations”. This is also a first. Abram knew that God’s covenant was with him, but here he discovers that God’s covenant would be with all of his descendants that it might be an “everlasting covenant”.   
Those are all significant expansions of God’s promises, all guaranteed by the reality that God is El-Shaddai, God Almighty. He will deliver on his promises, because he is sufficient. He’s all we need. But as great as those promises are, the most important one is captured in this little phrase at the end of verse 7 where God tells Abram that his covenant was “to be God to you and to your offspring after you.” We see this again in verse 8 when God says with respect to Abraham’s offspring that “I will be their God.”  
This is the first time that God reveals that he wasn’t just going to give Abraham and his offspring things. He was giving them himself. He would be theirs, from this time forth and forevermore. 
This is the heart of the covenant. This is the ultimate blessing. Not land. Not wealth. Not children who would become kings. God was the ultimate blessing, and it was only in him and through him that all the other blessings would come. 
If you’re a Christian today, God’s promise that “I will be their God” belongs to you. If you’ve put your faith in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, believing that he died for your sins and rose from the dead, God’s promise to you is that he will be your God. Not just a God. Not just the God. He is your God, because if you walk by faith in Christ, you’re in these verses. You’re Abraham’s offspring. You’re the multitude of nations God promised to him. You’re the recipients of God’s everlasting covenant to be your God. As the Apostle Paul so simply put it,
“If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.” (Galatians 3:29)
And if you’re not a Christian, I want you to know that the invitation is there for you as well, waiting for you to receive. You don’t have to be good enough. Abram certainly wasn’t. This covenant that God invites you into is on the basis of undeserved, unmerited grace, not works. Come to God through faith in Christ, trusting that he died for your sins, that God might become your God as well. 

(2) THE SIGN OF THE COVENANT
Over time, God’s simple but profound promise “I will be your God” would become one half of the Bible’s most beloved ways of referring to God’s covenant. The other half would be this: “and you will be my people”. It’s this equally wonderful promise that is captured in our second point: The Sign of the Covenant. 
In verses 9-14, God commands Abraham to keep his covenant by instituting the practice of circumcision, which was the removal of the foreskin on the male genitals. History tells us that this was quite a common practice at the time, and it’s one that continues today in certain cultures and traditions around the world. 
I’m going to highlight a few elements of this practice from our text before explaining its significance.
The first is that verse 11 calls circumcision the “sign of the covenant” between God and Abraham. It wasn’t the covenant itself. It was only the sign of the covenant. The covenant between God and Abraham existed independently of circumcision. This meant that getting circumcised didn’t bring someone into the covenant. Getting circumcised was merely the physical representation of the spiritual reality that the person was already part of the covenant. That’s why in Genesis 34 when Jacob’s sons deceive the Hivites into circumcising themselves before murdering them, the act of circumcision didn’t automatically make them part of God’s people. 
Second, verse 12 says that infants who were eight days old were to be circumcised. The practice at the time among the surrounding nations was for young men to be circumcised in their early teens as a rite of passage into adulthood, but not so for God’s people. They were to be circumcised shortly after being born, which demonstrated that they didn’t have to earn a place in God’s covenant. They were given a place in God’s covenant by virtue of being Abraham’s descendants. 
Third, verses 12-13 say that every male throughout all generations, whether born in Abraham’s household or bought with money as servants, shall be circumcised. This shows that God’s covenant with Abraham was never meant to be exclusively biological. People from outside his bloodlines could join and become part of God’s covenant people, provided that they joined themselves to Abraham’s descendants. That’s one of the ways that God’s promise to bless Abraham in order to be a blessing to the nations would be fulfilled. It would be through him that the nations could come to know God as their own. 
Fourth, verse 14 says that any male who was not circumcised would be “cut off from his people” because he has broken God’s covenant. It’s not clear whether this meant excommunication or death, where either God’s people would either send that person away, or God would bring that person’s life to an end at some undefined point in time. The scholars don’t agree. But what they do agree on is that to refuse to obey God’s command to be circumcised was to attract God’s judgment. This wasn’t optional for Abraham and his descendants. If they were to continue to receive the blessings of God’s covenant, they would have to be circumcised. 
Why does any of this matter, and what does it mean for us today? After all, we know that the New Testament teaches that circumcision is no longer required for God’s people, so why should we take the time to study it? 
These verses remind us that God isn’t only interested in having a relationship with individual people. That’s true, as we saw in the story about Hagar in Chapter 16. He’s the God who sees you in your unique struggles and weaknesses, and he’s there to help you and care for you. But the sign of circumcision tells us that there’s a corporate element to God’s relationship with us as well. He sees us as individuals, but he also sees us as a collection of individuals. God isn’t only interested in bringing persons to himself. He’s interested in bringing a people to himself, a people who share a common devotion to him in the way that they live and the way that they worship. 
Circumcision was the Old Covenant way of marking this group of people as distinctly belonging to God. As Derek Kidner puts it, it was “God’s brand”, his signature, his way of telling his people and the world that they were his people. We may not practice circumcision in the New Covenant, but we have our own sign, our own way of reminding ourselves that we, this collective group of believers, belong to God. It’s the sign of the Lord’s Supper. When we participate in the Lord’s Supper, we are reminding ourselves of the wonderful promise that God is our God, and we are His people. 
Let me give you one more reason why circumcision is important. Circumcision is important because it provides a picture of what needs to happen to our hearts if we are to be faithful to God. It shows us that something in the deepest, most intimate part of our being needs to be cut off so that we will truly live as the covenant people of God. That’s why Moses speaks of the circumcision of the heart in Deuteronomy 10:16:
“Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your heart, and be no longer stubborn.” 
The difference between physical circumcision and spiritual circumcision, however, is that we can do the first, but we can’t do the second. It’s impossible for us to change our own hearts or to perform spiritual heart surgery. That’s why Moses later gives Israel this promise in Deuteronomy 30:6
“And the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your offspring, so that you will love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, that you may live.” 
The covenant sign of circumcision reminds us that something dramatic needs to happen in our lives for us to be in a right relationship with God. Something messy, and even painful in the deepest, most intimate parts of our lives, and God is the only one who can do it. God needs to cut out the selfishness and sin from our hearts, so that we might love him with all our heart and with all our soul, and he does that through the work of the Holy Spirit. As Romans 2:29 says,
“…circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code.” 

(3) THE REVELATION OF THE COVENANT
This leads us to the climax of God’s speech to Abraham and to our final point: The Revelation of the Covenant. 
It’s in these verses (15-21) that the Lord finally decides to reveal not just the what of his promises, but the how. The “what” is a multitude of nations, an everlasting covenant, and a land that will belong to his people as an everlasting possession, but the “how” has been unclear to Abraham. At one point he thought God’s promises might be fulfilled through his nephew Lot, his kinsman, but then he moved away from Abram and settled in the fertile Jordan Valley. Then he feared that it might be his servant Eliezer of Damascus, but then God promised that it would be his very own son. Then in Chapter 16 Abram had a son, not through Sarai, but through Hagar, and he had thirteen years to get used to the idea that Ishmael would be the “how” to the “what”.
But here, in verses 15-16, God reveals that the “how” wouldn’t be the son of Hagar. It would be the son of Sarai, the barren one, the one who had been completely unable to have children throughout her ninety years of life. God renames her as “Sarah” in verse 15, not to change her identity, because both Sarai and Sarah mean “princess”, but to demonstrate that the same, personal love and authority that he had for Abraham rested on Sarah as well. And because of that, all the special blessings he had poured out on Abraham would be poured out on her as well. She shall become a multitude of nations. Kings of peoples shall come from her through her very own child. He would be the son of the promise and the one who would bring the fullness of God’s promises to the world. 
But as Abraham considers this new revelation, it seems not only impossible to him, but ridiculous. Verse 17 says that he fell on his face and laughed and said to himself, “Shall a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?” This of course was a rhetorical question, not a question of inquiry, but a question of doubt as he laughs at God’s Word. That’s how ridiculous it seemed to him. It was so far beyond the realm of possibility that he couldn’t take it seriously. 
To his credit, verse 17 says that he said this to himself. He didn’t laugh openly at God. Indeed, he was still prostrate, on his face, before God Almighty, in a posture of reverence and fear. Maybe that’s why God didn’t rebuke him. He knew that Abraham’s faith was weak and that he would have a hard time believing this so he shows him divine patience and care. 
God’s Word seemed impossible, but from Abraham’s perspective, what seemed very possible was that God would take Ishmael, this strapping young man who seemed to be a natural leader, and use him to multiply and become great. So Abraham offers a prayer in verse 18: “Oh that Ishmael might live before you!” 
Now to this, God gives a stern “No”. Hagar’s son won’t be the one who walks before God receiving the daily light of his favour. It shall be Sarah’s son, and he shall be called Isaac. Do you know what Isaac means? It means “he laughs”! God commemorates Abraham’s doubting laughter forever by naming his son “he laughs”. Why? To forever show him and the generations to come that God fulfills his promises even when we don’t believe in them. Even when we laugh at them. Even when they seem too ridiculous to believe. 
God named him Isaac, so that when we are tempted to doubt and laugh at God’s promises – promises to forgive us of our sins, promises to lift us up out of our darkness, promises to satisfy the deepest longings of our soul and pour out his love into our hearts – we might look to Isaac, remember Abraham’s laughter, and see that the laughter became the flesh and blood son of the promise and believe that God really does make the impossible possible. 
This is the true beauty of understanding the how of God’s purposes. He doesn’t just do what he promises in straightforward, clearcut ways. He does what he promises in the midst of seemingly impossible situations, because that’s how he demonstrates who he is. The how reveals the who of God’s omnipotent power and blessing that he exercises on behalf of his people. The how reveals El-Shaddai, God Almighty, the one who is Sufficient for every single one of our needs. 
Nowhere is this clearer than on the cross. As Jesus hung there on the cross, the disciples fled, the Romans mocked, and the Jews laughed at the one who was supposed to be their Saviour. But in the midst of all this, God was working out his greatest and mightiest act in all of creation’s history, the act of forgiving us and redeeming us from our sins. 
That’s how God works, because that’s who God is, and he has been finding ways to reveal who he is through how he works from the beginning of time to today. 
Our text ends with a wonderful display of God’s favour on Abraham as he promises not only to bless Isaac, but to bless Ishmael. He may not become a multitude of nations, but he would become a great nation, a nation led by twelve princes who multiply greatly. But God’s covenant wouldn’t be with Ishmael. It would be on Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear at this time next year. 
Verses 22-27 record Abraham’s immediate obedience. Verse 23 says “that very day, as God had said to him” he circumcised all the men of his household. He circumcised his son, he circumcised himself, and he circumcised all the foreigners who were part of his household as a reminder to all that El-Shaddai was their God, and they were his people. 

CONCLUSION
So the next time you look at your life and wonder, “Is this it? Is this all God has for me? Is this what his promises look like?” remember that God doesn’t work on our timelines. He works on his own, not because he wants to see us squirm and wriggle, but so that we might know him and love him more. 
And remember that God doesn’t always make the fullness of his plans known to us. God promised Abraham offspring when he was seventy-five years old, but he didn’t reveal that this promised child would be Sarah’s son until he was ninety-nine. Twenty-four years of waiting for the full revelation of God’s promises. Twenty-four years of doubting, questioning, and speculating, until God finally decided to reveal his plans.
But what is twenty-four years in God’s master plan of redemption? It’s nothing but a drop in the ocean of time. God would wait hundreds of years before fulfilling his promise to give Abraham’s descendants the land of Canaan. He would wait thousands of years before fulfilling his promise that the promised Son of Eve would crush the head of the serpent. God works in his own time, and in his own way, so that we might know him as El-Shaddai, God Almighty, the One who is Sufficient for all our needs.
I end with these verses from 2 Peter:
[bookmark: _GoBack]“But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient towards you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.” – 2 Peter 3:8-9
