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All admit the importance of the Abrahamic Covenant in understanding

biblical revelation, but not all agree on its interpretation.  Genesis 12 is a pivotal

statement of the covenant because it contains God’s first recorded speech to

Abraham.  There God promises to make Abraham a great nation, to bless him, and

to make his name great.  Genesis 15 makes clear that the LORD  took upon Himself

alone the responsibility for fulfilling the covenant.  Genesis 17 adds the revelation

that the covenant would be everlasting.  Genesis 18 and 22 restate terms of the

covenant in connection with the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah and the

offering of Abraham’s son Isaac.  Exodus through Deuteronomy describe the initial

outworking of the Abrahamic Covenant.  The elements of the covenant are threefold:

making Abraham into a great nation, blessing Abraham personally, and blessing all

nations in Abraham.  The promises of the covenant are unconditional.  The rest of

the OT repeatedly refers back to God’s oath to Abraham in the Torah.  The NT does

the same by pointing out that Jesus Christ, Abraham’s seed, will make possible the

final fulfillment of that covenant in the future.

* * * * *

The importance of the Abrahamic Covenant for a proper understanding of

the whole Bible is widely accepted.  For example, dispensationalist John F.

Walvoord writes,

It is recognized by all serious students of the Bible that the covenant with Abraham is
one of the important and determinative revelations of Scripture.  It furnishes the key to
the entire Old Testament and reaches for its fulfillment into the New.  In the controversy
between premillenarians and amillenarians, the interpretation of this covenant more or
less settles the entire argument.  The analysis of its provisions and the character of their
fulfillment set the mold for the entire body of Scriptural truth.1

Covenantalist John Murray also emphasizes the importance of the Abrahamic

Covenant when he states,
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2Joh n M urra y, The Covenan t of  Grace  (London:  Tyndale, 1954) 4.

3Paul R . Ho use , Old Testament Theology (Downers Grove, Ill.:  InterVarsity, 1998) 76.

4W illiam  J. D um bre ll, Covenant and Creation  (Nashville:  Nelson, 1984) 47.

5Ibid.

It is this Abrahamic covenant, so explicitly set forth in Gn. xv and xvii, that underlies the
whole subsequent development of God’s redemptive promise, word, and action. . . . The
redemptive grace of God in the highest and furthest reaches of its realization is the
unfolding of the promise given to Abraham and therefore the unfolding of the Abrahamic
covenant.2

All segments of evangelicalism recognize the importance of a proper

understanding of this covenant.  Interpretive decisions concerning it will determine

one’s theological perspective.  Therefore, it is imperative that every Bible student

study the Abrahamic Covenant carefully.  Paul R. House fittingly sums up the

situation when he says of Gen 11:10–25:18, “Simply stated, then, it is hard to

overstate this section’s importance in biblical literature and thus biblical theology.”3

Though widespread agreement exists about the importance of the

Abrahamic Covenant, the same unanimity concerning its meaning does not prevail.

William J. Dumbrell points out that “the material associated with the Abrahamic

covenant is not . . . easy to systematize.  Not only is it dispersed over different

chapters but also it often seems repetitive in its presentation.”4  This difficulty has

led to differing answers to such fundamental questions as (1) Did the Lord make one

or two covenants with Abraham?  (2) What are the basic provisions of the covenant?

(3) Is the covenant unilateral or bilateral?  (4) When are the differing provisions of

the covenant fulfilled in the Bible?  The following pages will address each of these

questions.

With varying answers to the questions, the procedure adopted for studying

the scriptural accounts of the Abrahamic Covenant is crucial.  Dumbrell suggests a

viable procedure that the present study adopts: “Careful evaluation of the accounts

is required and particular matters relating to the order of the presentation of the

material need to be discussed.”5  Therefore, the following discussion will follow the

canonical order of biblical books.  As a foundation for the study, first will come a

careful evaluation of the revelation of the Abrahamic Covenant in the Torah

(Genesis through Deuteronomy).  Then will follow a survey of the remainder of OT

references to the covenant.  Finally, the study w ill summarize the NT revelation

concerning this covenant.

THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT IN THE TORAH

The Terms Used

Before analyzing the Abrahamic Covenant in the  Torah, it is necessary to
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6Two evangelical OT scholars have written at length about the “promise” and “covenant” (“oath”)

in the OT .  W alter C . Ka iser , Jr. (Toward an Old Testament Theology [Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1978]

32-35) views what the NT eventually calls “promise” as the center that binds various OT  themes,

concepts, and books together.  A constellation of OT terms, formulae, and metaphors refers to the

“prom ise.”   According to Kaiser, over thirty times in the OT, the verb 9"H I$ (usually translated “to speak”)

meant “to promise.”  “To  these ‘promises’ God added His ‘pledge’ or ‘oath,’ thus making the im med iate

wo rd of blessing and the future word of promise doubly secure.  Men now  had the divine word and a

divine oath on top of that word (see Gen 22; 26:3; Deut 8:7; 1 Chron 16:15-18; Ps 105 :9; Jer 11:5 )” (33).

He defends an d expan ds this unde rstand ing  in W alter C . Ka iser , Jr., Towa rd R edisc overing  the O ld

Testament (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1987) 83-95.  Thomas Edw ard McCo miskey (The Covenants of

Promise [Grand Rapids:  Baker, 1985]) sees the “promise” as the basis of God’s gracious actions from

the beginning of human history (190-91).  “The promise comprises the heart of the biblical teaching

regarding the people of God. . . . The promise thus provides a theological continuum that spans all time.

. .  . The promise was placed in the form of a covenant [Abrahamic] in Genesis 15 and continues in that

form  today” (58).  For McCominsky, the “promise” is now in the “promissory co venants”  of the Bible.

7Andrew  T. Lincoln (Ep hesians, vol. 42 of Wo rd Biblical Com mentary  [Dallas:  Word, 1990] 137)

states, “The only other place in the NT where the plural form ‘the covenants’ is found is Rom 9:4. . .  . The

writer probably has in mind a series of covenants with Abraham (Gen 15:7-21; 17:1-21), with Isaac (Gen

26:2-5 ), with Jacob (Gen 28:13-15), with Israel (Exod 24:1-8 ), and w ith Dav id (2 Sa m 7).”  C ontrary  to

Linco ln’s enumeration, the OT covenants that contain the “promise” are the Abrahamic (Gal 3:16), the

Dav idic (Ac ts 13:23 ), and the N ew (A cts 2:33 ; cf. Ezek  36:27 ).

define terms that appear repeatedly in what follows.  The term “covenant” (;*9E Av,

b�rît) is used only in Gen 15:18 and 17:1-21 in reference to the LORD’s covenant

with Abraham.  How ever, Gen 12:1-3, 7; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-21; 18:17-33;

21:12-13; 22:1-18 also record the LORD’s communication to Abraham.  Clearly, He

spoke to Abraham much more than what the Genesis text explicitly calls b�rît.  The

remainder of the Torah views the Lord’s promises to Abraham as b�rît (Exod 2:24;

6:4-5; Lev 26:42-44; Deut 4:31), promises sworn by the LORD  to Abraham by oath

(3"H I�, š~ba‘ , Exod 13:5, 11; 33:1; Num 11:12; 14:16, 23; 32:11; Deut 1:8; 4:31; 7:7-

8; cf. Gen 22:16; 26:3; 50:24).

In contrast, the NT refers only five times to the Lord’s “covenant”:

(*4"2Z60, diath�k�) with Abraham (Luke 1:72; Acts 3:25; 7:8; Gal 3:17; 4:24).

The preferred term is “promise” (¦B"((,8\", epangelia), a term the LXX never

uses in referring to the Abrahamic Covenant.  “Promise” is used nineteen times with

clear reference to the Lord’s word/promise to Abraham (Acts 7:17; Rom 4:13, 14,

16, 20; Gal 3:16, 17, 18, 21, 29; 4:23; Heb 7:6; 11:9, 13, 17).  

NT usage raises the question about the relationship between the “promise”

and the “covenant.”6 A close connection exists between the terms as evidenced by

the phrase “the covenants of promise” (Eph 2:12).  The Lord’s covenants with Israel

include the “promise.”7  However, the “promise” and the “covenant” are not

synonymous;  Paul distinguishes the two entities in Rom 9:4.  Hebrews 6:13-18, a

passage dealing with God’s affirmation to Abraham, articulates the relationship

between the two terms.  The writer of Hebrews speaks of “two unchangeable things”

in 6:18.  The “two unchangeable things” in this context refer to (1) God’s word of
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8F. F. B ruce, The Epistle to the Hebrews,  NICNT (G rand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1964) 131;  Paul

Ellingworth, The Epis tle to the  Hebrews,  NIGTC (Grand Rapids :  Eerd man s, 1993)  342 ; Ho mer  A. K ent,

Jr. Th e Ep istle to the Hebrew s (Grand R apids :  Baker, 1972) 1 21 ; W illiam  L. L ane, He bre ws  1–8, vol

47A  of Wo rd Biblical Com mentary   (Dallas:  Word, 1991) 152.

9See also the definitions provided by Robert B. Chisholm, Jr., “Evidence from Genesis,” A Case for

Premil lenial ism, ed. by  Do nald K . Ca mp bell and Je ffrey L . Townsend (Chicago:  Moody, 1992) 36.

Ch isho lm notes that Gen 25:32-33 and 47:28-30 validate and illustrate the distinction between “promise”

and “oath” in situations involving agreeme nts among  men.  In both ca ses, prom issory de clarations w ere

formally ratified and guaranteed through the swearing of an oath.

10See similar schematics of Genesis 12:1-3 in Chisholm, “Evidence from Genesis” 37 (based on the

NIV) , and D um bre ll, Covenant and Creation 64  (based  on  the  RS V) . 

11The He brew  has  the v erb in  the imperative followed by a prepos ition w ith the  pronom inal su ffix

which would literally translate, “Go for yourself.” E. Kautzsch and A. E. Crowley (eds. Gesenius’

Hebrew  Grammar  [GKC] [Oxford :  Clarendon, 19 70] 381  [Par. 119s]) clarify this usage of th e

preposition as an ethical dative, subordinated to the verb, “to give emphasis to the significance of the

occurrence in question for a particular subject” and would translate, “Go, get thee away.”  Here, the LORD

is calling Abraham to b reak himself awa y from w hat is specified in the following three phrases.

promise (2) (guaranteed by) His covenant oath.8

Thus, this essay will use the terms and phrases according to the following

definitions: (1) promise—a declaration of the Lord’s intention to do something for

Abraham and his seed; (2) covenant—the Lord’s binding obligation, confirmed by

a culturally known practice including an oath, to do something for Abraham and his

seed; (3) the Abrahamic Covenant—all that the Lord has declared and bound

Himself to do for Abraham and his seed.9  Because God cannot lie (Heb 6:18), all

His declarations, including but not limited to those sworn by covenant oath, will

certainly come to pass.

Exposition of the Abrahamic Covenant in the Torah

Genesis 12.  Genesis 12:1-3 plays a pivotal role in the biblical narrative that

records the Abrahamic Covenant.  These verses contain the first recorded speech of

the LORD  to Abraham (here called by his former name, Abram, until his name-change

in Gen 17:5; from that point on, Scripture uses the name Abraham to refer to this

patriarch, except for 1 Chr 1:27, 32 and Neh 9:7).  The LORD’s words here are

foundational to all that follows in His dealings with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and the

sons of Israel in the remainder of the Torah.  But the verses also link the Abraham

narrative to what has been recorded in Gen 1:1–11:26.

The following based on the New American Standard Bible is a schematic

of Gen 12:1-4a with footnotes that give reasons for exegetical decisions made in

support of this rendering.10  The observations made on these verses will then be the

basis for the following discussion of the need for and the narrative concerning the

Abrahamic Covenant.

Now the LORD  said to Abram,

“Go forth11 from your land,
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1 2The Hebrew term ;$G G-|/ can  refer to  eithe r “birth place” o r “rela tives”  (Pau l R. G ilchrist,

“m ôledet,” Theolo gica l Wo rdb ook  of the  Old  Tes tam ent  [TWOT], ed by R . Laird Harr is , G leason L.

Arch er, Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke [Chicago:  Moody, 1980] 1:379-80).  Although eithe r meanin g w ould

make sense here, unless the expression is a hendiadys (“land” plus “birthplace” equals “land of birth”)

which is un likely  becau se th ere  are  thre e co ord ina te phrases , mô lede t mo st likely m ean s “relat ives,” those

in Abraham’s extended family outside of his father Terah’s direct authority, particularly Abraham’s

uncles ’ families (N ahor’s so ns oth er than T erah in G en 11 :25).

13Based on GKC  320 (Par. 108d), Chisholm (“Evidence from Genesis” 37) interprets the three

cohortatives, since they follow the impera tive “go ” and  are introduced with “and,” to express purpose or

resu lt; he  tran slate s, “L eav e . . . so tha t I migh t. . .  .”   However,  Gordon J.  Wenham (Ge nesis 1 –15, vol

1 of Wo rd Biblical Com mentary  [Dallas:  Word, 1987] 266) points out that this grammatical construction

can also c onv ey in tention, yielding th e translation  “G o . . . and I w ill. . . .”  On  the bas is of A braham’s

obedience, the LORD intends to do what He declares to/for  Abraham.

14The form of the verb “to be” is here an  imp erative.  H . C. L eup old  (Exposition of G enesis [Grand

Rapids:   Baker, 1949] 1:412-13) argues that this imperative places a responsibility on Abraham.  Though

it is God w ho w ill mak e A brah am a  bless ing to  others, “he should do his part that he may become a

blessing to o thers.”  H ow ever, GKC 325 (Par. 110f [b]) states, “The imperative, wh en d ependin g (w ith

w~w copulative) upon a  jussiv e (cohor tative) , or an  interrogative sentence, frequently expresses also a

consequence which is to be expected with certainty, and often a consequence which is intended, or in fact

an intention.”  Thus, the Lord intend s to “make . . . bless . . . mak e gre at” Ab raham w ith the  certain

consequence that Ab raham  “shall be a blessin g.”  A fter arguing  that the Hebrew text should not be

emended, but th e imp eratival form  kep t, Victo r P. H amilto n (The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–17,

NICOT [Gran d R apids:  E erdm ans, 19 90] 369-70, 373 ) conc ludes, “H ere the first imperative states the

exhortation, and the second imperative touches on the results which are brough t about by the

implementation of the first imp erative [he  cites Ge n 17 :1; 1 K gs 22 :6; 2 K gs 5:1 3; Isa 36 :16 as e xam ples].

Applied to Gen 12:1-2, this construction means tha t the  first imp era tive , go , is related as  effec t to cause

to this  second im perativ e, be.  Abram cannot be a blessing if he stays in Haran.  But if he leaves, then a

blessin g he w ill be .”

15The verb  “ble ss” is in  the Niphal stem here (and Gen 18:18; 28:14).  The most common use of the

Niphal is passive (GKC,138 [Par. 51f, h ]) , which yields the meaning here “through you shall all the

families of the earth  be b lessed.”  B ut GKC , 138 [P ar. 51h ] also states, “Although the passive use of

Niphal wa s introdu ced  at an  early p eriod , and  became  tolerable com mo n, it is ne verth eless  quite

secon dary to the  reflex ive u se.”  S ince  it is argu ed th at the  origin al sen se o f the N iphal was reflexive,

although the common use was passive, the question has arisen as to how to understand the Niphal here.

Because  the verb  “ble ss” is f oun d in th e H ithpa el stem  in G en 2 2:18 ; 26:4  (and  the H ithpael is prim arily

used reflexively [GKC 149  (Par. 5 4e)]), th e N ipha l in 12:3 has been understood as reflexive also, which

leads to the  trans lation , “by  you  sha ll all the families of the earth bless them selve s” (R SV ).  On  the b asis

and from your relatives,12

and from your father’s house,

to the land which I will show you;

And13 I will make you a great nation,

And I will bless you,

And I will make great your name;

And so you shall be a blessing;14

And I will bless those who bless you,

And the one who slights you I will curse;

And all the families of the earth shall be blessed in you.”15
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of the m ost co mm on u sage of th e N ipha l in the O T an d in co rrespon ding v erbs of th e NT  (Gal 3 :8), the

Niphal is best understood as a  passiv e (fo r a detai led  defen se o f the  passiv e renderin g, se e K aise r, Tow ard

an Old Testament Theology 13-14).

16Michael L. B row n, "+9"," New International Dic tiona ry o f Old  Tes tam ent T heo logy  and  Exe ges is

[NIDOTTE], ed. by Willem A. VanGemeren (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1997) 1:759.

17“This is the first fulfillment of Go d’s d irective to h um ank ind in  1:26, 28 to exercise authority over

the animal, the fish, and the fowl.  For to confer a name is to speak from a position of authority and

sov ere ign ty” (Ha milton , The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–17  176 ).

18Mankind continued to experience the blessing (i.e., fertility) from  Go d in  multiplication (Gen 5:1-

32; 10 :1-3 2).  Ho we ver, m ank ind’s  ability  to rule over the earth was compromised because God placed

a “curse” on the gro und (G en 3:1 7).  99H I! (“to curse”) means “to bind, hem in with obstacles, render

pow erless to resist.”  The clause “cursed is the ground because of y ou”  mea ns “con dem ned  be th e so il

(i.e., fe rtility  to m en is banned) o n your accoun t.”  See V icto r P. H amilton , "99H I!," TWOT 1:75-76.

19For discussion of the differing viewpoints concerning the meaning of  “the sons of God” in Gen

6:2 , 4, se e W enham, G enesis 1–15  139-40.

20Allen P. Ross, ". F�," NIDOTTE 4:147-48.   R oss uses the term “repu tation” in the sense of a

“good name,” and so in Gen 6:4 and 11:4 wou ld prefer the idea of “fame,” although he acknowledges that

“fame” is closely related to “reputation.”  Kaiser (Toward an  Old Testament Theology 86) sees “name”

here in  the  sen se o f “re nown ,” "re pu tatio n," e ven “sup erio rity.”

So Abram went as the LORD  had spoken to him. . . .

The need for the Abrahamic Covenant emerges in Gen 12:1-3.  Five times

the verses use the Hebrew root �H9 Iv (b~rak, “to bless”).  Further, the LORD  promises

Abraham, “I will make great your name.”  Significantly, both “blessing” and ”name”

appear repeatedly in Gen 1:1–11:26.

God’s word of blessing expresses His favor and desired  good that leads to

the fertility, prosperity, protection, and preservation of the one(s) blessed.  “That

which is blessed functions and produces at the optimum level, fulfilling its divinely

designated purpose.”16  At creation, God blessed the man and the woman (Gen 1:28-

30; 5:2).  God’s blessing called for the multiplication of mankind who would subdue

and rule over the earth.  After the flood, God blessed Noah and his sons in a similar

way, calling on them to multiply and exercise authority over the earth (Gen 9:1-7).

The involvement of both God and Adam in naming the animals (Gen 2:19-20; cf.

1:28; 9:2) implies that mankind’s exercise of authority was to be with and for God.17

How ever, instead of retaining God’s favor and exercising authority on His

behalf, man rebelled against the Creator who blessed him (Gen 3:1-7; 4:1-24).

Instead of experiencing all of God’s blessing, God’s “curse” fell upon mankind (Gen

3:17; 4:11; 5:29).18  Just before the flood this rebellion produced “men of renown,”

literally, “men of a name” (Gen 6:4).  These “men of a name” were the offspring of

the sexual union of “the sons of God” and the “the daughters of men.”19  The text

depicts them as ancient warriors who had established their reputation or fame (the

implication of the term . F� [š�m , “name”] here20) apart from God.  After the

judgment of the flood, mankind once again rebelled against God.  Although God had
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21Ibid .

22“The cohortative expresses the direction of the  wi ll to a n action . . . , a  reso lutio n o r a w ish  . . .”

(GKC , 130 [P ar. 48c]).  The  cohortativ e g ives the sense  in G en 12 :2 o f “I w ill ce rtain ly. . . .”

23W enham, Genesis 1–15  275.

24Ha milton , The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–17  372-7 3; W enham, Genesis 1–15  275-76.

directed mankind to populate all the earth (Gen 9:1; 11:4), men came together

saying, “Let us make for ourselves a name” (Gen 11:4).  Again, š�m  has the

connotation of reputation or fame apart from God.21  God judged mankind through

the confusion of languages, not by a flood as previously because of the provisions

of the covenant with Noah (Gen 11:7-8; cf. 9:8-17).

The Lord’s determination to bless mankind leads to the narrative

concerning the Abrahamic Covenant.  The foundation of the Abrahamic Covenant

is in the promises declared by the Lord to Abraham in Gen 12:1-3, 7; 13:14-17.  As

stated above, Gen 12:1-3 is pivotal because it stated the essential features of the

Lord’s promises to Abraham that would be developed in the ensuing narrative.

The first clause of the LORD’s speech to Abraham is the command to leave

his “land” and go to the “land” that the Lord would show him (Gen 12:1).

According to the genealogical record of the sons of Noah, the “nations” (.E*|x,
gôyim) were divided according to their “lands” (Gen 10:5, 20, 31, 32).  By leaving

his “land,” Abraham would in essence be leaving his nation.  “From your relatives”

and “from your father’s house” in this verse further confirms this understanding.

According to Genesis 10, common ancestry was the basis of national identity.  Thus,

the LORD  called Abraham to renounce his identification with the nations who were

in rebellion against Him.  The promises of God to Abraham (12:2-3) were contingent

on Abraham’s obedience to the Lord’s command.

In response to his obedience, the LORD  promised Abraham three things in

three clauses with the cohortative verbs.22  First, He declared, “I will make you a

great nation” (12:2a).  By Abraham’s renouncing of his national identity, He

promised to make him the progenitor of a nation like the  men listed in Genesis 10.

But this nation would be distinct from all previous nations, because her ancestor is

not an immediate descendent of Noah (ten generations separated Noah and Abraham

[Gen 11:10-26]).  In calling this nation “great,” God referred to a large population,

a large territory, and a wise character (cf. Gen 12:7; 13:14-17; Deut 4:7-8).23

Second, the LORD  stated, “I will bless you” (12:2b).  He promised Abraham personal

favor from Himself, which would be manifest in fertility and prosperity.  Third, He

promised, “I will make great your name” (12:2c).  What men had sought by human

effort, a “name” (Gen 6:4; 11:4), the LORD  will give to Abraham. The OT usually

reserves this “great” reputation for God (Josh 7:9; 1 Sam 12:22; Ps 76:2; Mal 1:11),

along with kings (2 Sam 7:9; Ps 72:17).24  Abraham would have an exalted status

and authority.  Once Abraham comes into the land the Lord would show  him, these
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25Ch isho lm (“Evidence from Genesis” 38) argues that the LORD’s promises of Gen 12:2-3 do not

become unconditional even though he acknowledges that Abraham obeyed the only specific condition

(moving to Canaan) that the Lord had commanded.  The basis of his arg um ent is th at the God’s oaths

recorded in 22:16-18 and 26:3-5 note other instances of Abraham’s obedience.  Thus he conc lude s, “This

implies that the journey to Canaan was only the first in a series of obedient responses leading up to the

eventual ratifica tion o f the p rom ises m ade  in H aran .”  Th oug h it is true that Abraham will be obedient

to other commands from the Lord in the future, the grammar is clear in 12:1-3 (note GKC 320 [Par. 108d]

that says the cohortative in dependence on an imperative expresses an intention or intended consequence):

on the basis of Abraham’s obedience to the LORD’s co mm and  in leavin g U r and  Ha ran and c om ing to

Canaan, He  will certain ly fulf ill the p rom ises H e ma kes  to Ab raham ; Abra ham ’s further obedience is not

stated here as a contingency to the LORD’s faithfulness to His promises.

26Ka iser , Toward an  Old Testament Theology  87 . 

27The  term  --H I8 (“to curse”) has  the im plica tion “ of in tend ing a  low ered  pos ition, techn ically, to

curse” (Le onard  J. C oppes, "--H I8," TWOT 2:800).  The term here refers to the one who “slights” Abraham

by not recognizing the exalted, blessed position given to him by the LORD.

28The verb “will curse” is here in the imperfect, not the cohortative.  However, as GKC 317  [Par.

107n] notes, the imperfect when referring to future time can so metim es be used in place of the

cohortative.  The use of the imperfect here does not necessarily connote any sense of conditionality to the

LORD’s intended determination.  The one who slights Abraham, the LORD will curse (for the meaning of

“curse ,” see n. 18  abov e).

29The verb  is a w~w consecutive p erfect, wh ich here  again d enotes  the sen se of a fu ture

determination (see GKC  132-3 [Par. 49a], “a series of futu re even ts . . .is continued  in the pe rfect.”).  In

con trast, Kaise r (Toward an  Old Testament Theology 87)  states, “ Th is time the Hebrew verb  shifts

suddenly to the ‘perfect tense’ in w hat again  can  only  be a  resu lt claus e:  ‘So that in you all the nations

of the ea rth shall be  blessed .’”

30“‘Family’ . . . is a gro upin g inte rmediate  be tween  a trib e an d a  fath er’s  house ” (W enham, Ge nes is

1–15  278) .  However , Robert  H. O’C onn ell ("%(I I��A E/," NIDOTTE  2:1141) states that the term “families”

is synonymous with “nations” here.

promises of the Lord are certain.25

The next clause (12:2d) states the LORD’s intention in fulfilling these

promises for Abraham.  “Abraham is to be a great nation, be personally blessed, and

receive a great name ‘so that [he] might be a blessing.’  But to whom?  And how was

Abraham to be a blessing?  Those questions appear to  be answered in the next three

clauses.”26  The verb in the first clause of v . 3 is a cohortative.  The LORD  will

certainly show favor (“bless”) to those who are favorable (“bless”) to Abraham.

How ever, in the second clause of v. 3 the one who slights27 Abraham the LORD  will

curse.28

The climax of God’s first speech to Abraham comes in the third clause of

v. 3.  Again the verb is b~rak (“bless”).29  In the future, “all the families of the earth

will be blessed in Abraham.”  In Gen 18:18, 22:18, and 26:5, the term gôyim is used.

But here, the LORD  uses the term ;|(I��A E/ (mišp~hEô t, “families”).  These families

are subunits who make up the nations.30  According to Gen 10:32, the genealogy

given in that chapter details “the families of the sons of Noah.”  The LORD  affirms

here to Abraham that those listed in Genesis 10 are the very ones who would receive

blessing in him.  “Not every individual is promised blessing in Abram [i.e ., ‘the one
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31W enham, Gen 1–15 278.

32The  coho rtative is used  here to a gain co nno te future ce rtainty (see n . 22 above).

33W enham, Genesis 1–15 298.

34The term 39H G' (“see d”) h as a p rom inen t place in th e Lo rd’s p rom ise to A brah am.  T his n oun  is used

224 times in the OT and can mean 1. seedtime; 2. seed (that is scattered); 3. semen; and 4. offspring.  The

last sense is that used h ere.  In  this theological usage, “thus the word designates the whole line of

descendan ts as a unit, y et it is deliberately flexible enough to denote either one person who epitomizes

the whole group (i.e. the man of promise and ultimately Christ), or the many persons in the whole line

of n atu ral and /or spiritua l descendants” (W alter C . Ka iser , Jr., "39'," TWOT 1:252 -53).

who curses you’] but every major group in the world will be blessed.”31  Thus, the

promise is that the one in whom some of the earth’s rebellious inhabitants will be

blessed from that point on is Abraham.

Genesis 12:4-6 clearly depicts the obedience of Abraham to God’s

command.  The Lord had said “go” (�H-%I , h~lak) (12:1), and Abraham “went”

(h~lak) as the Lord had told him to  (12:4).  When Abraham came into the land of

Canaan, the Lord gave a further promise to him, “To your seed I will give this land”

(12:7).  The land then occupied by the Canaanites was to be the land where the

nation made up of Abraham’s descendants would live.  Later, according to Gen

13:17, the LORD  commanded Abraham to walk throughout the land because He

would certainly give it to him.32   “The command ‘walk to and fro’ . . . throughout

the land probably represents a symbolic appropriation of the land.”33  Abraham’s

obedience, not explicitly stated in this text (note Gen 15:6), would demonstrate h is

faith in God’s promise to give the land to him and his innumerable “seed”34 (Gen

13:15-16).

Genesis 15.  Genesis 15:1-21 records the LORD’s next communication to

Abraham.  Significantly, this chapter emphasizes the “seed” and the “land” (cf. Gen

12:7; 13:14-17) and describes the making of the LORD’s “covenant” with Abraham

(15:18).  The chapter contains a parallelism that may be charted as follows:

first

scene

Activity second

scene

v. 1 The LORD’s Word to Abraham v. 7

vv. 2-3 Abraham’s Questioning the LORD v. 8

vv. 4-5 The LORD’s Assurance to Abraham vv. 9-21

v. 6, Abraham’s Faith in the LORD  and Consequent

Righteousness

Both of these incidents conclude at night (15:5, 17).  The text does not indicate the
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35In 15:5, the imperfect tense is us ed in the  divine p romise, “ so sha ll be you r seed” (se e n. 28  abov e).

36John H. Sa ilhamer,  “Genesis,” Expositor’s Bible C omm entary ,  ed. by Frank E. Gaebelein (Grand

Rapids: Zondervan, 1990) 2:132.

37Based on GKC , 339 (Par. 112ss ), Wenh am  (Genesis 1–15 , 329) states “The  verba l form         

(waw  + perfe ct) ‘he  believed ’ probab ly ind icates  repeated  or co ntinuing  action .   Faith w as A bram ’s

norma l response  to th e Lord ’s w ord s.”

38%8I I$7A  (“righteousness”) is derived from a root which “connotes conformity to an ethical or moral

stan dard.”   (Harold G . Stigers, "8 F$7I ," TWOT 2:752-55).  Ch isholm (“Evide nce from G enesis” 40) writes

that %8I I$7A  in Ge n 15 :6 appears to ha ve “th e nua nce o f ‘loyal, rew ardab le beha vior.’ . . .  Abrah am’s

resp onse is  follow ed by  a fo rma l ceremony in  wh ich  Go d rewa rds  his  faith .”

39“Like th e roy al grants in  the Ancient Near Eas t, so also the  cov enants w ith A brah am a nd D avid

are g ifts bes tow ed u pon  indiv idua ls who e xce lled in  loyally serving their masters” (M. Weinfeld, “The

Covenant of Grant in the Old Testament and in the Ancient Near East,” JAOS 90 [1970]:185).  Sailhamer

(“Genesis”  129) describes the relationship between Abraham’s “faith” and “righteousness” and Go d’s

“co ven ant”  in these words:   “God was about to enter a ‘covenant’ with Abraham that would lay at the

base of all  of G od’s fu ture dea lings w ith him a nd h is seed (v v. 7-21 ).  Verse 6 opens the scene by setting

the record straight:  Abraham had believed in Yahweh and had been accounted ‘righteous.’  The

‘cov enant’ did not make him ‘righteous’; rather it was through his ‘faith’ that he was reckoned righteous.

On ly af ter h e had  been coun ted  righ teous thro ugh fa ith cou ld A braham ente r into  Go d’s  covenant.”

time sequence of the two encounters or the timing of what precedes  (Abraham’s

victory over the kings of the East) and what follows (the conception and birth of

Ishmael).  Textually, verse six acts as a hinge between the scenes.

In the first scene (15:1-5), the main subject is Abraham’s “seed.”  God

seeks to encourage Abraham in his fear by affirming that his reward would be very

great (15:1).  Abraham responds by questioning Him about the validity of the reward

because he is childless (“You have given no ‘seed’ to me”) and Eliezer is his heir

(15:2-3).  The LORD  assures Abraham that his heir would not be Eliezer, but one born

naturally to him. He then assures him that his “seed will be more numerous than the

stars in the heavens” (15:4-5; cf. 13:16).35  He promises Abraham again w hat He is

going to do in the future; the “seed” promise is as certain as the reliability of God.

Genesis 15:6 breaks the narrative pattern.  John H. Sailhamer observes, “The syntax

. . . suggests that this  is a comment within the narrative and is not to be understood

as an event within the framework of the other events of the narrative.”36  The author

of the text, Moses, affirms that Abraham responded to God’s promise of

innummerable seed with faith.  But more than this one occurrence is in view; Moses

is confirming that Abraham’s past pattern was one of faith in the Lord’s promises

as seen in his repeated obedience (cf. Gen 12:1-4, 7; 13:14-18).37  On the basis of

Abraham’s faith, the LORD  reckons him as righteous.38  He recognizes Abraham as

His loyal servant with whom H e will enter into covenant.39

Genesis 15:7-21 recounts God’s making of the covenant with Abraham.

The emphasis in this section shifts to the “land” promised by the Lord to Abraham’s

“seed.”  He encourages Abraham with the fact that He had brought him out of Ur of

the Chaldeans to give him the land of Canaan as his inheritance (15:7).  The root �H9I*
(y~raš, “to inherit”) connects the “land” with the “heir” (from y~raš) in verses 3 and
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40The most common exp ression for establishing a covenant is “to cut a covenant” (Gen  15:18 ).

Other terms expressing the e stablis hing  of a c ove nan t are “ to give  a coven ant”  (Ge n 9:1 2; 17 :2) an d “to

erect a coven ant”  (Gen 6:1 8; 9 :9, 1 1; 1 7:7 , 10 , 19 ).  See M . W einfeld , “;*9E Av,” Theolog ical Dictionary

of Old  Tes tam ent [TDOT], ed. by G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgen, trans. by Joh n T . Willis

(Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1975) 2:259-60.

41For extra-biblical parallels to the covenant ceremony recorded in Genesis 15, see Weinfeld, “The

Covenan t of Grant in the Old Testament and in the Ancient Near East” 196-99; Richard S. Hess, “The

Slaughter of the A nim als in G enesis 15 :  Ge nes is 15:8-21 and its Ancient Near East Context,” He Sw ore

an Oath:  Biblical Themes from Genesis 12–50,  ed. by R. S. Hess, P. E. Satterthwaite, and G. J. Wenham

(Grand Rapids:  Baker, 1994) 55-65.

42Hess  (“The S laug hter o f the A nim als in Genesis 15:  Genesis 15:8-21 and Its Ancient Near East

Co ntex t” 62-63) notes, “It is not clear that Genesis 15 intends to im ply  a substitu tiona ry elem ent.

No wh ere is there the implication that Go d acce pts the p ossibility of b eing torn  in tw o if the pro mise  to

Abraham is no t kep t. . . .  Nor is  it clear that there  is a tran sform ation  of the rite w hich  som eho w re sults

in the curse  bein g ap plied to a nyo ne w ho in terferes with the divine promise. . .  .  Instead, the common

element found in each case is that the life of each of the animals has been taken away.  The implication

of th is is th at G od’s own  div ine  life form s the su rety  for  the  pro mise.”

4.  Thus, the inheritance to be given to Abraham’s “seed” refers primarily to the

“land.”  Abraham then questions the LORD  as to how he can know that he shall

inherit the “land” (15:8).  In response to Abraham’s question, God gives assurance

by entering into a  covenant with him (15:9-21).40

The covenant ceremony begins with the familiar pattern of the LORD’s

command and Abraham’s faithful obedience (cf. Gen 12:1, 4; 13:17; 15:5, 6).  The

LORD  commands Abraham to take to Him certain animals.  Abraham obediently

complies, cutting and laying some of the animals opposite each other (but not the

birds) and protecting all the dead animals from scavenging birds (15:9-11).  The text

implies that Abraham knew the ritual to take place41 because God does not explicitly

state what he is to do with these animals.  He only commands Abraham to “take”

(15:9), but Abraham “took,” “cut in two,” and “laid” (15:10).  Abraham seems to

understand what the animals signify:  the LORD’s assurance to Abraham would come

through a  binding “covenant” in which both He and Abraham would swear to fulfill

certain obligations to each other, recognizing that death would be the certain

consequence of their failure to accomplish their binding commitment faithfully.42

However, this particular “covenant” is not a mutually binding obligation.

A deep sleep (cf. Gen 2:21) falls upon Abraham and only the LORD , represented by

a smoking oven and a flaming torch, passes between the animals (15:12, 17).  He

binds Himself through the “covenant” to give Abraham’s “seed” the “land”

described by its general borders and present occupants (15:18-21).  However, this

land grant will take place only after Abraham’s “seed” has endured oppression in

another “land” and the LORD  has judged that nation.  Then He will give Abraham’s

“seed” the “land” He has promised (Gen 12:7; 13:15), and now covenanted, to give.

His promise is certain because He cannot lie; His covenant is certain because He
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43Hamilton (The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–17 438 ) con clud es, “N othin g, ho we ver, in  this

chapter is imposed  on Abram.  He is free of any obligation.  The only imposition or obligation that

Yahw eh lays upon anybody is upon himself, and that is the obligation to implement his promise of

descendants, an d espe cial ly o f lan d, to  Ab ram  and to  his  descendants.”

44Ha milton , The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–17 459.

45This verb is in the imperative mood.  While the imperative can express mere admonitions or

requests, its usual usage is to express real commands (see GKC 324  [Par. 11 0a]).

46“Be” is als o in  the  imp era tive  mo od .  GKC 324 -25 (Pa r. 110f) states, “The imperative in logical

dependence upon  a preceding  imp era tive  . . .  serves to express the distinct assurance or promise that an

action or state will ensue as a certain consequence of a previous action.”  Here, the first imperative “walk”

contains the cond ition, w hile the second “be” declares the consequence which obedience to the condition

will bring.

47The cohortatives “give” and “multiply ” follo win g the  imp erative “w alk”  exp ress p urpose  or result

(see GKC 320  [Par. 10 8d]).

cannot die!  He answers Abraham’s questions about his “seed” and “inheritance.”43

Genesis 17.  When Abraham was ninety-nine years old, the LORD  appeared

(cf. Gen 12:7) to him and spoke about the “covenant” (b�rît occurs 13 times in Gen

17:1-21).  The structure of Gen 17:1-21 forms around the speeches of God.  Victor

P. Hamilton explains,

There are no less than five speeches of God to Abraham:  I, vv. 1-2; II,  vv. 3-8; III, vv.
9-14; IV, vv. 15-16; V, vv. 19-21. . . .  In three of these  speeches (nos. II, IV, V), the
focus is on God’s commitment to bless.  In the remaining two (nos. I, III), the focus is
on God’s expectations of Abraham.  The major speech by God to Abraham about
Abraham’s need to take appropriate action (vv. 9-14) is ringed by speeches of God’s
promises to Abraham (vv. 3-8 and 15-21), showing that the demands of God must be
interpreted within the context of the promises of God.44

The following schematic portrays the first speech (17:1-2), which is a summary of

and introduction to what follows and is crucial to the interpretation of the segment.

Now when Abram was ninety-nine years old,

The LORD  appeared to Abram,

And said to him,

“I am God Almighty;

Walk45 before Me,

and46 you will be blameless.           

So that47 I will give my covenant between Me and you,

And I will multiply you exceedingly.”

Here the Lord identifies Himself to Abraham as “God Almighty” (*Hy H� -!F ,

’�l šadday, cf. Gen 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; Exod 6:3).  “The context for most of
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48Victor P. H amilton , "* HyH�," TWOT  2:907.  Hamilton (The Book of Genesis:  C hapters 1–17   463)

describes the u sage of “ Go d A lmighty” :  “The same name occurs in other patria rcha l stories , always in

connection with  Jaco b. . . .  In five of th e six p laces  in G enesis w here  El Shad dai is u sed , the name  is

followed by the promise  of poster ity. . . .  An d thre e time s (28 :3; 43 :3; 49 :25) th e activ ity of El Shaddai

is described with the verb b~rak, ‘bless.’”

49“The expression  walk in front of . .  . usually expresses the service or devotion of a faithful servant

to his king, be the latter human (1K. 1:2; 10:8; Jer 52:12) or divine . . .” (Hamilton , Genesis:  C hapters

1–17 461).  The same expression is used in Gen 24:40; 48:15.

50The fund amen tal idea of th e term .*/E I� (“blam eless”) is completen ess.  “It represents the divine

stan dard for m an’s at tainment”  (J. B arto n P ayn e, "./H I�," TWOT 2:973 -74).

51T. Des mon d A lexand er (From  Para dise to the  Prom ise Lan d:  An  Intro duc tion to  the M ain

Themes  of the Pentateuch [Grand Rapids:  Baker, 1998] 52-54) lists three differences between the

covenant of chapter 17 and the one in chapter 15: (1) it is a conditional covenant; (2) it is an eternal

cov enant; (3) it fo cuses p rimarily on  Ab raham as  the fa ther o f ma ny n ation s inste ad o f on  his d escenda nts

and land.  S ee a lso  M cC om iskey, The Covenan ts of Promise 146-50, who sees the covenant of

circumcision as an administrative covenant separate from the promise covenant of Gen 15:7-21 and 17:2-

8.  Sailhamer’s (“Genesis” 138) conclusion is that “the two covenants [are], in fact, two distinct aspects

of God’s covenant with Abraham— the one stressing the promise of the land (15:18-21) and the other

stressin g th e prom ise o f a g rea t abundance of de scendants (17:2 ).”

52Gordon J. W enham, Genesis 16–50,  vol. 2 in Wo rd Biblical Com mentary   (Dallas:  Word, 1994)

20.

53Cleon L. Rog ers, Jr., “The Cov enant with Abraham and Its Historical Seting,”  BSac  127 (1970):

249-50.

these references is the covenant, more precisely the commandment for obedience and

faithfulness on the part of the vassal and the promise of progeny by God.”48  As the

powerful God, the LORD  can fulfill His promise to Abraham to “multiply you

exceedingly” (cf. Gen 13:16; 15:5).  But the powerful God demands submission on

the part of His loyal servant; thus, He commands Abraham to “walk before”

Himself.49  The result of Abraham’s obedience would be a “blameless”50 standing

in the presence of God (cf. Gen 6:9; 2 Sam 22:24; Job 1:1; 2:3, 9).

The consequence or result of Abraham’s obedience w ill be the giving of a

covenant between “God Almighty” and Abraham.  “To give a covenant” is usually

used in the context of the establishment of a covenant (Gen 9:12; Num 25:12).

How ever, the LORD  had already initiated His covenant with Abraham in Gen 15:18.

Therefore, this covenant is either a second covenant the LORD  makes with Abraham51

or a further confirmation and ratification of the covenant made previously.52  As

Cleon L. Rogers, Jr. notes,

In the writing of a compact history, as the Old Testament, it would hardly be necessary
to reproduce a treaty text with all of its formal parts.  This was not done in the
extrabiblical historical texts, nor is it the common practice of modern historians. . . .  It
may be better to speak of “component parts of a covenant” when discussing the treaty as
found in historical texts.  This is certainly the case with the covenant with Abraham.53
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5 4.-I |3 (“everlasting”) has the basic meaning “most distant times.”  The term can be used in

reference to the past (Gen 6:4) or as here to the future.  The term in itself does not contain the idea of

endlessn ess , bu t a fa r dis tan t past or fu ture .  (See A llan  A. M acR ae, ".-3," TWOT 2:6 72-63 .)

55“Circumcision is called both ‘My cov enant’ (v. 10) and a mark  (or s ign , ’ô t) of the covenant (v.

11).  The design ation of circumcision itself as a covenant is a synecdoche for covenantal obligation:

‘Th is is [the aspect of] my covenant you must keep.’ . . .  Circumcision is a means by which Abraham and

his seed ratify G od’s lord ship o ver them .  It is their  identity sign as God’s covenant people” (Hamilton,

The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1–17 470 -72).

56Ch isho lm (“Evidence from Genesis” 45) explain s, “Thoug h future  gen erations w ere obliga ted to

observe the rite (cf. 17:11-13), their failure in this regard would jeopardize only their personal

particip ation in  the  pro mised  blessin gs, n ot th e oath  itsel f.”

57Fo r a g ram matica l analys is of G en 18 :17 -19 , see  W enham, Genesis 16–50 34, 37.

Thus, here Moses seems to be recounting component parts of the LORD’s one

covenant with Abraham, particularly: (1) the obedience of Abraham and his “seed”

necessary for the experience of the covenantal blessings (17:1, 9-14); (2) the self-

obligation of the Lord to multiply Abraham’s descendants who will occupy the land

of Canaan (17:2, 4-8a); (3) the self-obligation of the LORD  to be the God of

Abraham’s “seed” (17:8b); (4) the sign of the covenant being  circumcision (17:11);

and (5) Isaac (and his descendants) being the recipient and avenue of covenantal

fulfillment (17:15-21).  Further, the LORD  calls the covenant “everlasting”54 in Gen

17:7, 13, 19.

As in Gen 12:4, this passage portrays Abraham as obedient to the LORD’s

commands.  “God Almighty” commands Abraham to “walk before” Him (17:1) and

Abraham “falls on his face” (17:4), a gesture of the loyal submission commanded by

God.  On the basis of Abraham’s obedience, the LORD  affirms that “My covenant is

with” Abraham.  Later, the Lord calls for Abraham to circumcise every male of his

household (17:10, 12-13).  The text again affirms Abraham’s obedience (17:23).

Circumcision55 is the “sign” of the Lord’s “everlasting” covenant with Abraham, one

that will endure into the far distant future (17:9-13).  Significantly, the one in future

generations not circumcised “shall be cut off from his people,” that is, be expelled

from the community that will experience the blessings of this “everlasting” covenant

(17:14).56

With the ceremony recorded in Gen 15:7-21 and the sign given in Gen

17:1-21, the Abrahamic Covenant is finalized.  This covenant binds the LORD  to

fulfill the promises He has made to Abraham in Gen 12:1–15:5.  Two further

statements of God recorded in the Abraham narratives (Gen 18:17-19; 22:15-18)

confirm that He is committed to fulfill His covenant obligations to Abraham.

Genesis 18.  Before His destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen

18:20–19:29), He appears with two angels to Abraham to assure him that Sarah

would have his son within a year (Gen 18:1-15; cf. 17:15-21).  The text also reveals

His thinking that leads Him to reveal to Abraham what He is about to do to the two

cities (Gen 18:17-1957).  He makes it clear that Abraham w ill certainly become a
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58Sailhamer (“Genesis” 149) remarks, “Here the intention is directed internally (‘to keep the way

of the Lo rd’) with  the end in  view  that A brah am a nd h is des cendan ts do  ‘wh at is righ t and  just.’  O nly

then will the Lord fulfill what he had pro mised  Ab raham. . . .  The notion of an internalized obedience

found in this  verse is rem arkably close  to the terms  of the ‘n ew c oven ant’ fou nd in th e prop hetic literature

[Jer 31 :33 ].”

59Fo r a g ram matica l analys is of G enesis  22 :15 -18 , see  W enham, Genesis 16–50 98-99.

60Representative of th is understandin g is  W enham, Genesis 16–50 112.  He cites Gen 24:60 as a

parallel passage; however, although the “seed” here is clearly plural in sense, the term “enemies” is not

used.

61Alex ande r, From Paradise to the Promised Land 40 .  “Ro yal lineag e” refers  to the  uniq ue fa mily

line that starts with Adam and continues through the sons of Jacob, anticipating the royal dynasty that will

arise from  the des cend ants of Judah  (6-18).

62See the discussion of Gen 49:8-12 in Sailhamer, “Genesis” 276-77.

63The  verb stem  is in the hithp ael, indicating  a reflexive  mean ing  (see n . 15 above).

“great and populous nation” (cf. Gen 12:2a) and “all the nations of the earth will be

blessed in him” (cf. Gen 12:3b).  The future fulfillment of these promises is stated

as a divine certainty (Gen 18:18).  Although the future fulfillment is a surety, the

fulfillment is contingent on the descendants of Abraham “keeping the way of the

Lord” (Gen 18:19).58

Genesis 22.  The LORD’s final recorded verbal communication to Abraham

is in Gen 22:15-18.59   These words follow A braham’s obedience to God’s test, seen

in his willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac (22:1-14).  On the basis of Abraham’s

obedience the LORD  reaffirms by oath His commitment to both bless Abraham and

multiply his “seed” [in this context, definitely the corporate physical progeny of

Abraham] (22:16-17a).  Further, He affirms that “your ‘seed’ shall possess the gate

of his enemies [’ô y�b]” (22:17b).  The ‘seed’ in this context could also have its

plural sense, pointing forward to Israel’s conquest of the land of Canaan.60

However, as T. Desmond Alexander points out,

Unfortunately, the identity of this ‘seed’ is not easy to determine.  While the first
mention of ‘seed’ denotes ‘descendants’ in the plural [22:17a], the remaining references
are ambiguous [22:17b-18]; they could refer either to many descendants or to a single
descendant.  This latter possibility, however, would be in keeping with the overall aim
of Genesis to highlight a royal lineage.61

Ultimately, according to Gen 49:8, it will be Judah, particularly the final ruler from

Judah (49:10), whose “hand shall be on the neck of your enemies [the only other use

of ’ô y�b in Genesis].”   He w ill be the one whom the peoples will obey and who will

lavish blessing to all (49:10-11).62  Truly, “all nations of the earth will gain blessing

for themselves”63 (22:18) through obedience to “the lion from the tribe of Judah”

(Rev 5:5).  Therefore, it seems best to understand the “seed” in Gen 22:17b and 18

in the singular; the final fulfillment of the Abrahamic Covenant comes through
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Abraham’s “seed,” the king of the sons of Israel from the line of Judah.  All of this

is certain because Abraham obeyed God’s voice (22:18).

After the death of Abraham, the next time the biblical text used the term b�rît

to refer to the Abrahamic Covenant it speaks of “His covenant with Abraham, Isaac,

and Jacob” (Exod 2:24).  The LORD  reaffirmed the promises He had made to

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  He recognized Isaac and Jacob as recipients of His

covenant commitment because of His choice of them among Abraham’s progeny

(Gen 17:19, 21; 25:23; 27:27-29).  He commanded Isaac to obey Him so that he

would receive the blessings already assured to come to fruition because of

Abraham’s faithful obedience (Gen 26:2-5).  W hen Isaac faced trials after his

obedience, He reaffirmed His intention to bless him for the sake of Abraham (Gen

26:24).  Likewise, the Lord promised Jacob personal blessing [His presence and

protection] and a large progeny that would become a great nation and inherit the

“land” (Gen 28:14-15; 35:10-12; 46:2-40).  The narrative of Genesis concludes with

Joseph’s confession of confidence in the God’s faithfu lness to  His covenant oath to

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Gen 50:24-25; cf. Josh 24:32).

Exodus through Deuteronomy.  The experience of the nation of Israel

recorded in Exodus through Deuteronomy is an initial outworking of the promises

the LORD  gave to Abraham.  First, the children of Jacob/Israel grew into a great

nation in Egypt in accordance with the Abrahamic Covenant.  God had promised to

make Jacob a great nation in Egypt (Gen 46:3).  Later, Pharoah confessed, “Behold,

the people of the sons of Israel are more and mightier than we” (Exod 1:9).  Two of

the terms used to describe this growth in Exod 1:7, “bear fruit” (cf. Gen 17:6) and

“multiply” (cf. Gen 17:2), echo the LORD’s covenant commitment to Abraham.  In

a similar way, Balaam’s words concerning the people of Israel in Num 23:10,

“count” and “dust” (cf. Gen 13:16) recall the LORD’s promise to Abraham.

Second, the LORD  delivered the nation from bondage in Egypt in accordance

with the Abrahamic Covenant.  In Gen 15:13-14, the LORD  told Abraham that his

“seed” would “serve” another nation and be “oppressed,” but He promised to judge

that nation and have his “seed” “come out” from her.  Later, Israel was “afflicted”

by (Exod 1:11-12; same term as “oppressed” in Gen 15:13) and “served” (Exod 2:23

[“bondage” in NASB]; cf. Gen 15:13, 14) Pharoah and the Egyptians.  But God

remembered His covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and “brought them out”

of Egypt (Exod 3:10; 6:6; 12:41; 13:4; 14:8; 18:1; 20:2; cf. Gen 15:14).

Third, Israel was to inherit the land of the Canaanites in accordance w ith

the Abrahamic Covenant.  The LORD  multiplied the sons of Israel and brought them

out of Egypt so that they might occupy the land He promised to Abraham (Exod 3:8;

6:4, 8; cf. Gen 12:7; 13:14-17; 15:18-21; 17:8).  The Torah closes with an

anticipation of a fulfillment of this promise to Abraham in the conquest of the land

under Joshua in the near future (Deut 31:1-8).  However, the Torah predicts that

Israel would forfeit the land because of disobedience and be scattered among the
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Cov enants” (a paper presented to the Far West Section of the Evangelical Theological Society, San

Diego, Californ ia, April 23 , 1999 ) 5.  See a lso Eu gene  H. M errill,  “A Theology of the Pentateuch,” A

Biblical Theology of the Old Testament,  ed. by Roy B. Zuck (Chicago:  Moody, 1991) 35.

nations (Deut 29:22-28).  In the distant future,64 after the scattering (Deut 4:30-31),

the LORD  will return repentant Israel to the land in accordance with His covenant

with Abraham (Lev 26:40-45).

Fourth, sinful Israel’s continuance as a nation is a result of the LORD’s

mercy extended to her in accordance with the Abrahamic Covenant.  At Mount

Sinai, Israel practiced idolatry with a golden calf, provoking God’s anger (Exod

32:1-10; cf. 20:4-6).  The LORD  would have destroyed Israel, but He did not because

of His covenant commitment to Abraham (Exod 32:11-14). 

 Fifth, the blessings of the LORD  promised to Israel in the Mosaic Covenant

are in accordance with the Abrahamic Covenant.  William D. Barrick aptly notes,

The blessings recited in Leviticus 26:4-12 are at least in part a fulfillment of the covenant
made with Abraham.  Those blessings fall into six categories:

productivity (vv. 4-5; cf. Gen 24:35; 27:28; 30:43)
peace (v. 6; cf. Gen 22:17)
power (v. 7-8; cf. Gen 22:17)
population (v. 9; cf. Gen 12:2; 15:5; 17:6)
provision (v. 10; cf. productivity, above), and
presence (vv. 11-12; cf. Gen 17:7-8).

All these blessings were associated with the land that Israel would receive from
Yahweh.  They are consistent with various statements and restatements of the 
Abrahamic Covenant.65

This exposition of the Torah demonstrates the vital role the Abrahamic

Covenant played in God’s dealings with Abraham and Israel:  Gen 1:1–11:26

anticipates, Gen 11:27–50:26 elucidates, and Exod 1:1–Deuteronomy 34:12

substantiates the Abrahamic Covenant.

Elements of the Abrahamic Covenant

Because of the many statements of promise given by the LORD  to the

patriarchs, a question concerning the number and content of these promises has
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66Cra ig A. Blaising and Darrel L. Bock (Progressive D ispensationalism  [Wheaton, Ill.:  Victor
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Redemption [G rand R apids :  Baker, 1995]  104-8 ) writes of four basic areas of promise: (1) a seed; (2)

a land; (3) a blessing to the patriarchs; and (4) a blessing to the nations through  the patriarchs.

67Ro bert L. Saucy, The C ase for  Progress ive Dispensat ional ism (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993)

42-46.  David J. A . Clines (The Theme o f the Pentateuch  [She ffield:  JSO T , 197 8] 29 -43) refers  to these

as land, po sterity, and relation ship w ith Go d.  Ka iser (Towa rd a n O ld Testament Theology 86-94)  calls

these inheritance, heir, and heritage.

68Charles Ca ldw ell R yrie , The Basis of the Premillennial Faith (Neptune, N. J.:  Loizeaux B rothers,

1953) 49-50.

arisen.66  The predominant viewpoint is that the Lord’s promises to Abraham can be

grouped into three main categories: (1) land; (2) seed; and (3) blessing.67  An

alternate, threefold grouping proposes the promises as: (1) national; (2) personal; and

(3) universal.68  This final grouping of the promises seems to emerge most naturally

from the foundational text (Gen 12:1-3), with further explanation in later texts (Gen

13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-21; 18:17-19; 22:15-18; 26:2-5, 24; 28:13-15; 35:10-12;

46:2-4).

First, the LORD  promised to make A braham into a great nation .  This is the

first promise given in Gen 12:2, being reiterated in 18:18 and 46:3.  Ishmael, as a

son of Abraham, will also become a great nation (Gen 17:20; 21:18), but the great

nation of the LORD’s covenant will come through Isaac (Gen 17:19, 21; 26:3-4) and

Jacob/Israel (Gen 28:13-14; 35:11; 46:3).

People coming from a common ancestor inhabiting a particular land (Gen

10:5, 20, 31-32) comprise a nation.  Thus, if Abraham is to be a great nation, he must

have numerous offspring who will occupy a certain land.  Accordingly, the LORD

promised Abraham a multitude of descendants (Gen 13:16; 15:5; 17:2, 4-6; 22:17a)

who would receive the land of Canaan (Gen 13:14-15, 17; 15:18-21; 17:8).  The

LORD’s word to Abraham w hen he first came to the land of the Canaanites

summarized this promise: “To your seed I will give this land” (Gen 12:7).  He

reiterated the promise of numerous descendants who would receive the land

promised to Isaac (Gen 26:4) and Jacob/Israel (Gen 28:13-14; 35:11-12).

Second, the LORD  promised to bless Abraham personally (Gen 12:2).  He

showed His favor to Abraham in His provision of livestock (Gen 13:2), victory in

battle (Gen 14:1-24), and sons (Gen 16:15; 21:22-3; 25:1-4). The following

statement comes toward the end of the narrative of Abraham’s life: “The Lord had

blessed Abraham in every way” (G en 24:1).  The LORD  also gave a promise of

personal blessing to Isaac (Gen 26:3) and Jacob/Israel (Gen 28:15).

Third, the Lord promised to bless all the nations (families) of the earth in

Abraham (Gen 12:3).  Even though the LORD  called Abraham (Gen 12:2) and all his

descendants (Gen 18:18-19) to be a blessing to the nations, the ultimate fulfillment
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70Paul N . Be nw are , Understanding End Tim es Prophecy (Chicago:  Moody, 1995) 34.
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of this promise is stated to be the singular “seed” of Abraham (Gen 22:18).69  Again,

God repeated this promise of universal blessing to Isaac (Gen 26:4) and Jacob/Israel

(Gen 28:14).

Nature of the Abrahamic Covenant

During the last century, the most discussed issue concerning the Abrahamic

Covenant has been its nature.  Paul N. Benware introduces this topic with the

following words:

Probably the most significant issue related to the Abrahamic covenant has to do with its
nature.  Is it a conditional (bilateral) covenant or an unconditional (unilateral) covenant?
How one answers that question determines the framework of one’s prophetic studies.70

In the biblical text God placed definite indications of obligation on

Abraham.  First, He gave commands to Abraham on a number of occasions in

Genesis (“go,” 12:1; “arise and walk to and fro,” 13:17; “look and count,” 15:5;

“take,” 15:9; “w alk,” 17:1; “take,” 22:2).  Second, He obligated Abraham and his

“seed” to submit to circumcision in order to participate in the covenant (Gen 17:9-

14).  Third, He said He would fulfill His promises to Abraham because of Abra-

ham’s obedience (Gen 22:18; 26:5).  These considerations seem to point to the

Abrahamic Covenant as essentially conditional in nature, a bilateral (i.e., obligations

placed on two parties) relationship where the LORD  only obligated Himself to fulfill

His promises if the response was human obedience.71

How ever, the biblicat text also has strong indications of unconditionality.

First, the LORD  made promises to Abraham whose only human contingencies were

clearly stated as being met (Gen 12:1, 4; 17:1, 3).  Thus, the present obligation rests

solely upon Him to do what He has promised.  Second, in the covenant-making

ceremony, only God walked through the animals (Gen 15:17).  Although He and

Abraham were both parties to the covenant, the covenant was unilateral in the sense

that He obligated only Himself to fulfill His commitments.  Third, the promises (Gen

13:15) and covenant (Gen 17:7-8, 13, 19) were called “everlasting.”  The fulfillment

lies far into the future and thus rests upon the LORD  alone for realization.  These

considerations seem to point to  the conclusion that the Abrahamic Covenant is

essentially unconditional in nature, a unilateral (i.e., obligations undertaken by only

one party) relationship where only the LORD  has bound Himself to fulfill His
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promises to Abraham.72

Differing understandings of the biblical affirmations of divine commitment

and human obligation in reference to the Abrahamic Covenant have arisen.  First,

some assert that human obedience is necessary for the fulfillment of the covenant.

Without this obedience, God is not obligated to fulfill His promises.73  Second, some

declare that no human obedience is required for the instituting or the fulfillment of

the covenant.74  Third, some state that the Abrahamic promises were originally

unconditional, but were understood as  conditional in later Israelite history.75  Fourth,

some aver that the LORD  made two covenants with Abraham, one unconditional (Gen

15:17-21) and one conditional (Gen 17:1-21).76  Fifth, a consensus is growing that

the promises the LORD  bound Himself to fulfill in the Abrahamic Covenant are

unconditional, but the timing of and participants in that fulfillment are conditioned

by faith-produced human obedience.  W alter C. Kaiser, Jr. writes,

In our judgment, the conditionality was not attached to the promise but only to the
participants who would benefit from these abiding promises. . . .  The duty of obedience
(law, if you wish) was intimately tied up with promise as a desired sequel.77

This fifth viewpoint accords with all the biblical data.78

THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT

IN THE REMAINDER OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

The remainder of the OT, from Joshua on, contains few specific references

to the Abrahamic Covenant.  However, Psalms 105 and 106 are reminders that the

Abrahamic Covenant lies behind all that the God did for Israel in the past and

provides the foundation for Israel’s hope for what He will do in the future.

In Psalm 105, the LORD  is praised for His loyalty to His covenant with
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Abraham (vv. 1-10).  The Psalmist recalls how He multiplied Jacob/Israel in Egypt

(vv. 37, 43), and provided for Israel in the wilderness (vv. 39-41) in accordance with

His word to Abraham (v. 42).  The culmination of God’s faithfulness to the

Abrahamic Covenant was His gift of the land of Canaan to the Israelites (v. 44).79

The Former Prophets, the history of Israel in the land, see this continued pattern of

God’s faithfulness to Abraham .  He gave the Land to Israel (Josh 21:43-45),

multiplied Israel in the Land (1 Kgs 4:20-21), and in mercy delayed His judgment

of Israel (2 Kgs 13:23) because of His promises to Abraham.

Psalm 105 ends with the reminder that the LORD  brought the Israelites into

the Land so that they might keep His statutes and observe His laws (v. 45).  Psalm

106 recounts Israel’s lack of loyalty to the LORD  (v. 6).  The pattern of Israel’s

rebellion before the conquest (vv. 7-33) had continued while Israel was in the land

(vv. 34-39).  As a result, the LORD  gave Israel into the hands of her enemies, yet

delivered her when she cried out for help (vv. 40-45; cf. Judg 2:11-23).  From the

experience of Israel’s exile (v. 47),80 the Psalmist calls upon the LORD  to deliver him

and the nation to the land and its prosperity (vv. 4-5, 47) in accordance with the

Abrahamic Covenant (v. 45).  Confidence that He w ould fu lfill His promises to

Abraham sustained Israel as they experienced God’s judgment (Isa 41:8-16; Mic

7:18-20).  Jeremiah 33:23-26 connects this fulfillment of the Abrahamic Covenant

with the LORD’s sending of H is king in fulfillment of Num 24:17 and 2 Sam 7:16, an

event that will take place in the distant future (cf. Num 24:14; 2 Sam 7:19).

THE ABRAHAMIC COVENANT IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

With the coming of Jesus as the Christ, the NT demonstrates how this

development relates to the Abrahamic Covenant.  First, and fundamentally, the

coming of Jesus is in accordance with the Abrahamic Covenant.  Jesus is viewed as

the one the Lord has sent to effect the deliverance of Israel from her enemies

according to His promises to Abraham (Luke 1:54-55, 68-75).  This deliverance will

be accomplished, and the Abrahamic Covenant fully fulfilled, when the Messiah

turns the sons of Israel from their wicked ways (Acts 3:25-26).  It will be at the time

of Israel’s repentance which will lead to the period of restoration of all things spoken

by the prophets, including Israel’s possession of and prosperity in the land of Canaan

(Acts 3:19-24).81

Second, the NT views national Israelites as the descendants of Abraham

(Luke 16:24; 19:9; John 8:37; Acts 13:26; Rom 11:1).  However, being the physical



212       The Master’s Seminary Journal      

“seed” of Abraham does not guarantee experiencing  the future blessings associated

with the promises to Abraham (Matt 8:11; Luke 13:28).  An Israelite must come to

faith leading to repentance to experience the Lord’s deliverance and blessing (Acts

3:19-26).  Nevertheless, the NT does affirm that the present remnant of faithful

Israelites is an indication that the Lord will in the future deliver “all Israel” and bless

her in accordance with the Abrahamic Covenant (Rom 11:1-32).

Third, the NT calls Gentile believers “the seed of Abraham” because of

their union with Jesus Christ, “the Seed of Abraham” (Gal 3:6-29).  Jesus as the

Christ is the “Seed” who brings the blessings of the Abrahamic Covenant to Israel

and the Gentiles (Gal 3:16; cf. Gen 22:17b-18).  The church today experiences in

Christ some spiritual benefits that Israel and the nations will experience (with

physical results) in the future when Jesus implements fully the blessings of the

Abrahamic Covenant.  The NT, like the Old, views the complete fulfillment of the

Lord’s promises to Abraham as a future event (Matt 8:11; Acts 3:19-26; Rom 11:25-

32).

CONCLUSION

The Abrahamic Covenant undergirds the totality of the biblical revelation.

Specifically elucidated in Genesis, its promises govern the pattern of all that follows

in Exodus to Revelation.  On the basis of Abraham’s faithful obedience, the LORD

gave Abraham many promises.  Ultimately, He bound Himself by covenant to bring

to pass what He had promised Abraham.  The Scriptures, from Exodus to Revela-

tion, continually speak of one covenant between the LO RD  and A braham.  This

covenant promises Abraham personal, national, and universal blessings.  Because

He based this covenant on Himself alone, the final fulfillment of the promises to

Abraham have no human conditions.  However, the faithful obedience of man

determines the participants in and timing of its final fulfillment.  Although Abraham

experienced personal blessings from the LORD  in the past and some Israelites and

Gentiles enjoy spiritual blessings at present, the full and final fulfillment of the

covenant, particularly the “great nation” promises, await the future coming of Jesus

Christ.


