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The sermon 

Intro 

This morning’s sermon is going to be a little different. I love application. I love connecting God’s truth to our lives. Our 

attitudes, desires, goals, behavior. But there isn’t a whole lot of that in this morning’s passage. Instead, there’s a whole lot 

of promises. 

So what I’m going to attempt to do this morning is help you to understand these promises. What’s being promised? Who 

gets the promises? How are the promises fulfilled?  

In doing so, we’re really going to look at the Bible’s one story of redemption from beginning to end. What the human 

problem is. What these promises to Abraham solve. How they connect to Jesus.  

Body 

Passage Focus 

We’ll look at the chapter in two points. We’ll raise three questions. We’ll attempt to see how the whole Bible fits together.  

 

READ 17:1-14 

Point 1: Covenant expanded (17:1-14) 

Timing 

Abram’s 99 when God appears (17:1). He was 86 last chapter. 13 years have passed.  

“I am God Almighty” (17:1) = El Shaddai = God’s power: to judge (Joel 1:15), to protect (Ps 91:1), to give life (17:1-2).  

walk before me, and be blameless, = two demands placed on Abram. “walk before me” = live conscious of God’s 

presence. If I’m reminding myself God is watching my actions, I’ll be careful to conform to his word. “be blameless” = 

used of animals that are without blemish. In terms of our conduct, behavior that’s complete, not lacking, perfect, not 

blemished. Together the idea is Abram must conform his life to God’s standard of righteousness while living conscious 

that God sees all. 

We live all of life in the sight of God. We live all of life in the presence of God. God is present to take note of our sin. To 

delight in our obedience. God is present to strengthen and sustain when we seek him.  

that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly." – 17:2  

Seems to imply two conditions. If you do these two things, then I’ll make a covenant with you. Seems to imply there isn’t 

a covenant yet. The covenant promise is multiplication = countless descendants. 

"Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. – 17:4 

Seems to imply there’s already a covenant between Abram and God. Seems to imply Abram will “be the father of a 

multitude of nations” no matter what.  

God changes his name from Abram (“exalted father”) to Abraham (“father of a multitude”; 15:5).  

I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make you into nations, and kings shall come from you. – 17:6 

Sounds like God’s going to do it no matter what. “exceedingly fruitful” = innumerable offspring. Abram’s offspring will 

result in multiple nations, multiple kings.  
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And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you throughout their generations for an 

everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. – 17:7 

God obligates himself to Abraham. God obligates himself to Abraham’s offspring, including those not yet born. This is 

“an everlasting covenant” = God will be God to Abraham and his offspring forever and ever. The Abrahamic covenant 

will never come to an end.  

And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an 

everlasting possession, and I will be their God." – 17:8 

The land of Canaan will belong to Abraham and his offspring forever and ever. “everlasting possession” = there must be 

life after death right? “everlasting possession” = the land promise must in some way be limited to believers right?  

Circumcision (17:9-14) 

Keeping the covenant entails all males being circumcised on their 8th day. Both Abraham’s ethnic descendants and 

purchased servants and foreigners who attach themselves to Abraham. This covenant isn’t limited to Jews. Others are 

included from the very beginning.  

Circumcision is the “sign of the covenant” (17:11). When these males looked at their circumcision, they were to 

remember the promises God made to Abraham.   

Those who weren’t circumcised would be cut off from the people/community for breaking the covenant (17:14). What 

“cut off” means isn’t stated. Either removed from the community or death. Who does the cutting off isn’t stated. Either 

God or the community or both.  

 

READ 17:15-27 

Point 2: Isaac announced (17:15-27) 

Sarai gets a name change too (17:15). Sarai (princess) becomes Sarah (princess). Why? Best suggestion: a new day is 

dawning for Sarah. A boy will come from her womb (17:16). As will nations and kings of nations.  

Abraham laughs because they’re too old (17:17). He’s 100 and she’s 90. Ages were still decreasing after the flood so I 

don’t know how the human body operated back then. Abraham lived till 175 (Gen 25:7).  

But Abraham already has a boy, Ishmael. Abraham seems to think that Ishmael will be the heir of the promises (“Oh that 

Ishmael might live before you!” – 17:18). God says no.  

“I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring after him.” – 17:19  

Ishmael will be bypassed and the covenant will be passed on to Isaac (“he laughs”). Ishmael is Abraham’s physical 

offspring, but not Abraham’s covenantal offspring. Isaac will be Abraham’s covenantal offspring. 

But God did hear Abraham: Ishmael will be blessed outside of the covenant with numerous offspring, 12 princes, and a 

great nation (17:20). 

Abraham and those with him obey God promptly in circumcision (“that very day” – 17:23, 26).  

Is this a conditional covenant? 

Let me first define covenant. 
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Covenant definition: A structured relationship between God and people, initiated by God alone, whereby God binds 

himself to act in particular ways.  

If you’ve been tracking with me in Genesis, I’ve said that God’s covenants are either conditional (blessing in jeopardy if 

humans partners fail) or unconditional (dependent on God alone). We had the Adamic covenant (Hosea 6:7). That 

covenant was conditional.  

There’s one prohibition: don’t eat of one particular tree, “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.” If you do, you’ll 

die.  

There’s an implied promise: if you obey me, you will live forever. There’s a stipulation for disobedience: death. God 

binds himself to keep Adam alive forever if Adam obeys. God binds himself to give Adam death if Adam disobeys. Adam 

is bound to obey God if he wants to live forever. Adam will subject himself to death if he disobeys God’s command.  

Blessing is conditional on Adam’s obedience. Adam’s response determines the outcome. 

We had the Noahic covenant. That covenant was unconditional. In unconditional covenants, there are no conditions 

placed on human partners to enjoy the covenant blessing. God promises he’s never again going to flood the world. 

Humans don’t have requirements to meet to ensure there won’t be another flood.  

Wickedness, evil intentions, violence, they’ll come back. But there won’t be another flood.  

So what’s the Abrahamic covenant?  

There are demands on Abraham, but fulfillment of the promises isn’t conditional on Abraham’s behavior. There’s 

consequences for failure to circumcise, but failure to circumcise won’t jeopardize fulfillment.  

The covenant is unconditional. Abraham’s offspring will be countless. Abraham’s offspring will possess the land. 

Abraham’s offspring will become a great nation. Abraham’s offspring will dwell in the land forever and ever.  

Abraham will fail again. Abraham’s ethnic offspring (the Jews) will fail over and over again. But God’s plan/promise 

won’t fail. All the nations of the earth will be blessed through Abraham. Abraham and his offspring can’t jeopardize the 

promise! 

What’s happening is God’s starting over. Adam and Eve were created to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth under 

God’s rule (Gen 1:28). Adam failed. Sin and death came into God’s very good earth. Things degenerated after the fall. 

“every intention…only evil continually…the earth was filled with violence” (Gen 6:5, 11). Then the flood. So God started 

over with Noah. Noah was commanded to do what Adam and Eve were supposed to do: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill 

the earth” (Gen 9:1). Things didn’t get better after the flood. At the tower of Babel, people refused to fill the earth and 

wanted to make a name for themselves (Gen 11:4). God then dispersed the people with languages, but idolatry reigned. 

Then God started over again with the idolater Abram (Josh 24:2). But this time it won’t end in failure. God’s going to fix 

the human race himself through Abraham. All the nations will be blessed through Abraham! Sin and judgment won’t be 

the final word! 

If you want to be technical, the “everlasting” aspects of the Abrahamic covenant are conditional on Jesus’ obedience. 

They’re not conditional on us or Abraham. Jesus went to the cross to secure everlasting possession of the land for people 

from every tribe, tongue, and nation.   

If it’s an eternal covenant, why doesn’t Paul think Christians need to be circumcised? 

The covenant requires that every male be circumcised on their 8th day (17:12). 17:13, says, “So shall my covenant be in 

your flesh an everlasting covenant.” Sounds like the circumcision requirement would never cease. So why don’t I preach 

circumcision? Because of what Paul said.  
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Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham.  8 And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the 

Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, "In you shall all the nations be blessed."  9 So then, 

those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. – Galatians 3:7-9 

Sinners become Abraham’s offspring through faith, Gentiles included. Sinners come under God’s blessing through faith, 

not circumcision. The promise of Genesis 12:3, “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed,” was the gospel. 

Everlasting possession of the land was the gospel. The Abrahamic Covenant is gospel!  

Look: I, Paul, say to you that if you accept circumcision, Christ will be of no advantage to you.  3 I testify again to every 

man who accepts circumcision that he is obligated to keep the whole law.  4 You are severed from Christ, you who would 

be justified by the law; you have fallen away from grace.  5 For through the Spirit, by faith, we ourselves eagerly wait for 

the hope of righteousness.  6 For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything, but only 

faith working through love. – Galatians 5:2-6 

Paul pits faith against circumcision. The one who opts for circumcision rather than faith “is obligated to keep the whole 

law.” Meaning if you go with justification (declared righteous, not gulity) by circumcision you’re going with justification 

by law-keeping. When you go with justification by law-keeping, circumcision isn’t enough. You need to keep every 

commandment, perfectly.  

In the end, circumcision is of zero value. Why? 

We ourselves [the apostles and other Jewish believers] are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners;  16 yet we know that a 

person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in 

order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified. – 

Galatians 2:15-16 

No one will be saved by law-keeping. Why? Because we’re born sinners. So we sin and break the law. The law only 

condemns. It never saves. Through faith, Christ’s righteousness is imputed, credited to us. And the guilty are declared 

righteous. 

Paul has more comments in Romans. 

For circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law, but if you break the law, your circumcision becomes 

uncircumcision.  26 So, if a man who is uncircumcised keeps the precepts of the law, will not his uncircumcision be 

regarded as circumcision?  27 Then he who is physically uncircumcised but keeps the law will condemn you who have the 

written code and circumcision but break the law.  28 For no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly, nor is circumcision 

outward and physical.  29 But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the 

letter. His praise is not from man but from God. – Romans 2:25-29 

Paul’s addressing Jews here. Jews who have the law but don’t obey the law. The Gentile who’s never been circumcised 

but obeys the law is better off than the Jew who’s been circumcised but doesn’t obey the law. Paul, like James, believes 

that faith and works go together. Being born again and works go together. The Gentile who keeps the law, however 

imperfectly, keeps the law because their heart has been circumcised. And their faith is working.  

One doesn’t become a true Jew/true Israel (Rom 9:6) through physical circumcision, but rather through internal 

circumcision by the Spirit = being born again. Physical circumcision pointed to a future internal, heart circumcision. In 

order to be an heir of the promises, heart circumcision is required, not physical circumcision.  

In the Abrahamic covenant, some aspects are eternal. Some aspects are temporary. Circumcision was temporary. 

Circumcision was incorporated into the Old Covenant (Lev 12:3). The Old Covenant was temporary (Heb 8:13; 10:9), 

making circumcision temporary. Circumcision was required to dwell in the earthly land. Heart circumcision is required 

for the eternal land. 
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How is the Abrahamic covenant fulfilled? 

First, there’s earthly fulfillment. Abraham has countless physical descendants. From Abraham comes multiple nations and 

multiple kings. Abraham’s descendants are divided into children of the covenant (e.g., Isaac) and those outside the 

covenant (e.g., Ishmael). The children of the covenant, the Jews, possess the land in this age. Nations and kings emerge 

from descendants outside the covenant (e.g., Ishmael and Esau).  

Abraham’s physical offspring, the Jews, multiply and possess the land in this age.  

Second, there’s eternal fulfillment. Everlasting possession of the land. Those with faith, whether Jew or Gentile, 

experience the eternal fulfillment. In this way, all the nations are blessed through Abraham. God will be their God forever 

and ever = eternal life.  

Abraham’s spiritual offspring, those with faith, Jew and Gentile, multiply and possess the land in the age to come.  

Ultimately, the Abrahamic Covenant finds its fulfillment in Jesus and the New Covenant sealed by his blood.   

BIG PICTURE. God’s starting over with Abraham. God’s covenant with Abraham won’t fail. It will result in Abraham’s 

spiritual offspring dwelling in the land forever and ever. Peoples from every tribe, tongue, and nation will be blessed 

through Abraham. Without fail. Circumcision was a temporary feature that ended with the Old Covenant.  

Turn to Jeremiah 31:31-34 

"Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the 

house of Judah,   

The new covenant wasn’t initiated with the whole nation, rather, with a small group within the nation, the Jewish apostles.  

32 not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the 

land of Egypt, my covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, declares the LORD.  

After rescuing the Jews from Egypt God entered into the Old Covenant/Mosaic Covenant with people. That was a 

conditional covenant that they broke. It didn’t end in blessing.  

33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the LORD: I will put my law 

within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God, and they shall be my people.   

The New Covenant will be a different covenant. It won’t be open to failure. Because God will put his law within his 

people. People won’t be left to go their own way. God will circumcise their hearts. He’ll make them born again.  

At the end of the age, God will bring about a mass conversion of Jews by doing this very thing (Rom 11:25-27). God will 

remove their hardness and circumcise their hearts.  

34 And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' for they shall all know 

me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their 

sin no more." 

This envisions the final state of affairs when the New Covenant is completely fulfilled. God’s people will be dwelling 

with God in the land eternally. Everlasting possession of the land. The Abrahamic Covenant is realized in the New 

Covenant! 

As a result, there will be no need for evangelism. Because everyone present will know the LORD. Those in the New 

Covenant will be forgiven of sin. Permanently.  
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The blessings of the New Covenant were purchased by Jesus’ death on the cross. Jesus died as a substitute. Taking God’s 

wrath in the place of all those who would know the LORD and dwell with him forever. 

Our part is to trust. Trust what?  

Trust what God says about sin. It’s bad. It’s rebellion. It ruins our lives. It makes us worthy of God’s wrath. 

Trust what God says about Jesus’ death. He died to rescue us from our sins. His death is worthy to take away the wrath we 

deserve.  

Trust what God says about Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus’ death is the first resurrection of many. We’ll have immortal, 

heavenly bodies like Jesus has. 

BIG PICTURE. God has acted to end the human sin problem. Through the Abrahamic Covenant. Through the New 

Covenant. Through Jesus’ death and resurrection. We humans won’t fix ourselves. We won’t end war, murder, deception, 

greed, selfishness, anxiety, divorce, political division, dementia, etc. God will.  

Do you believe? Are your sins forgiven? Will you dwell in the land with God forever and ever? Come into the blessings 

through faith. 


