Character Studies

Abraham

The Covenant

The name Abram means “high father.”  In Genesis 17:5, God changed his name to Abraham, meaning “father of many nations.”  He was used greatly by the Lord though he never gave a prophecy, never wrote a book and gave no laws.  God used him to form the nation of Israel and promised that in him all the nations of the earth would be blessed.  God has a purpose for each of us and can use us to do His will but He must do His work in us before He can do a work through us.
Genesis 12:1-3

Now the Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will shew thee:

2 And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing:

3 And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed.

Abram was born to Terah in Ur of the Chaldees, a pagan society.  According to Joshua 24:2, Terah, Abram’s father, worshipped other gods.  Ur was located in what we believe to be southern Iraq today about 220 miles southeast of Baghdad.  The city was on many trade routes so it was a wealthy and prosperous city and archaeologists have discovered elaborate jewelry and other wares there.  The city had streets, a drainage system and some two story homes with many rooms.  It seems the people of the city enjoyed a high standard of living.
God called Abram to leave 1) his country, 2) his kindred (which means literally “birth place”) and 3) his family.  He was to remove himself totally from the idolatrous influences in his life.  The same is true of Christians today.  We cannot continue to flirt with the influences of the world or the chances are we will fall back into our old, comfortable patterns.  Abram had to leave it all behind.

God made promises to Abram at this point:  the Lord would make of him a great nation, his name would be made great, God would bless them that blessed Abram and curse them that cursed him and in Abram all the families of the earth would be blessed.  But this wasn’t the entire covenant that would be made.  The Lord revealed to him little by little what was to be done in his life with Abram not knowing when and how these things would be realized.  Abram was to begin his walk of faith.

He was to leave his country and go to live as a pilgrim and stranger in a country God would show him.  There is no record given that Abram ever returned to Haran.  When he needed to make contact with his relatives there, he sent his servant Eliezer to get Rebekah as a wife for Isaac.
Genesis 12:4-9

4 So Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken unto him; and Lot went with him: and Abram was seventy and five years old when he departed out of Haran.

5 And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother's son, and all their substance that they had gathered, and the souls that they had gotten in Haran; and they went forth to go into the land of Canaan; and into the land of Canaan they came.

6 And Abram passed through the land unto the place of Sichem, unto the plain of Moreh. And the Canaanite was then in the land.

7 And the Lord appeared unto Abram, and said, Unto thy seed will I give this land: and there builded he an altar unto the Lord, who appeared unto him.

8 And he removed from thence unto a mountain on the east of Bethel, and pitched his tent, having Bethel on the west, and Hai on the east: and there he builded an altar unto the Lord, and called upon the name of the Lord.

9 And Abram journeyed, going on still toward the south.

The fourth verse begins “So Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken to him . . .” this is recorded in Hebrews as his first act of faith, “By faith Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he should after receive for an inheritance, obeyed; and he went out, not knowing whither he went” (Hebrews 11:8).  That is what faith is, “By faith Abraham . . . obeyed.”  It is not enough just to know the will of God; true faith is stepping out and acting on the promises.
The land he came to was inhabited by the descendants of Ham’s son, Canaan.  Abram was descended from the line of Shem.  This is probably the beginning of the curse against the line of Canaan, “And he said, Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he be unto his brethren.  And he said, Blessed be the Lord God of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant” (Genesis 9:25-26).  When he arrived in the land, God appeared to him and said, “. . . Unto thy seed will I give this land . . .” (verse 7).  Again, God’s plan for Abram is being revealed a piece at a time.
Abram had obeyed when God told him to leave his country.  But there was one problem.  The Lord had also told him to leave his country, his kindred and his family behind, but in the fourth verse we find, “. . . and Lot went with him.”  Abram probably felt responsible for his nephew since his father, Terah, had taken Lot with them on the move from Ur to Haran after Lot’s father had died (11:28, 31).  Now Terah had also died and Lot had no one left.  But this became a problem for Abram when their servants had a dispute and they had to separate (13:5-12) and when he later had to rescue Lot (Genesis 14:1-16).  Complete obedience to the Lord is sometimes hard, especially if it involves a family member.  Indeed some may think a person is shirking his duty to the family if he totally follows the will of God.  But the Lord has a reason for every command and eventually blessings will come to all if we are obedient.
Genesis 12:10-20

10 And there was a famine in the land: and Abram went down into Egypt to sojourn there; for the famine was grievous in the land.

11 And it came to pass, when he was come near to enter into Egypt, that he said unto Sarai his wife, Behold now, I know that thou art a fair woman to look upon:

12 Therefore it shall come to pass, when the Egyptians shall see thee, that they shall say, This is his wife: and they will kill me, but they will save thee alive.

13 Say, I pray thee, thou art my sister: that it may be well with me for thy sake; and my soul shall live because of thee.

14 And it came to pass, that, when Abram was come into Egypt, the Egyptians beheld the woman that she was very fair.

15 The princes also of Pharaoh saw her, and commended her before Pharaoh: and the woman was taken into Pharaoh's house.

16 And he entreated Abram well for her sake: and he had sheep, and oxen, and he asses, and menservants, and maidservants, and she asses, and camels.

17 And the Lord plagued Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai Abram's wife.

18 And Pharaoh called Abram, and said, What is this that thou hast done unto me? why didst thou not tell me that she was thy wife?

19 Why saidst thou, She is my sister? so I might have taken her to me to wife: now therefore behold thy wife, take her, and go thy way.

20 And Pharaoh commanded his men concerning him: and they sent him away, and his wife, and all that he had.

Again we see what happens with incomplete obedience to the Lord.  Abram was a man of faith and is mentioned in the “heroes of the faith” in the eleventh chapter of Hebrews.  Still there were times that he trusted his own efforts to secure his safety and that of his family.  There was a famine in the land and Abram, without any command from God, decided to head to Egypt for relief.  The Lord had already promised to give the land Abram was dwelling in to his seed (12:7).
Trusting our own strivings builds into more trusting of ourselves, when Abram got to Egypt he was afraid for his life if the Egyptians thought Sarai was his wife.  He introduced her as his sister and she was invited into Pharaoh’s house.  Abram prospered in Egypt but God plagued Pharaoh and his house because of her.  Somehow Pharaoh got the message that she was Abram’s wife and he told them to leave the country.
Did Abram lie to Pharaoh concerning Sarai?  After all, she was his half sister (Genesis 20:12).  If deception can be called a lie, then he lied.  Perhaps this is what we know as a little white lie.  Sarai must have been a very attractive woman because she was sixty-five years old in this account and then Abraham pulls the same trick again on Abimelech in the twentieth chapter when that king wanted her.  Both times the Lord delivered her.
Another event happened in Egypt that would have a profound effect on both Abraham and Sarah.  This is apparently where Hagar joined the group as one of the “maidservants” mentioned in verse sixteen though she is not mentioned by name until the sixteenth chapter.

Genesis 13:14-17

14 And the Lord said unto Abram, after that Lot was separated from him, Lift up now thine eyes, and look from the place where thou art northward, and southward, and eastward, and westward:

15 For all the land which thou seest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed for ever.

16 And I will make thy seed as the dust of the earth: so that if a man can number the dust of the earth, then shall thy seed also be numbered.

17 Arise, walk through the land in the length of it and in the breadth of it; for I will give it unto thee.

In the thirteenth chapter, Abram goes up out of Egypt will all of the wealth he had accumulated.  He went back to where he had built an altar “at the first.”  Abram certainly hadn’t started out with complete faith in the Lord but when he came back to the altar, God restored him back to a place of forgiveness.

Lot had also accumulated wealth in Egypt and this became a source of strife between his herdsmen and those of Abram.  This caused them to separate and Abram gave Lot his choice of land.  Lot took the rich plain of Jordan and pitched his tent toward Sodom, a wicked place (vs. 13).
After the separation, when Abram had finally parted from his father’s house; God deeded to him all the land he could see.  This was another piece of the covenant given to Abram at the time the Lord chose to disclose it.  The promise was that all this land would be given to Abram’s seed.  Another promise was that his seed would be made as the dust of the earth for number.
The fourteenth chapter records a war in which Lot was rescued.  In Hebron, Abraham was at home when he received word of a war between four Eastern kings and five kings of Canaan.  They captured the people of Sodom, and Lot was one of the captives.  Abraham takes his 318 trained servants, surprises them by a night attack, and rescues Lot and his goods.

Then a strange thing takes place.  That mysterious king and priest of God, Melchizedek, appears and blesses Abraham.  Abraham then gives a tithe of all to this king and priest, Melchizedek.  He sends back all the goods taken, keeping only the people.  He wanted to make certain that his prosperity could only be attributed to God.

Genesis 15:1-6, 18
After these things the word of the Lord came unto Abram in a vision, saying, Fear not, Abram: I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great reward.

2 And Abram said, Lord God, what wilt thou give me, seeing I go childless, and the steward of my house is this Eliezer of Damascus?

3 And Abram said, Behold, to me thou hast given no seed: and, lo, one born in my house is mine heir.

4 And, behold, the word of the Lord came unto him, saying, This shall not be thine heir; but he that shall come forth out of thine own bowels shall be thine heir.

5 And he brought him forth abroad, and said, Look now toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to number them: and he said unto him, So shall thy seed be.

6 And he believed in the Lord; and he counted it to him for righteousness.

18 In the same day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, Unto thy seed have I given this land, from the river of Egypt unto the great river, the river Euphrates:

After Abram’s meeting with Melchizedek, God gave him a promise in a vision that He was his shield and reward.  He had a question for the Lord.  Since Abram was childless and these promises were given to him, would these be delivered through the son of the steward of his house, Eliezer?  God tells him that his heir would come from his own body.  The Lord had already said his seed would be as the dust of the earth (13:16), now He tells him this seed would be his own flesh and blood and would number as the stars of the sky.

Now God adds the boundaries to the land of promise, from the Nile to the Euphrates.  This wasn’t reached when the tribes of Israel first inhabited the land at the time of Joshua.  When David was king, his kingdom did reach all the way to the Euphrates, “And David smote Hadarezer king of Zobah unto Hamath, as he went to stablish his dominion by the river Euphrates” (1 Chronicles 18:3).
Abram embraced the promise and it was counted unto him for righteousness.  The text makes it clear that all Abram did was believe that what God said in verses 1-5 was true.  Biblical faith is taking God at His word, believing that He will do what He promises.  People have never been saved by their works; it has always been by faith.  That same day, God made a covenant with Abram that He would fulfill all the promises that had been made.
God had a specific purpose for Abram’s life.  Perhaps your purpose is not as dramatic as establishing a new nation, but God has a specific purpose for you.  Maybe it means raising Godly children or teaching a Bible study or maybe He hasn’t fully revealed it yet but the Lord has a plan for you.

