
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 17
Abram has improvised yet God remains faithful to His promise and plan.  God will bless Abram and his household (including 
Ishmael!)  Genesis 17 takes place 13 years after Genesis 16 which ends with the birth of Ishmael (16:15-16).  In many ways 
Genesis 17 is a chapter of culmination of all God has promised Abram and Sarai up till now - and it will point us towards the 
day of fulfillment of God’s word in their lives, a day they have been longing and waiting and looking for.

Genesis 17:1-8

God appears to Abram who is now 99 years old.  Abram was first called by the LORD when he was 75.  A lot of time 
has passed and a lot has transpired in those years.

At last check of the details of the Abrahamic Covenant, we knew the following:

God’s Promise (Genesis 12:2-3)

1 - I (God) will make (from) you a great nation
2 - I (God) will bless you
3 - I (God) will make your name (Abram) great
4 - You (Abram) will be a blessing
5 - I (God) will bless those people who bless you
6 - I (God) will curse those people who curse you
7 - Through you (Abram), all of the families of the earth will be blessed

God’s Promise [Expanded] (Genesis 13:14-17)

8 - I (God) will give you (Abram) all the land you see (N,S, E & W)
9 - I (God) will give this land to your (Abram’s) descendants forever
10 - I (God) make your (Abram’s) descendants innumerable, as the dust of the earth

God’s Promise [Clarified] (Genesis 15:1-21)
11 - The descendants will be biologically from Abram.
12 - (Abram’s) descendants innumerable, as the stars of the sky
13 - Though Abram’s descendants would have trials (enslaved and oppressed), the LORD would rescue them
14 - I (God) will give your (Abram’s) descendants the land from the border river of Egypt to the river Euphrates.

Genesis 17 adds some tremendous things to our already amazing list
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God’s Promise [Covenanted] (Genesis 17:1-8)
15 - You (Abram) will be father of a multitude of nations
16 - I (God) will make you (Abram) very fruitful
17 - Kings shall come from you (Abram)
18 - I will be your God and the God of your descendants after you

There is so much to grasp from these verses.  God calls Abram to walk before him blameless and keep his covenant. 
 God is going to bless and keep and provide for Abram - and he’s not just going to have some fruitfulness but be 
“exceedingly fruitful” (v. 16).  

God also changes Abram’s name to Abraham.  Name changes are common in Scripture to signify momentous occasions 
or life changes.  (for example: Jacob → Israel, Cephas → Peter, Saul → Paul).  The meaning of the name Abram 
is “exalted father” and Abraham means “father of a multitude”.  This chapter is all about God confirming his 
covenant promise to Abraham in personal and significant ways.  Think about it, every time anyone calls to Abraham, 
they are reminding them of the “father of multitudes” promise.  Anytime he introduces himself to someone, the same 
is true.

One thing that is worth noting is the inclusion of the promise of “kings” to come from Abraham (17:6).  This hasn’t 
been a part of the plan up till now.  Abraham will not just have many children and descendants, but nations and 
kingdoms (as opposed to just tent dwelling bedouins).  And this promise is an “everlasting covenant”.  It is in this 
chapter that we see some of the most important promises from God to Abraham (and the people of God in general) in 
God’s redemptive plan - what Jesus called “the kingdom of God”.  The seed of the kingdom is planted here with 
Abraham who will have “kings” come from his family line.

Genesis 17:9-14 - The Sign Of The Covenant

God tells Abraham to circumcise every male in his family.  The word “circumcise” means to “cut around” and yes, it 
is the foreskin of the penis what God means Abraham to “cut around” (bless his heart).  God commands this to be 
done for every male in Abraham’s current household and to be done for all and every male that is born in the 
generations to come - on the 8th day (v. 12). If anyone in Abraham’s household does not do this, God will consider 
them not part of the covenant! (they will be “cut off” from the people, per 17:14).

While this is likely a familiar record and practice for those of us familiar with this biblical story and the life of 
Abraham, can we pause for a moment and think about how wild this must have been for Abraham to hear to begin 
with and as a practice in general?!  Abraham will do this (v. 23-27) without question and without delay.  Amazing. 
We’ll talk more about the purpose of the sign of the covenant as we conclude today but there are some good 
questions to ask in the meantime:

Q - Why do you think Abraham follows God’s command regarding this practice?  And can you imagine the 
conversation he had to have with the other male adults in his household!  Would you be willing to do something like 
this if God asked you to?  What would be your motivation or reasoning?
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Genesis 17:15-22

Sarai’s name is changed to Sarah (which means “princess”).  Though Abraham has known this entire time that God was 
promising him descendants, and had made it clear it was through Sarah even as recent as chapter 16, he can’t help 
but laugh when he hears God reconfirm this truth.  He is almost 100 and barren-no kid Sarah is 90!  He even offers 
God the option to just do the whole thing through Ishmael (this suggestion doesn’t appear to be a rebellion or 
rejection but a pure hearted idea).

God plainly states that Abraham’s descendants and the blessing of this amazing covenant will come through him via 
Sarah - period, end of story.  Though God will bless Ishmael, its through Abraham’s son “Isaac” (which means “he 
laughs”) that the everlasting covenant will flow.  And God at last tells Abraham that this is all going to happen 
soon - in fact it's only about a year away.  Wow.

Genesis 17:23-27 - Abraham circumcises himself and all his household

99 year old Abraham, 13 year old Ishmael and all of the males of his household all circumcised.  This is a very 
personal, significant and sacrificial symbol for all the men of Abraham’s house.  It will remind them of God’s 
faithfulness, but it seems like their act of obedience spoke to God about theirs too.

Let’s return to look at the spiritual significance of circumcision again as we finish Genesis 17.  God instituted circumcision 
as a “sign of the covenant between” the LORD and Abraham (Genesis 17:11).  Sign of God’s faithfulness to inspire faithfulness 
on the part of the recipient of the receiver of the “sign”.  What the later generations failed to realize was that having the 
sign of the covenant did not mean you were exempt from following the terms of the covenant.  The later generations 
(especially the religious leaders who clashed with Jesus) felt that because they were circumcised, they were God’s chosen 
people - regardless the condition of their hearts.  They forgot that the heart of the covenant was not about their penises, it 
was about their hearts.

Deuteronomy 10:16 - "So circumcise your heart, and stiffen your neck no longer.
 

Deuteronomy 30:6 - "Moreover the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, to 
love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, so that you may live.

Jeremiah 4:3-4 (NLT) - This is what the LORD says to the people of Judah and Jerusalem: "Plow up the hard ground of 
your hearts! Do not waste your good seed among thorns. 4 O people of Judah and Jerusalem, surrender your pride and 
power. Change (Circumcise) your hearts before the LORD, or my anger will burn like an unquenchable fire because of 
all your sins.

Romans 2:28-29 (NLT) - For you are not a true Jew just because you were born of Jewish parents or because you have 
gone through the ceremony of circumcision. 29 No, a true Jew is one whose heart is right with God. And true 
circumcision is not merely obeying the letter of the law; rather, it is a change of heart produced by God's Spirit. 
And a person with a changed heart seeks praise from God, not from people.
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The New Testament calls the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in a believer the “sign” of the New Covenant.  It is the evidence 
that we have entered into the covenant through Jesus and await the fulfillment of the promises of God.  The Holy Spirit is 
evidence that o\god is faithful and reminds of us God’s faithfulness to fulfill what He has said.  However, the receiving of the 
spirit does not mean that we will remain faithful to the end.  

Many Christians make the same mistake the biological descendants of Abraham made.  Just because someone was circumcised did 
not mean they were faithful to the covenant.  Just because someone receives the spirit does not mean they will be faithful to 
their covenant.  No more than wearing a wedding ring guarantees you will be faithful to your spouse.

Instead, like a wedding band, both circumcision in the Abrahamic Covenant and the spirit in the New Covenant remind us of 
God’s promise and His passionate commitment to keeping his vow to us.  Knowing that your spouse is going to be faithful no 
matter what may come and no matter what you’ll face certainly fuels a love for them and an inspired faithfulness on your 
part.

And be sure, the spirit for the Christian is no physical or symbolic sign alone - the Spirit brings to the believer a 
supernatural empowerment to help us be the faithful ones we long to be!

Every single time Abraham saw the “sign” of the covenant he had an opportunity to remember that the LORD is God Almighty! 
 Faithful and powerful to complete the work He had promised.  Every time the spirit of God is at work in your life or through 
the life of another believer or at work in the Church of Jesus Christ it is a sign that God is powerful and loving and faithful. 
 We do not need to wonder if God will bring about his word and promises in our lives - the Spirit at work confirms this over 
and over again! 

What a time to be alive! Rather than simply having a physical reminder of God’s faithfulness to us, we have the Holy Spirit 
working and moving in our lives every day!  We are enabled and inspired and empowered to be God’s people and stay faithful to 
Him knowing He surely is faithful to us!
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