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Abraham (Part 2) 
 
 

Chapter 15. Still childless, Abram had adopted his home-born slave Eliezer as his heir, but he was 
assured by God through a vision that he would have natural offspring. Abram asked God to strengthen   
his faith. In response God promised to give him innumerable descendants. This led Abram to request 
some further assurance that God would indeed do what He promised. God graciously obliged him by 
formalizing the promises and making a covenant. In giving the covenant, God let Abram know symbol-
ically that his descendants would suffer enslavement before the fulfillment of the promise.  
 

 Genesis 15:6 is perhaps the most important verse in the entire Bible. In it, the doctrine of justifica-
tion by faith is set forth for the first time. This is the first verse in the Bible explicitly to speak of (1) faith, 
(2) righteousness, and (3) justification. To justify someone means to declare that person righteous, not to 
make him or her righteous. Justification expresses a legal verdict. Abraham's faith recorded here was 
foundational for making the Abrahamic Covenant (vv. 18-21). God made this covenant with a man who 
believed in Him. It is trust in God's promise that results in justification in any age. The promises of God 
(content of faith) vary, but the object of faith does not. It is always God. Abram trusted in a Person and 
hoped in a promise. 
 
 

Chapter 16. But when no son came, Sarai, despairing of having children of her own, suggested that 
Abram take her maid Hagar as his concubine, in conformity with the local custom. When she had con-
ceived, Hagar despised her mistress and tensions between them drove Hagar to flee to the wilderness, 
only to return at the instruction of the LORD, whom she called El-roi, “God who sees me,” i.e., God who 
looks after me. In Abram's 86th year, Hagar bore Ishmael (ch. 16).  
 

 Sarai and Abram tried to obtain the heir God promised them by resorting to a culturally acceptable 
custom of their day, though it involved failure to trust God. This fleshly act created serious complications 
for Abram and his household. Resorting to fleshly means, rather than waiting for God to provide what He  
promises, always creates problems. But human failure does not, cannot frustrate God's plans ultimately. 
 

 The Palestinian, Davidic, and New Covenants are all outgrowths of the Abrahamic Covenant. 
Each of them expands one major promise of the Abrahamic Covenant: the land (Deut. 28:1—29:1; 30:1-
10), seed (2 Sam. 7:9b-16), and blessing (Jer. 31:31-40) promises, respectively.  
 

 Now that God has given Abram the covenant, Moses proceeds to show how He would fulfill the 
promises. This is the reason for the selective material that follows. So far in the story of Abram, Moses 
has stressed the plans and purposes of God, culminating in the cutting of the covenant. Now we will learn 
how Abram and his seed would experience these plans and purposes. This involves the revelation of God's 
ways and man's responsibilities. God's people can rely on His promises, even if they experience suffering 
and death before they experience their fulfillment. 
 
 

Chapter 17. Thirteen years later (17:1), God renewed His covenant promise, revealing that the son of 
Sarai, and not Ishmael, should be Abram's heir. That revelation is the most important feature of this chap-
ter. At the same time, God established circumcision as a sign of the covenant and changed the names of 
Abram and Sarai to Abraham and Sarah to reflect their parentage of a multitude of nations (v. 5).  
 

 Circumcision became the physical demonstration of the obedient faith of Abram and his descen-
dants. It was the one condition for individual participation in the blessings promised unconditionally to 
Abraham's “seed.” Changing Abram's and Sarai's names was added confirmation that God would indeed 
give them innumerable seed as He had promised.  
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 This chapter is a watershed in Abraham's story. The promises to him have been unfolded bit by bit, 
gradually building up and becoming more detailed and precise, until here they are repeated and filled out 
in a long and elaborate divine speech. From this point in Genesis, divine speeches become rarer and little 
new content is added to the promises, but the fulfillment of these promises becomes more visible. 
 

 This chapter's revelation advanced God's promises in five particulars: 
 

    1. Part of God's blessing would depend on Abraham's maintaining the rite of circumcision, though the     
        Abrahamic Covenant as a whole did not depend on this (vv. 1-2). 
 

    2. Many nations would come from Abraham (vv. 4-6). 
 

    3. The Abrahamic Covenant would be everlasting (vv. 7-8). 
 

    4. God would be the God of Abraham's descendants in a special relationship (vv. 7-8). 
 

    5. Sarah herself would bear the promised heir (v. 16). 
 
 

Chapters 18, 19.   Sarah's part in God's promises was confirmed at Mamre by a theophany, despite Sarah's 
incredulity. In response to Sarah's laugh of unbelief, the Lord declared that nothing would be too difficult 
for Him (v. 14). We perceive the Lord's graciousness toward Abraham in His visit to eat with the patriarch 
at his tent, a sign of intimate fellowship in Abraham's culture. On the basis of that close relationship, God 
guaranteed the soon arrival of the promised heir. Sarah's response (18:12) and Abraham's response to the 
announcement (17:17) are nearly identical. Only the Lord's counter-response indicates the difference.  
 

 On this occasion God revealed to Abraham His intention to judge the cities of the plain for their 
excessive sinfulness. Abraham pleaded for the righteous in those cities and Lot's immediate family was 
spared, though Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed and Lot's debased daughters produced Moab and 
Ammon by their own father, thus ending the sad story of Lot. Moab and Ammon were the forefathers of 
later antagonists of Abraham's descendants, by way of the worst carnal seduction in the history of Israel 
(that of Baal-Peor, Num. 25) and the cruelest religious perversion (that of Molech, Lev. 18:21).  
 

 This is the first time in Scripture that a man initiated a conversation with God (18:22-33). In it, 
Abraham prayed for the people of Sodom, not just for Lot. His intercession raises several questions:  
 

 1. Did Abraham succeed in his intercession, since God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah? 
Abraham's primary purpose seems to have been to secure justice (deliverance) for the righteous minority 
in their wicked cities (vv. 23, 24). Second, he wanted God to spare the cities. This interpretation is sup-
ported by Abraham's appeal to the justice of God (v. 25). This was the basis of his intercession. Abraham 
was jealous for the reputation of the Lord among his neighbors. He succeeded in obtaining justice for the 
righteous (at least for Lot) in Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 

 2. Is Abraham's haggling with God an example we should follow? It seems that Abraham was 
seeking clarification from God as to the extent of His mercy. He wanted to find out how merciful God 
would be in judging these cities.  
 

 3. Why did Abraham stop with 10 righteous people (v. 32)? Probably he thought there would be at 
least 10 righteous in those two cities. He overestimated righteous Lot's influence over his neighbors. 
 

 4. Will God spare a city or a nation today if Christians are in it?  
This passage is helpful in answering this question because we can see that a godly minority does play a 
role in influencing God's judgment. It can delay judgment by promoting godliness. But a godly minority 
may not prevent God's judgment if “sin is exceedingly grave” (v. 20). And God does not always choose to 
remove the righteous from the wicked before He judges the wicked as He did in Lot's case.  
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 Nevertheless the Judge of all the earth does deal justly. We can see this in the long view. People 
alive now have yet to receive their final judgment from the divine Judge. Abraham's shameless, bold 
persistence with God illustrates what Jesus had in mind when he taught the importance of these qualities 
in prayer (e.g., Luke 11:5-10; 18:1-8). 
 

 Chapters 18 and 19 paint a vivid contrast between Abraham and Lot, with an obvious moralistic 
demonstration that human initiatives, such as Lot's choices, always lead to catastrophe. In the develop-
ment of the story, two of the themes in counter-point with Abraham and the Promise—the theme of Lot, 
the righteous man without the pilgrim spirit, and of Sodom, the standing example of worldly promise, 
insecurity and decay—are now heard out to their conclusion. It had begun with Lot's move from a tent 
pitched near Sodom (13:12, 13) to a permanent residence in the city, which showed his willingness to 
exist in the very midst of unbridled wickedness. 
 

  The morning after the awful judgment, Abraham is seen standing at his place of intercession 
(19:27), a silent witness of the catastrophe he tried so hard to avert. It is a superb study of the two aspects 
of judgment: the cataclysmic, as the cities disappear in brimstone and fire, and the gradual, as Lot and his 
family reach the last stages of disintegration.  
 

 Compromise distorts values. Hospitality was more sacred than sexual morality to Lot (v. 8). He 
considered his duty to his guests greater than his duty to his children. When a man took in a stranger, he 
was bound to protect him, even at the expense of his own life. Probably the burning sodium sulfate that 
was raining down covered Lot's wife as she lingered behind (v. 26). All that Lot had gained by living in 
Sodom burned up like wood, hay, and stubble. The rescue of Lot was in response to the prayer of 
Abraham. The substitution of Abraham for Lot in verse 29 (“God remembered Abraham”) makes this 
important theological point: Lot was not saved on his own merits but through Abraham's intercession. 
 

 The author evidently included the account of Lot's incest (vv. 30-38) for at least two purposes:  
(1) It gives the origin of the Moabite and Ammonite nations that played major roles as confirmed enemies 
in the history of Israel. (2) It illustrates the degrading effect that living in Sodom had on Lot's family. He 
was able to take his daughters out of Sodom, but he was not able to take Sodom out of his daughters. 
Throughout the ancient Near East, incest between father and daughter was regarded as wrong, and Old 
Testament law punished even more distant forms of incest with death (Lev. 20:12). 
 

  The story of Lot and his family should provide a sobering reminder that all of our decisions are 
significant, even where we live. Our moral environment significantly influences our lives. For this and 
other reasons, the New Testament constantly implores believers to fellowship with those of like precious 
faith. There are lives recorded in the Bible, men like Balaam, Saul, and Solomon, who started well, with 
every possible advantage, but then closed their careers in failure and disaster.  
 

 From 2 Peter 2:6-9 we know that Lot was a righteous man. Yet he chose to live as a carnal believer 
(1 Cor. 3:3). First, he lifted up his eyes and saw Sodom (13:10). Then he chose for himself (13:11). Then 
he moved his tent as far as Sodom (13:12). Then he sat in the gate of Sodom as one of its judges (19:1, 9). 
Then he hesitated as Sodom's destruction loomed (19:16). Finally he ended up committing incest with his 
daughters in a cave (19:30-38). How far is it possible for a believer to depart from God's will when he 
keeps making carnal decisions? 
 

 The major revelation of this chapter is that it is foolish for a believer to become attached to the 
things of this world. They will corrupt him, and God will destroy worldly things swiftly and suddenly. 
 

Chapter 20. From Mamre, Abraham moved through southern Canaan, staying for some time near Gerar, 
in Philistine territory. When Abraham planned to make a treaty to secure land rights in Beersheba, the 
Philistine king Abimelech desired Sarah, just as the Egyptian ruler had earlier. Again Abraham pleaded 
the wife-sister relationship with much the same results as before. 


