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[bookmark: _GoBack]Genesis 17:1—Genesis 17:27
Characters and Motivations:               References:                                                  
GOD:
· Wants to establish the covenant that He had concluded some 14 years before, and give some details of that covenant (v. 1-14)
· Wants Abraham to know that the long years of waiting are nearly over—the son he was promised some 25 years ago is about to arrive (v. 21)
· Wants Abraham to understand that the son of promise will be Sarah’s child, not Hagar’s son (v. 16, 19, 21)
· Wants to reassure Abraham about Ishmael, in light of these facts (v. 20)
ABRAM:
· Wants to be faithful to God (v. 3, 23-27)
· Wants Ishmael to be blessed, and to be faithful to God (v. 18)
· Wants to keep the covenant (v. 23-27)

In this chapter, God once again addresses Abram directly.  How long has it been since chapter 16?  How old is Ishmael now?  
It has been 13 years, and Ishmael is now 13 years old.  
Here God establishes His covenant with Abram, renamed to Abraham.  What are the terms of this covenant?  To whom does it apply?
God promises to make Abraham “a father of many nations,” to be his God, with all the blessings that will come from this, and to give him and his descendants the land of Canaan.  
In return, Abraham and his descendants are to be faithful to God’s requirements, to “walk before” Him and be “perfect.”  They are also to observe the practice of circumcision for every male child that is born or any male that is bought to be part of the people of Israel.  They are to be circumcised before they are eight days old.  This also applied immediately to Abraham and all of the men and youths who were with him.  
The terms of this covenant were to apply to Abraham, his people, and his descendants.  It applies as well, spiritually speaking, to Christians, the spiritual Israelites, with certain modifications as prophecy was fulfilled.  
Why circumcision?  Why is this the requirement that God chooses to emphasize?  Are Christians required to be circumcised as well?  
I don’t know.  Perhaps the full answer to this one requires a male perspective.  There have been various explanations:  The Alexandrian philosopher Philo, a Jew, believed it to be ordained by God merely to promote physical cleanliness.  Others have seen it in a protest against certain idolatrous rites practiced by the Egyptians and other heathen nations.  John Calvin (a French Protestant reformer, and a very important figure in the second generation of the Reformation) believed it to mean a symbolic act of putting away the filth of the flesh, and so of sin in general. 
What I do know is that God has appointed signs and memorials of various significant events.  The Sabbath memorializes Creation, circumcision represents the Abrahamic covenant, baptism symbolizes the Lord’s death and resurrection, and communion celebrates Christ’s sacrifice.  We also know that circumcision was intended to distinguish the seed of Abraham from the Gentiles, to perpetuate the memory of Jehovah’s covenant, to foster the cultivation of moral purity, to represent righteousness by faith, to symbolize purification of the heart, and to foreshadow the Christian rite of baptism.  Circumcision was to be the sign of the covenant for literal Israel as baptism is for spiritual Israel.  Circumcision was related to physical birth, and baptism accompanies spiritual rebirth.  Thus spiritual Israel is not particularly required to be circumcised as was literal Israel.  We have baptism instead to represent our complete commitment to living a life dedicated to God.  
Why does God change Abraham and Sarah’s names?  What significance does this have?
Names were of much greater importance to the ancients than they are to us.  All Semitic names have meanings, usually a phrase or sentence that expresses a wish, or possibly gratitude, on the part of the parents.  In view of the importance that people attached to their names, God changed the names of certain people to make them harmonize with their experiences, past or future.  Abram means “exalted father,” and it is changed here to represent Abraham’s future as the father of many nations.  Sarai means “my princess,” and was changed to Sarah, “the princess.”  Formerly she had been Abraham’s princess, but now she was to be recognized as the princess and progenitor of an entire nation.  She would belong to her descendants as well as to Abraham.  
In verses 16, God reiterates His promise that Abraham will have a son.  He also promises that this son will be born of Sarah.  What is Abraham’s response in his own heart?  How does he respond aloud?  What does this tell us about Abraham?  

Abraham, in his heart, laughs when God promises a son born to himself and Sarah.  This doubt, in the light of Gen. 15:6, suggests that Abraham had previously believed that Ishmael was to be the promised heir.  Abraham was not looking for another son, content with Ishmael as his heir.  Abraham certainly loved his son Ishmael, and immediately advocated for him, in verse 18.  
God answers Abraham’s thoughts in verse 19, and words in verses 20 and 21.  What does this tell us about God?  
God graciously reiterates His promise in verse 20, emphasizing that Ishmael is not the promised son.  Ishmael’s imperfect origins, and the later evidence of his character, make it clear that he cannot be the son of promise.  Nevertheless, God promises to secure Ishmael’s future, and He promises to make Ishmael a great nation as well.  This shows us just how merciful God is.  He reassures the anxious father that, in spite of everything, Ishmael is blessed.  
Observations:                                         References:
· “I am the Almighty God” (v. 1).  This name of God, ‘El-Shaddai, is found only in the books of Genesis and Job.  God introduces Himself as the One who can accomplish anything, including opening the womb of a woman who had already been through menopause, so that she might have a child by a man 100 years old.  
· “I will establish my covenant” (v. 7).  The terms and benefits of the covenant apply not only to 
Abraham, but to all his descendants as well, both literal and spiritual.  The promise made here refers specifically to Christ, and through Him, according to Paul, all Christians are to share in it.  
· “To be a God…” (v. 7).  This promise involves all of the blessings of salvation and is a clear indication of the spiritual character of the covenant.  God gives Himself to the one who enters into the covenant, and in doing so bestows upon him all the privileges, the joys, and the glorious hope that come with kinship to God.  
We know that “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness:  That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.”  2 Timothy 3:16-17.  How does this apply to these verses?  Why is this information recorded?  What are we meant to draw from it?  Why has God provided us with these specific words?  
Here we see the details of a covenant with God.  Just as righteousness received in faith (justification) is necessary to the establishment of the covenant, so a blameless walk before God (sanctification) is necessary to its maintenance.  We are to walk before Him, being perfectly in His will.  The covenant has not changed, but we as Gentiles have been grafted into it.  

