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Introduction 

			 

			The biography of Abraham occupies a large section of the book of Genesis, and his name features here and there throughout the Old Testament Scriptures. He receives mention in the first verse of the New Testament as being an ancestor of Jesus Christ (Mt 1.1), and with the exception of Jude, every New Testament writer makes reference to him. Clearly, he is a major Biblical figure.

			Scripture regards him as being the progenitor of the nation of Israel (e.g. Lk 13.16; 19.9), and so in the days of the Lord Jesus Christ they prided themselves in being descended from one as illustrious as Abraham; “We be Abraham’s seed” (Jn 8.33).

			The Lord Jesus made references to Abraham. For example, He allied him with Isaac and Jacob to defend the doctrine of resurrection when confronted by the Sadducees (Mt 22.31-32). God is the God of the living! He enlightens us to the fact that Abraham anticipated the first advent of the Messiah; “Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day” (Jn 8.56). He indicated that Abraham would share in the bliss of the coming kingdom at His second advent (Lk 13.28).

			A range of fundamental doctrines are illustrated from Abraham’s experience. In the Epistle to the Romans he is seen as the prototype of the great truth of Justification by Faith. In the Galatian letter Paul makes reference to his two sons, “the one by a bondmaid, the other by a freewoman” (ch.4.22) to contrast bondage and freedom, the flesh and the Spirit, and the law and promise. The Epistle to the Hebrews uses his encounter with Melchizedec to argue the superiority of the Melchizedec priesthood over that of Aaron (ch.7). 

			James and Peter refer to Abraham and Sarah in their writings to illustrate major practical issues, so all in all, he plays a very valuable role in the Holy Scriptures. Doctrine and practice are exemplified in the various stages and incidents of his life, and so we approach his story keeping in mind that “whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our learning” (Rom 15.4). Throughout this book we shall briefly examine these links with the New Testament when we arrive at the relevant point in his history.

			With two exceptions, after the book of Genesis he is always called by the name Abraham, even when the incident refers to the days before his change of name from Abram. The two exceptions are 1 Chronicles 1.27 and Nehemiah 9.7 and in both instances, there is a reference to the change of name. We will follow that Biblical pattern, and consistently refer to him and his wife as Abraham and Sarah except when quoting directly from the Genesis record.

			As the “friend of God” and the “father of the faithful”, he undoubtedly occupies a unique place in the inspired record, and yet characteristically, the picture painted in Scripture is “warts and all”; there is no attempt to whitewash the man or disguise the failures in his life. When we encounter these failures, we will have to keep in mind that none of us approximates to the spiritual stature of this friend of God, but at the same time, his blunders are documented to alert us to similar dangers, and to enable us to avoid the snares that entrapped him.

			Throughout the book, lessons will be gleaned from the names of individuals and from place names. The legitimacy of this is founded on Hebrews ch. 7 where the writer makes points from both the meaning of Melchizedec’s name and the meaning of Salem, the place where he ruled. Care will be taken to avoid anything that may be deemed fanciful and unacceptable!

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 1

			
Abraham’s Family

			 

			Ancestry

			The book of Genesis records numerous genealogies, and among them, Abraham’s family tree. For this study, there is no need to go into the details of his ancestry beyond references to his father Terah, but it is significant that one of his forebears was a man called Eber (Gen 11.14). It is from his name that the word “Hebrew” comes and Abraham was described as “Abram the Hebrew” (Gen 14.13). The word signifies, “one from beyond”, and it is a fitting description of what Abraham became, someone who had come from “beyond”, an alien, a stranger in the land of Canaan. The mighty River Euphrates separated him from his old environment just as surely as the Red Sea separated his descendants from the land of Egypt; he was from “beyond the River” (Josh 24.2 RV) and not a native of Canaan. He did not belong there, his lifestyle was different, his standards were higher, his loyalties were elsewhere, and it is just a picture of what Christian believers should be while living as those delivered “from this present evil world” (Gal 1.4). We are from “beyond” in the sense that we have put clear blue water between ourselves and the former life of sin. We are from “beyond” in that “our citizenship is in heaven” (Phil 3.20 RV), outsiders as far as this world, its behaviour and its attitudes are concerned. The difference means that “they think it strange that ye run not with them to the same excess of riot” (1 Pet 4.4). The phrase “think it strange” enshrines the thought of being regarded as a foreigner. You are living in an atmosphere where spiritual xenophobia is the norm. If we are behaving as we ought, we are made to feel that we are from “beyond”.

			Terah was Abraham’s father, and Nahor and Haran his brothers (Gen 11.27). Nahor was named after his grandfather and he never left Mesopotamia (Gen 24.10). It was from his strain of the family that Rebekah came (v.15), the beauty who was destined to be a bride for Isaac.

			Haran predeceased his father. Terah had the heartbreak of standing by and watching his son die; “Haran died in the presence of his father Terah in the land of his nativity, in Ur of the Chaldees”, (Gen 11.28 RV). Since the dawn of history, some have had the immense sorrow of burying their children, often in tragic circumstances. Adam was the first father ever, and his son Abel was cruelly cut down by Cain. Job’s family was wiped out by a hurricane whipped up by the devil. David had three sons who through illness or murder or warfare predeceased him. The fact that the loss of a son is a fairly common calamity makes it no easier to bear. Perhaps Terah’s desolation was the catalyst that made him so reluctant to let Abraham out of his sight. On seeing his son’s determination to leave his home in Ur, he resolved to go with him, giving the impression that he was the main mover in the planned emigration (Gen 11.31); it was his duty as patriarch to take control of the situation! Perhaps his heartache was one of the reasons for the expedition stalling at Haran. The very name of the place would have evoked memories of his deceased son, and for sentimental reasons, he just settled at Haran.

			From a natural point of view, there is nothing unusual or disturbing about someone like Haran dying “in the land of his nativity”, but from a spiritual point of view, to die in the land of your birth spells eternal disaster. Henry Ford was born in relative darkness in a farmhouse in Michigan. He also died in the dark despite the luxury of his mansion at Dearborn. As death approached, the generator that served his property was flooded, and the lights went out. He was born in the dark and he died in the dark. Spiritually, to die as you were born means ultimately what Scripture calls, “outer darkness”, indicative of the isolation and abandonment that will be experienced. The location of that sphere of hopelessness is described as the “Lake of Fire”, a term that vividly portrays the intensity of the everlasting torment that will be experienced. These and other varied descriptions of the place of punishment describe different aspects of the horrors of the eternal judgement of God. Men and women must be like Ruth. She “left the land of (her) nativity” (Ruth 2.11), and her promise to Naomi was this, “where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried” (Ruth 1.17). She was determined not to die where she had been born. The Saviour’s words are so relevant here, “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (Jn 3.3).

			The late Haran’s son was Lot (v.27), making Lot a nephew of Abraham, and it appears that Abraham felt some responsibility for the younger man. While he is consistently called “Abram’s brother’s son” (ch.14.12), Abraham’s interest in him was such that he regarded Lot as “his brother” (v.14) and he risked much in rescuing him from the invading kings. Having been told by God to leave his “kindred” (Gen 12.1), one feels that Abraham should have left Lot in Ur. His presence did create problems down the line, for inevitably, if divine instructions are ignored, difficulties will ensue! However, the unfolding story of the interaction between Abraham and Lot will hold interesting lessons for us.

			 

			Intermarriage.   

			Evidently, Terah’s clan was a close-knit community, to the extent that family members were married to each other, relationships that would be illegal in modern western societies. Nahor’s wife was in fact his niece (Gen 11.29), and the possibility is that they had no children until after the patriarch was long gone from Ur. Many years later, Abraham was informed of the expansion of the branch of the family that he had left behind (Gen 22.20-24).

			Abraham himself was married to his half-sister Sarah (Gen 20.12), a relationship that would have raised no eyebrows in these ancient times. Many an inebriated scoffer has felt that he was about to administer a deathblow to Christianity by raising the hackneyed question about Cain and his wife! Adam and Eve had “sons and daughters” (Gen 5.4), and it is obvious that in order to establish the human race at the beginning God allowed the marriage of brother and sister, a relationship which centuries later was forbidden under the law (Lev 18.9). Doubtless with the passing of time there were increasing physical and psychological dangers connected with such close intermarriage, but as late as Abraham’s day it still featured.

			Sarah’s original name was Sarai, which according to Strong means “dominative”. She appears to have reflected the meaning of her name for there was a steely bit about her that became obvious, especially in her dealings with Hagar. It is to her credit that she never allowed that dominating streak to creep into her relationship with her husband. Her subjection to Abraham was such that she is cited as a shining example to Christian wives (1 Pet 3.5-6). She never made any attempt to control her husband as Jezebel or Herodias did, nor did she try to outmanoeuvre him as Rebekah did with Jacob.

			“Abram” means “exalted father”, a name which must have mocked him every time he was addressed, for he was not a father at all! When first introduced to the pair, we are informed that “Sarai was barren; she had no child” (Gen 11.30). Right at the start we are alerted to an issue that would prove to be a major factor in the developing history of this godly couple.

			 

			Family Religion

			The Genesis record says nothing of the idolatrous background of the family, but in his farewell address, Joshua informs us that “they served other gods” (Josh 24.2). They were no different from the other residents of Ur in that they would frequent the temples of the moon-god and other pagan deities; additionally, they would worship at their own domestic shrines. Family members whom they left behind in Ur maintained that tradition, for Laban had his “images”, that is, his teraphim, his household gods (Gen 31.19). It is a well-known fact that a host of perversions and excesses go hand in hand with idolatry, for God places no moral restraints on people who “hold down the truth in unrighteousness” (Rom 1.18 RV), and portray Him as a man, or a bird, or an animal, or a reptile (v.23). He gives them up (vv.24; 26; 28) and unfettered, they are left to pursue their chosen course. In so doing they reap a sad harvest of physical and psychological damage (vv.24-32). That was the environment in which Abraham was reared; that was the family tradition that he had known; that was the appalling life-style from which he was called. In effect, he and his family were no different from the general populace of Ur, and it is a tribute to the sovereign grace of God that from the mass of people in that decadent city He called Abraham. Post-exilic Levite worshippers expressed it like this; “Thou art the Lord the God, who didst choose Abram, and broughtest him forth out of Ur of the Chaldees, and gavest him the name of Abraham” (Neh 9.7). With regard to ourselves, Robert Murray McCheyne expressed the same inexplicable truth in a verse of one of his hymns;

			 

			Chosen, not for good in me;

			Wakened up from wrath to flee;

			Hidden in the Saviour’s side;

			By the Spirit sanctified:

			Teach me, Lord, on earth to show

			By my love, how much I owe.

			 

			Isaac Watts was the father of English hymn writers, and he expressed the wonder that fills our hearts when we reverently ponder these glorious matters.

			 

			Why was I made to hear Thy voice,

			And enter while there’s room,

			When thousands make a wretched choice,

			And rather starve than come?

			 

			The people of Israel were never to forget the dreadful origins of their great progenitor for it would be a massive antidote to national pride. “Look unto the rock whence ye are hewn, and to the hole of the pit whence ye are digged. Look unto Abraham your father, and unto Sarah that bare you: for I called him alone” (Is 51.1-2). The New Testament equivalent, so relevant for every one of us, is Ephesians ch.2. Our awful history is laid bare in the first three verses, then this; “But God…” (v.4). God’s rich mercy was expressed and His saving grace was extended and now “we are his workmanship” (v.10). Ceremonially, as Gentile sinners we were far from God, and bereft of the blessings that were promised to the favoured nation (vv.11-12). “But now…” (v.13); what a transformation! Our hearts bow in worship, and we say with W. Spencer Walton;

			 

			I wonder what He saw in me,

			To suffer such deep agony.

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 2

			
Abraham’s Call: The Command

			  

			The word “call” is used advisedly in light of the following; “By faith Abraham, when he was called…obeyed” (Heb 11.8). In the historical record, there is no mention of his call until after the unscheduled stop at Haran, but Stephen tells us that God had spoken to him “before he dwelt in Charran” (Haran) (Acts 7.2). The summons had come while he was still resident in Mesopotamia, so the Authorised Version is valid, “The Lord had said unto Abram, Get thee out…” (Gen 12.1).

			 

			The Command

			The call entailed a command that was two-pronged. First of all, it involved him in abandoning his present surroundings and his family connections. Then, he had to relocate in “a land that I will shew thee” (Gen 12.1). Faith responded to that call even although the pathway ahead was unclear, for he left Ur, “not knowing whither he went” (Heb 11.8). The future was vague with the mists of uncertainty hanging over the whole venture, and yet a fire burned in his soul; “he looked for a city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Heb 11.10). The prospect of future glory impacted on his attitude to the present life, and motivated him to discard the earthly and physical in favour of what was eternal and spiritual. Moses made a similar choice when “he had respect unto the recompence of the reward” (Heb 11.26). It was a question of priorities for those men, with the will of God taking precedence over personal preferences and comforts. Their attitude is a real condemnation of what is often a shallow half-hearted approach to divine things today. Let the challenge of the Lord’s words grip us, “seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you” (Mt 6.33). Get your priorities right.

			 

			

			The Incentive

			We are indebted to Stephen for informing us of the huge incentive to faith that Abraham enjoyed at his call. “The God of glory appeared unto our father Abraham” (Acts 7.2). The Father is “the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory” (Eph 1.17). The Son is “the Lord of glory” (1 Cor 2.8) and “the King of glory” (Ps 24.7). The Holy Spirit is “the Spirit of glory and of God” (1 Pet 4.14 Newb). Thus the triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit is “The God of glory”, resplendent, majestic, transcendent, supreme, omnipotent. There was magnetism about the God of glory that drew Abraham away from a culture that was remarkably sophisticated and advanced for its time. God’s supremacy eclipsed the idols that had enthralled him. They now seemed empty and unappealing; their charm was lost, overshadowed by the magnificence of the God of glory.

			Abraham’s experience was not unique. When the Gospel penetrated ancient Thessalonica, men “turned to God from idols” (1 Thess 1.9). The appeal of “the living and true God” prompted them to abandon their idols, and thus it should be in every case. Modern idols may not be grotesque images of gold or silver, wood or stone, but in genuinely turning to God, there will be the turning away from former involvements. The Bible calls it “repentance”. Thus, being aware of God’s majesty is relevant to the matter of salvation.

			Appreciating His splendour is also relevant to service. A vision of the God of glory left Isaiah with no choice but to respond to the challenge of service; “Here am I; send me” (Is 6.8). Small thoughts about God will leave us selfish and unavailable, but an appreciation of His grandeur will bring a sense of the honour of being a servant “of the Most High God” (Acts 16.17 RV).

			God’s greatness also affects our devotion. Having declared the Lord Jesus to be “the true God, and eternal life”, which would have been a high note on which to conclude his epistle, John then adds, “Little children, keep yourselves from idols” (1 Jn 5.20-21). True awareness of His identity and worth will preserve us from the distracting idols of this world. In Old Testament times, household gods could be massive images, so much so that when Michael placed one in David’s bed, there was the convincing impression that someone was under the covers (1 Sam 19.11-17)! On the other hand, these images could be so tiny that Rachel was able to hide them in a camel’s saddlebags (Gen 31.34). Whether it is something that is blatantly obvious to all, or something that is easily concealed from others, “Little children, keep yourselves from idols”. The restraining influence will be a healthy appreciation of your God and Saviour, the God of glory. In the presence of the ark of God, a symbol of the Lord Jesus, Dagon fell on his face (1 Sam 5.1-5); the idol came crashing down! Many hymn writers have captured these sentiments in verse.

			 

			Turn your eyes upon Jesus,

			Look full in His wonderful face,

			And the things of earth will grow strangely dim,

			In the light of His glory and grace.

			                                              (Helen H. Lemmel)

			  

			What has stripped the seeming beauty

			From the idols of the earth?

			Not a sense of right or duty,

			But the sight of peerless worth.

			                                       (Ora Rowan)

			 

			O worldly pomp and glory,

			Your charms are spread in vain!

			I’ve heard a sweeter story!

			I’ve found a truer gain!

			             (Samuel C.K. Kaester)

			  

			May an appreciation of the God of glory affect us all in our attitudes and actions.

			 

			

			The Hindrance

			Initially, Abraham’s response to the divine command was partial. Interestingly, there is no record of this failure in Hebrews ch.11 or indeed of any of his other breakdowns. In fact, there is no mention of failure on the part of any of the heroes of the chapter. Having stated in ch.10, “their sins and iniquities will I remember no more” (v.17), it would have been unthinkable to dredge up the failings of these justified men of faith. Thus, “By faith Abraham, when he was called…obeyed” (Heb 11.8).

			Abraham’s limited obedience is seen in that he did not abandon his kindred, for his father accompanied him, and neither did he go directly to “the land” (Gen 12.1 RV), for he stopped short at Haran. In a word, his obedience was incomplete, and part of the problem was the family tie. The same concern almost ensnared Elisha when he was called; “Let me, I pray thee, kiss my father and my mother, and then I will follow thee” (1 Kings 19.20). This young man was among those who had never kissed Baal (v.18), but the tug of the family was a potential obstacle to obedience. Fast-forward a few centuries, and a would-be disciple of the Lord Jesus raised the same issue and had to be cautioned, “No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” (Lk 9.62). The whole tenor of Scripture encourages care and affection within the family unit, but insists that God’s interests have priority over what is a major human commitment. “If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple” (Lk 14.26). At the start, Abraham’s father was a hindrance.

			In this regard, Terah’s name is significant for it means “delay”, and there is no doubt that he delayed Abraham’s spiritual progress and was a brake on the proposed pilgrimage. Family pressure is not the only thing that curbs spiritual ambition. In Haggai’s day it was self-interest and grandiose notions that postponed the rebuilding of the house of God. The attitude was, “The time is not come, the time that the Lord’s house should be built”, while all the time they were enjoying the luxury of their own “cieled houses” (Hag 1.2-4). In Deborah’s day the tribe of Reuben failed to respond to the call to arms, and the delay was caused by indecision and endless debate; “There were great searchings of heart” (Judg 5.16). In the things of God, there is no place for delaying tactics if God is saying to us urgently, “Son, go work to day in my vineyard” (Mt 21.28). When God said to Philip, “Arise, and go”, “he arose and went” (Acts 8.26-27); there was an immediate response. When God said to Jonah, “Arise, go”, he “rose up to flee” (Jonah 1.2-3); there was an immediate negative reaction. How do we treat divine commands - instant obedience or flagrant denial? Or like Abraham, partial compliance? It was only “when his father was dead, he removed him into this land” (Acts 7.4). The obstacle had been removed.

			The death of Terah signalled Abraham’s final severance from the old order of things. It is a general principle in Scripture that death ends old relationships, in particular, our death in association with the Lord Jesus. It has terminated our links with Adam as our head, with sin as our master and with the law as our husband (Rom 5-7). It has ended our long-standing allegiance to the world (Gal 6.14). While our association with Him in His death is an accomplished fact, an understanding of it can stir us up if our spiritual lives have become becalmed.

			 

			The Distraction

			The second part of the command in Abraham’s call had to do with the land; he was under mandate to get to the land, but again, there was partial obedience. To call Haran “a half-way house” is maybe a little misleading. To avoid the inhospitable Syrian desert, Abraham had negotiated much of what was called “the fertile crescent” and was now well past the half-way point of his journey though still far short of his goal. The first flush of excitement and anticipation was long past, but the end was by no means in sight. That central stage of any enterprise holds dangers and does demand determination. It was at that point that discouragement set in when they were rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem in Nehemiah’s time. When “the wall was joined together unto half the height thereof” (Neh 4.6 RV), enemies conspired, and the builders complained, “The strength of the bearers of burdens is decayed, and there is much rubbish; so that we are not able to build the wall” (v.10). Flagging endeavour had to be countered by earnest exhortation (v14), resulting in renewed commitment (v.15). Sadly, temporarily at least, Abraham settled for less than the divine ideal and Scripture records that “they came unto Haran, and dwelt there” (Gen 11.31). We must avoid settling down when forward progress is still needed.

			Another lesson should be noted. When Abraham left Ur he had every intention of pressing on to Canaan. There had never been any talk of easy stages or stopping off points or time-out from the project. “They went forth…to go into the land of Canaan” (Gen 11.31). That was the plan, but they got sidetracked, and for quite a period, these ideals were shelved. It can happen to any of us. We applaud the sincerity of Peter’s intentions, expressed so earnestly; “I will lay down my life for thy sake” (Jn 13.37). The reality was different when his courage failed in the crisis. If God has commanded and we resolve to obey, we have to allow these healthy ambitions to grow to maturity. Spiritual proposals have to be pushed through to completion.

			Scholars differ over the meaning of “Haran”, but some suggest that it means “parched” which might seem appropriate if applied to Abraham’s spiritual condition at this stage of his journey. There appeared to be barrenness in his soul. There is no record of a voice from heaven to guide him as in Ur. There are no details of any altar of worship as when he arrived in the land. In fact, from a spiritual point of view, all is silent. From a material standpoint, things were different. It appears that in Haran he accumulated considerable wealth (Gen 12.5), and yet his soul was parched! It is a stark reality that we can get what we want physically and materially, and be spiritually sterile. Of ancient Israel it was said, “he gave them their request; but sent leanness into their soul” (Ps 106.15). The assembly that boasted of being “rich, and increased with goods, and (had) need of nothing” was spiritually “wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked” (Rev 3.17). Let us avoid the trap. Never sacrifice spiritual values on the altar of material prosperity.

			

			It has already been stated that Abraham received no further communication from God in Haran; it was only when he was fully obedient and came into the land that “the Lord appeared unto Abram” (Gen 12.7). Generally, God leads one step at a time, and it is only when the first command has been acted on, that further light is given. His Word is “a lamp unto my feet” (Ps 119.105); the inference is that it is a step at a time. It was when Joseph and Mary obeyed the command to go into the land of Israel that they received further guidance that led them to Galilee (Mt 2.19-23). It was when Philip obeyed the command to go to Gaza that he was given further direction, “Go near, and join thyself to this chariot” (Acts 8.26-29). It was when Saul obeyed the command to “go into the city” that he received another indication of “what (he) must do” (Acts 9.6). We cannot expect God to speak to us through His Word or through His servants, if we have ignored His previous command.

			 

			The Compromise

			We have majored on the point that in taking the family, and in stopping short of Canaan, Abraham’s obedience was incomplete, and the fact of the matter is that partial obedience is no obedience at all. That is strikingly obvious when reading of the incident that finalised the rejection of King Saul. He was under strict orders to exterminate the Amalekites because of their history of subtle hostility toward the people of Israel (1 Sam 15.3). After the battle was fought and won, God told Samuel, he “hath not performed my commandments” (v.11). When Samuel arrived on the scene, an extremely blasé Saul confronted him with this, “I have performed the commandment of the Lord” (v.13). The bleating of the sheep and the lowing of the oxen told another story! But they were the very best; they were for the Lord; they were for sacrifice! “Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice” - “Rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft” (vv.22-23). Saul had to learn that his partial obedience was totally inadequate, and though he had waged war against witchcraft (ch.28.9), that creditable project was no substitute for simple wholehearted obedience to the voice of God; disobedience was on a par with witchcraft. We too need to learn that we dare not be selective about which parts of the Bible we want to believe and obey. The longing of God for His people is this, “O that there were such an heart in them, that they would fear me, and keep all my commandments always, that it might be well with them and with their children for ever” (Deut 5.29)!

			Happily, for Abraham, the shortfall in obedience was temporary, and again he would be on the move.

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 3

			
Abraham’s Call: The Promises

			 

			We have noted that at Abraham’s call there was a two-fold command. He had to leave his country and family, and then he had to travel to the unnamed land of God’s choice. At that stage there was no promise that he would possess that land, but faith reacted positively to the call. His initial response was partial, but ultimately, obedience was complete. There was another aspect to Abraham’s call. Allied with the command to “get…out” (Gen 12.1), there was a cluster of promises (v.2-3).

			 

			A Great Nation

			“I will make of thee a great nation” (v.2). It was a promise that would be repeated at different stages in his life, and although at this point his wife was barren and they were both into middle life, Abraham took God at His word. In process of time the Almighty would speak of his descendants as being as numerous as stars, or sand, or dust, and the attitude of this childless man was, “If God says it, I believe it”. Humanly speaking it was impossible, but he was to learn that there is nothing too hard for the Lord (Gen 18.14). Patience is a virtue that we associate with Job, and meekness was the major quality in Moses’ life, but Abraham’s predominant feature was his faith. Paul’s declaration on board a heaving vessel in the midst of a tempest could have been the motto of Abraham’s life, “sirs…I believe God” (Acts 27.25). Certainly there were hiccups along the way, but faith was a feature at the start of his relationship with God, for “By faith Abraham, when he was called…obeyed” (Heb 11.8). It featured at the end, for he “died in faith” (v.13), and in between, “By faith he sojourned” (v.9). It was faith from first to last.

			

			God does not speak to us audibly as He did to Abraham, but He still speaks. He communicates through the Holy Scriptures, and it is for us to have the implicit trust in the Word of God that was characteristic of Abraham. The people of Nineveh had this to their credit that they “believed God” (Jonah 3.5). If such benighted souls could simply accept God’s Word, why is it that we are so often assailed by doubts? From time to time the Lord Jesus upbraided His disciples, “O ye of little faith”. Feeble faith produces anxiety, anxiety about our spiritual security and anxiety about the circumstances of life. Let us be like Abraham of whom the Bible says, “being not weak in faith”, or again, “strong in faith” (Rom 4.19-20). Strong faith will preserve us when Satan attempts to destabilise our spiritual tranquillity, and will keep us from the debilitating effects of the cares that assail us all on the winding path of life.

			“A great nation”. As its name implies, Genesis is the book of beginnings. Already, the origins of the universe had been explained, and the origins of human sin, and other things besides, but now we are learning about the origins of the nation whose history occupies most of the Old Testament Scriptures. In the book of Genesis, the spotlight continues to rest on individuals, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph, but in the remaining thirty-eight books, the developing story is that of a nation whose God was the Lord. The account will be one of ups and downs, departure and recovery, tragedies and triumphs as the narrative moves on. Then the New Testament begins by recording the crowning privilege for that favoured nation, the advent of the Messiah. Reflecting on Israel’s ultimate honour Paul said this; “of whom as concerning the flesh Christ came, who is over all, God blessed for ever. Amen” (Rom 9.5). At his call, Abraham was pronounced the father of that great nation, the ancestor of myriads, but in particular, the one to whom the Messiah’s lineage was traced; He is “Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham” (Mt 1.1). What a privilege for Abraham! The promise to him was, “I will make of thee a great nation”.

			“I will bless thee”. The nature of the blessing is not explained, but contextually it must include being the progenitor of that great nation, which by extension meant the privilege of fatherhood despite the seeming deterrents of Sarah’s infertility and the age factor. Blessing would also entail material prosperity which in Old Testament times was a token of divine favour. The reliability of the promise is seen in the testimony of Abraham’s servant many years later; “the Lord hath blessed my master greatly; and he is become great: and he hath given him flocks, and herds, and silver, and gold, and menservants, and maidservants, and camels, and asses” (Gen 24.35). “It is impossible for God to lie”! (Heb 6.18 RV).

			It should be stated that for New Testament believers things are somewhat different. We have been blessed “with all spiritual blessings” (Eph 1.3). Our inheritance is not earthly but is “reserved in heaven for (us)” (1 Pet.1.4). Such Scriptures refute what has become known as the “prosperity gospel”, a message which promises that converts to Christ will enjoy business success, material wealth and excellent health. Many folks in developing countries have been deluded by the false promises of the charlatans who promote that message for financial gain. The fact of the matter is that in New Testament times, many who confessed Christ were exposed to relentless persecution which impoverished them. The experience of some of them was this; “ye…took joyfully the spoiling of your goods, knowing in yourselves that ye have in heaven a better and an enduring substance” (Heb 10.34). Our blessings in Christ are spiritual and eternal rather than material and physical as was the case with such men as Abraham.

			“I will…make thy name great”. The fact that we are still talking about Abraham and writing about Abraham proves the point. Abraham had never aspired to greatness unlike the Nimrod cult who attempted to achieve solidarity on the part of rebellious humanity by building their city and their tower. “Let us make us a name” was their slogan (Gen 11.4). God just blew on their pretentious notions! Abraham was content to let God secure his progress to greatness. “Promotion cometh neither from the east, nor from the west, nor from the south. But God is the judge: he putteth down one, and setteth up another” (Ps 75.6-7). In Isaiah’s day, Shebna was a conceited official who wanted to perpetuate his own memory by arranging an elaborate sepulchre (Is 22.15-21). God deposed him and exiled him. In Jeremiah’s time, the prophet’s colleague Baruch had to be cautioned, “Seekest thou great things for thyself? seek them not” (Jer 45.5). God will always thwart the driving ambition for fame or prestige, but He has it in His power to make people great. David was aware of his personal greatness, but he attributed it to God’s condescending dealings with him in taking him from his background as a humble shepherd lad to the pinnacle of government in Israel; “thy gentleness hath made me great” (Ps 18.35). If there is to be anything resembling greatness about us, let it come by divine appointment rather than self-promotion; “I will…make thy name great”.

			“Thou shalt be a blessing”. Translators are divided as to whether or not to make the statement an imperative; “be thou a blessing”. Whatever way you take it, there is a general principle that people who have been blessed should in turn be a blessing to others. They are channels of blessing and not reservoirs. The Saviour said this about those who come to Him for a draught of the living water; “out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water” (Jn 7.37-38). Those who have benefited from the Spirit’s activity in their own lives should be able by His power to be a blessing to others. This flow of blessing is illustrated in Paul’s experience. He spoke of “the God of all comfort; who comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort them which are in any trouble, by the comfort wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God” (2 Cor 1.3-4). Receiving comfort from God gave him sensitivity when it came to comforting others. A dear man told me about having been embittered for a number of months by a family tragedy. He emerged from his resentment when a servant of Christ put it to him that perhaps the Lord had allowed these circumstances in his life to equip him to be a help to others passing through a similar trial. “Thou shalt be a blessing”.

			Blessing and Cursing. In their attitude to Abraham, men would reap what they had sown, either blessing or cursing. This principle was extended to Jacob in the blessing he received from Isaac (Gen 27.29). It was further extended to the whole nation of Israel in one of Balaam’s parables (Num 24.9). The principle was exemplified in Amalek’s experience when the Lord determined to have “war with Amalek from generation to generation” because of that nation’s underhand attack on His people when they were newly redeemed from Egypt (Ex 17.16). On other occasions God’s attitude to nations nearer the Promised Land was reflected in whether they helped or hindered the progress of His people. Let the enemies of Israel take warning; “he that toucheth you toucheth the apple of his eye” (Zech 2.8).

			“In thee shall all families of the earth be blessed”. Here we have one of our links with the New Testament. Paul sees the statement as a declaration of Gospel truth to Abraham; “the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all the nations be blessed” (Gal 3.8 RV). Abraham’s “seed, which is Christ”, (v.16) was the medium through which justification would come, but that is not the point of verse 8. There the emphasis is on the fact that the principle upon which justification is imparted is faith, the same principle that operated in effecting Abraham’s justification; thus justified people are perceived to be “the children of Abraham” (v.7). They are “blessed with faithful Abraham” (v.9). Abraham was a vital cog in the machinery of divine purpose by which “the families of the earth” would be blessed.

			Looking to the future, during the millennial kingdom of Christ, once more the nations of earth will be blessed in consequence of links with Abraham and his descendants the nation of Israel. The Lord Jesus was descended not only from Abraham, but He is also “of the seed of David according to the flesh” (Rom 1.3). He is “the king” referred to in the great psalm of the millennium, Psalm 72. His dominion will be universal (v.8). “All nations shall serve him” (v.11). “Men shall be blessed in Him: all nations shall call him blessed” (v.17). “The whole earth (shall) be filled with his glory” (v.19). In that coming day repentant Israel will be restored to divine favour, and “In those days, it shall come to pass, that ten men shall take hold out of all languages of the nations, even shall take hold of the skirt of him that is a Jew, saying, We will go with you: for we have heard that God is with you” (Zech 8.23). The “families of the earth” will be brought into blessing as a result of what God set in motion through Abraham, and indeed, “they shall come from the east, and from the west, and from the north, and from the south, and shall sit down in the kingdom of God”, in company with “Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, and all the prophets” (Lk 13.28-29). 

		

	
		

		
			
Chapter 4

			
The Land of Canaan

			 

			After the death of Terah, Abraham’s journey resumed. Leaving Haran, “they went forth to go into the land of Canaan; and into the land of Canaan they came” (Gen 12.5). That had been the objective when they left Ur, but at that stage “they came unto Haran, and dwelt there” (ch.11.31). This time the good intentions did not founder; it is crucial to follow through with God-given initiatives. Solomon had that kind of resolve. “Solomon determined to build” (2 Chron 2.1). “Solomon began to build” (2 Chron 3.1). “Solomon built the house, and finished it” (1 Kings 6.14). At Antioch, “the disciples…determined…which also they did” (Acts 11.29-30). “Daniel purposed in his heart…therefore he requested…that he might not defile himself” (Dan 1.8). Like these ancient Bible characters, let us all implement the spiritual desires that God has implanted within our hearts.

			We are inclined to describe Abraham’s time at Haran as “wasted years”, and in a sense they were. Similarly, Naomi acknowledged that her decade in Moab was a bitter experience (Ruth ch.1). Some readers may be able to relate to these things, but it is futile to be preoccupied with what is now history. You cannot turn the clock back, and it is a Biblical principle that failure need not be final. Moping over the might-have-beens of life will impair future effectiveness and create permanent inertia in the things of God. Abraham moved on from Haran. Be prepared to move forward again. When recovery was anticipated in Joel’s day, the promise was this, “I will restore to you the years that the locust hath eaten” (Joel 2.25).

			 

			First Stop

			During the early stages of his pilgrimage in the land, Abraham did not linger in any one place; he seemed to keep on the move. His first location is of interest, Sichem (Shechem), and the plain (or oak RV) of Moreh. Shechem means “shoulder”, indicative of strength, and Moreh means “instruction”. The twin descriptions of the locality are a reminder that to a large extent spiritual strength is dependent on instruction. It is illustrated in the experience of King Asa. Having defeated the Ethiopians, he was confronted by Azariah the son of Oded. “Hear ye me”, said the prophet…and instruction was given. That led to this, “Be ye strong therefore”. Strength was dependent on compliance with the instructions, a strength that was sadly lacking during the “long season Israel (had) been …without a teaching priest”. (2 Chron 15.1-7). For the people of God, lack of teaching is spiritually debilitating. In John’s day, young men were “strong” because the word of God was abiding in them (1 Jn 2.14). Paul linked strength with “stand(ing) fast in the faith” (1 Cor 16.13). Instruction from the Word of God will build spiritual strength into our lives, for it is “the word of his grace, which is able to build (us) up” (Acts 20.32). Let us read it for ourselves, attend upon its preaching, and comply with its instructions, for who would want to be a spiritual weakling?

			“And the Canaanite was then in the land” (Gen 12.6). This abrupt sentence seems ominous, but it is a reminder that the believer does not live a cloistered existence. To avoid people as depraved and cursed as the Canaanite (Gen 9.25) we would have to be out of this world altogether (1 Cor 5.9-10). History tells us of their corrupt way of life, and their perversions. In migrating from Ur with its sophistication and idolatry to Canaan with its decadence, Abraham might have felt he was out of the frying pan into the fire! Yet, in the midst of their gross indecency he would be different. He did not gravitate to their cities. He did not absorb their culture. He did not adopt their lifestyle. The phrase that Hebrews ch.11 uses to describe him and his fellow-patriarchs is, “strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (v.13). We have observed that initially he had located under the shade of the oak in Moreh, meaning, “instruction”. As believers, we need instruction about how to relate to “the Canaanite” and how to behave in an atmosphere that hangs heavy with sin. Among other things, “the grace of God” gives guidance; “instructing us, to the intent that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly and righteously and godly in this present world” (Tit 2.12 RV). Like Abraham, let us avoid being sucked in; morally, spiritually and ethically we should be poles apart from “the Canaanite”.

			The mention of the Canaanite in the land is also a reminder that every new pilgrim is under scrutiny. In his book in which there is reference to strangers and pilgrims, Peter reminds us of hostile observers. “Having your conversation honest among the Gentiles: that, whereas they speak against you as evildoers, they may by your good works, which they shall behold, glorify God in the day of visitation” (1 Pet 2.12). On three occasions, Luke says of the Lord Jesus, they “watched him” (ch.6.7; 14.1; 20.20). Close inspection revealed no flaws in Him!

			 

			In every feature flawless,

			In every aspect fair

			The search of sinners lawless

			Could find no blemish there.

			                              (I. Y. Ewan)

			 

			They watch us too. They are obsessed with finding fault so do remember that we are under surveillance! Let it regulate our conduct, making their scrutiny fruitless. Some familiar lines capture the thought;

			 

			You are writing a Gospel

			A chapter each day,

			By deeds that you do,

			By words that you say.

			 

			Men read what you write,

			Whether faithless or true;

			Say, what is the Gospel

			According to you?

			                 (Paul Gilbert)

			 

			

			Nearer the end of his life, Abraham still maintained that he was “a stranger and a sojourner” among these Canaanites (Gen 23.4). Having observed his long life and his consistent conduct, they were compelled to bear witness to his dignity and greatness, “thou art a mighty prince among us” (v.6). May it be that close scrutiny by the people around us will elicit a similar commendation. 

			 

			The Lord Appeared

			For the second time, the Lord appeared to Abraham (Gen 12.7). As long as he was in Haran, the heavens were silent, but now that he was sojourning in the land, God spoke once more. It is a general observation from Scripture that God never spoke to people if there was any reluctance or rebellion on their part. When Jehoshaphat urged the King of Israel to make enquiry of Elisha, the response was, “What have I do with thee?” (2 Kings 3.13). When Zedekiah asked, “Is there any word from the Lord?” there was a word, but it was anything but positive! (Jer 37.17). When the elders sat before Ezekiel expectantly, God’s message was, “should I be inquired of at all by them?” (Ezek 14.1-3). God gives guidance and counsel and encouragement to submissive hearts, and now that Abraham was fully compliant with previous instructions, the Lord appeared to him again.
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