
“Believe it or Not!” (Genesis 17:1-27) 
  
“Jump and I’ll catch you.” Have you ever heard a parent say that to a child perched on some high place? 
Can you remember one of your parents saying that to you when you were little? Did you do it? Did you 
jump? In a sense, that is like something that God says to us. God reaches out to us in love. He initiates a 
relationship with us by making some promises to us. When we believe His promise of eternal life through 
Christ, we begin a relationship with God. Yet, this is only the beginning. God calls us to trust His 
promises and dare to live our lives as if we believe He will keep all of His promises. There is some risk 
involved in doing that. But unless we take that risk, we can never truly live the life of faith that God 
intends for us. God says, “Jump and I’ll catch you.”1 
 
Yet, there is a tension in this. While we are commanded to obey, Jesus works in us, through the Holy 
Spirit, to accomplish obedience. When Mother Teresa was asked about her world-renowned service, she 
replied, “I am just a little pencil in God’s hands…doing something beautiful for God.”2 In a mysterious 
way, we’re not called to work for God, but to let God work through us. 
 
In Genesis 17:1-27, we will see a mixture of divine sovereignty and human responsibility. And we will 
learn how God works to accomplish obedience in Abram’s life and ours. First, we will see…  
  
1. God is a covenant-keeping God (17:1-8). Moses writes, “Now when Abram was ninety-nine years 
old, the LORD appeared to Abram and said to him, ‘I am God Almighty’” (17:1a). These words 
break thirteen years of silence between God and Abram. God had not spoken to Abram since he took 
matters into his own hands by sleeping with Hagar and conceiving a son (16:16). After these silent years, 
Abram must have been greatly encouraged by this encounter with God.3 In this revelation, the Lord 
manifested Himself more fully in terms of His character and attributes. God referred to Himself as “God 
Almighty” (E1 Shaddai).4 So far, the primary name by which the Lord has revealed Himself is Elohim, 
meaning the God who creates and sustains nature. El Shaddai, on the other hand, refers to the God who 
constrains nature, the One who actually causes nature to do what is against itself. In other words, God is 
capable of working miracles. He created natural laws; He can violate natural laws.  
 
E1 Shaddai is a designation, which emphasizes God’s infinite power (Exod 6:3).5 Interestingly, the word 
El means “the strong one,” while the word Shadd refers to the bosom of a nursing mother. This suggests 
that God is the One from whom Abram was to draw strength and nourishment. By a most tender image, 
God seems to be saying that we are empowered to live out our responsibilities in the covenant by feeding 
on Him, just as a child grows by feeding on the milk of its mother.6  
 
This is a timely word. Abram had spent the last thirteen years living with the strife and turmoil that his 
sinful decision had produced in Ishmael. Now Abram was about to learn that God’s promises are fulfilled 
not by might, nor by power, but by the Spirit of the Lord Almighty (Zech 4:6). It would be El Shaddai 
who would accomplish His will in Abram’s life! God is able, whatever the circumstance and whatever 
the difficulty (Eph 3:20). Do you believe this? Is there anything too difficult for God to accomplish in 
your life? Can He restore your marriage? Can He transform your wayward child? Can He redeem your 
job? If He truly is a supernatural God, then He can. Will you put your trust in Him to work in your life?  
  
This almighty God says to Abram, “Walk before Me, and be blameless” (17:1b). As Enoch and Noah 
had walked with God (5:21-24; 6:9) so now Abram is commanded to “walk before God.” He is not 
commanded to jog, run, or make a mad dash,7 he is commanded to walk. 
 
 



A few months ago, I shared with you about a severe planter’s wart I have had on the ball of my right foot. 
For the past six years, Lori and I have tried to remove this wart. Despite all the elaborate treatments, we 
have been unsuccessful. So this year, I went to a podiatrist. After two attempts to freeze it off, he too was 
foiled. Recently, I completed two weeks of classes at Talbot School of Theology on the campus of Biola 
University. During my stay I did not rent a car so I walked everywhere I went. I logged many miles 
(something that I’m not accustomed to). And guess what? My wart fell off! Talk about a shock! The war 
of the wart was won by walking. Many people fail to recognize how simple and straightforward the 
Christian life is: It requires a slow and steady walk with God; not 30 days to spiritual victory if you read 
this book or watch these DVD’s. God esteems the patient perseverance of walking before Him.  
 
God also states that Abram is to “be blameless.”8 The word “blameless” means “complete, whole, 
having integrity.” Abram was to conduct himself as if always being in God’s presence.9 What a challenge 
for Abram and for us. It is easy to be blameless on Sunday morning but it is far more difficult to live a 
blameless life Monday through Saturday. I love the book title by Bill Hybels, Who You are When No 
One’s Looking.10 God wants His disciples to be people of integrity, not duplicity.  
 
The Lord continues in 17:2: “I will establish My covenant between Me and you, and I will multiply 
you exceedingly.”11 Two times in this verse, God says, “I will…” The promises of this covenant are 
from God (cf. 15:18). He takes the initiative.12 The word translated “establish” means “to set in 
motion.”13 At this time, the Lord is going to begin to fulfill His promises to Abram. The word 
“covenant” (berith) is central to this narrative. The phrase “My covenant” occurs nine times.14 The 
word “covenant” appears another four times.15 The use of the word “everlasting” captures God’s firm 
resolution to establish a people through Abram.16 What an encouragement this must have been to Abram. 
In spite of his rendezvous with Hagar (16:3-4), God was going to honor His covenant with him. Even 
when we are faithless, God remains faithful (2 Tim 2:13). Regardless of what you have done, God wants 
to extend His grace to you. Have you sinned against God? Have you failed Him in your marriage vows, 
in your relationship with your children, in your work performance? Today, He says to you: Return to Me, 
I want to restore you. I want to bless you.  
 
Upon hearing these words, “Abram fell on his face,17 and God talked with him” (17:3). Abram 
responds demonstratively. Why? He met with God! In the Bible, when men and women meet with God, 
there is some form of physical expression. It was not a “ho-hum” yawn of an experience. Typically, our 
posture reflects the attitude of our heart. It is very difficult to worship God without being expressive. The 
idea of worshipping God within one’s heart is a western phenomenon that is not practiced by the rest of 
the world and will not be in the eternal state (Rev 4-5). When you meet with God, I encourage you to 
express yourself to Him. If you are not comfortable doing so publicly, do so privately.  
 
In 17:4-5, the Lord says, “As for Me, behold, My covenant is with you, and you will be the father of 
a multitude of nations. No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be 
Abraham; for I will make you the father of a multitude of nations.” Abram is to be the father of 
other nations besides Israel.18 “Nations” is a key word that is repeated three times in 17:4-6. This serves 
as a reminder that God’s program includes all people: “every tribe, tongue, people, and nation” (Rev 5:9; 
7:9).  
 
In these verses, God also changes Abram’s name. “Abram” means “exalted father.”19 Now God changes 
Abram’s name to “Abraham,” which means “father of a multitude.” How could Abraham ever live this 
name down? Every time his name is called, it reminds him how hollow the promise sounds.  
 



Now he gets his family together and announces his new name. I can hear one of his servants saying, 
“You’ve got to be kidding. What a joke! You only have one child and that by a slave. Abram is losing his 
mind. The desert sun is getting to him.”20 
 
While I was at Talbot, I developed friendships with students from all over the world. Talbot caters to 
different ethnic groups from all parts of the globe. Ten of the sixteen students in my doctoral cohort were 
Korean students. I learned that many Korean Christians take on a Christian name (e.g., Daniel, Joseph, 
Jonathan) once they become Christians. They do so because they recognize that they are new individuals 
with a new identity. They will never be the same again. They are expressing the same thought that God 
did when He gave Abram a new name (see Neh 9:7). As believers in Jesus Christ, we have also been 
given a new name and a new identity. Thus, we seek to live according to who we are.  
 
God’s drama continues, and it is for our benefit that He writes the script. He delights us with an age-old 
theme of just an ordinary man doing the extraordinary—a simple, humble man chosen to become the 
father of a great nation. Isn’t it wondrous that God takes insignificant people like you and me and uses us 
beyond our greatest expectations (Ps 113:5-9; Eph 3:20)?21  
 
Notice the first two words of 17:6: “I will.” These words occur five times in 17:6-8:  

1) “I will make you exceedingly fruitful.”22 God promises Abraham many descendants. This has 
been God’s plan from the beginning (e.g., Adam, Noah).  

2) “I will make nations of you, and kings will come forth from you.”23 Not only would nations 
come from Abraham but even kings, eventually culminating in Jesus—“the King of Kings.”  

3) “I will establish my covenant between Me and you and your descendants.”24 We worship 
God individually, but we also want to have a legacy of unbroken family members trusting in 
Christ.  

4) “I will give you and your descendants the land as an everlasting possession.”25 God will give 
not only descendants, but land as well.  

5) “I will be their God.”26 This last phrase is significant. God wants to be our God. He wants our 
relationship with Him to change our lives! This makes sense when you think about it. After all, 
you wouldn’t expect to get married without it modifying your life at all. Imagine someone 
saying, “Oh yes, I’m married, but I don’t let it affect my life. I do what I want with my money 
and my time. No, I don’t spend time with my wife. Yes, I talk with her occasionally, but only 
when I really need something from her.” You would think that was a pretty strange way to 
behave; yet people think that they can behave that way with God.27  

 
[God is a covenant-keeping God, but we will also see that…] 
  
2. God expects our obedience (17:9-27). “God said further to Abraham, ‘Now as for you, you shall 
keep My covenant, you and your descendants after you throughout their generations. This is My 
covenant, which you shall keep, between Me and you and your descendants after you: every male 
among you shall be circumcised. And you shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskin, and it 
shall be the sign of the covenant between Me and you. And every male among you who is eight days 
old28 shall be circumcised throughout your generations, a servant who is born in the house or who 
is bought with money from any foreigner, who is not of your descendants. A servant who is born in 
your house or who is bought with your money shall surely be circumcised; thus shall My covenant 
be in your flesh for an everlasting29 covenant.’” Many people wrestle with the nature of this 
unconditional covenant. The question that is raised is: If this covenant depends upon God, why are 
conditions placed upon Abram? The answer is simple: Although God’s promises to Abram were 
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unconditional Abram’s enjoyment of the blessings was conditional. In other words, within God’s 
unconditional promises, God makes demands.  
He commanded Abram and Sarai to leave their home and their extended family and go to a new land 
(12:1). He commanded them to be a blessing to others (12:2), to walk before Him and be blameless 
(17:1), and to circumcise the males in their household as a sign of the covenant (17:10). Although God’s 
promises were unconditional, Abram’s temporal participation in God’s blessing was conditioned on his 
faithfulness and obedience to God’s commands. 
  
When God says, “You shall,” He is not saying “My will is dependent upon your action. God does not 
say, “You must do this, and if you don’t, I won’t do what I’ve promised.” God does not act like that. God 
is sovereign. God is going to do what He will do. But it is no less true and no less important that we must 
do something.30 In the case of Abraham, he was to circumcise himself and every male in his household. 
The word circumcision means “cutting around.” It refers to a minor operation that removes the foreskin 
from the male organ. Only males underwent circumcision, of course. In the patriarchal society of the 
ancient Near East people considered that a girl or woman shared the condition of her father if she was 
single, or her husband if she was married. Circumcision was a fitting symbol for at least three reasons:31 
 

1) It would have been a frequent reminder to every circumcised male of God’s promises 
involving seed. Circumcision of the male only may have signified the special responsibility, 
which God had assigned to the father. (This may have had particular significance to Abraham 
after the incident with Hagar.) God will bring about His seed in His time and in His way.  

 
2) It was a physical reminder of sexual and spiritual fidelity. The male organ of procreation was to 

be set apart for the Lord’s purposes rather than for sexual immortality. Abram had committed 
sexual immortality by sleeping with Hagar. Now he was to submit it to God. The male organ of 
procreation would be the vehicle through which the seed of man would pass, ultimately preparing 
the way for the Messiah. This sign alerted a member of the covenant never to use the organ 
bearing this mark in a promiscuous manner. If this part of man’s body is devoted to the Lord, the 
entire man will be devoted to the Lord. All manners of sexual sin come from this organ. This 
organ is to be used for sexual pleasure in the context of marriage and godly offspring. 
Circumcision assured a wife of her husband’s submission to the Lord. It reminded a husband that 
he belonged to the Lord. No Israelite man could ever engage in sexual relations without being 
reminded of the fact that he belonged to God.  
 

3) It was an illustration of God’s approach to dealing with the flesh (Col 2:10-12). The 
circumcised male was one who repudiated “the flesh” (i.e., the simply physical and natural 
aspects of life) in favor of trust in the Lord and His spiritual promises. Circumcision didn’t save 
Abram or make him righteous before God (Rom 4:9-12). His righteous standing before God was 
on the basis of faith (11:30-31). Circumcision, water baptism,32 confirmation classes, 
communion, being born into a Christian home, being a part of a certain denomination, or even 
saying the sinners prayer are outward symbols of an inward faith. But apart from a changed heart 
and life, these religious symbols have nothing to do with salvation.33 

 
In the New Testament, the physical act of circumcision is no longer required for believers.34 Instead, we 
are to be circumcised in our hearts,35 which is the seat of decision-making. This expresses three things: 

1) It is an expression of our identification with Christ.  
2) It is an expression of spiritual fidelity to the Lord.  
3) It is an expression of cutting off or putting to death the sinful nature (Phil 3:3). We are to have no 

reliance upon ourselves, but rely totally upon Him. That is the circumcised life. 



 
This paragraph concludes in 17:14 with this warning: “But an uncircumcised male who is not 
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken 
My covenant.” Here is a classic play-on-words. God is saying, “If you don’t cut yourself, I’ll cut you 
off.”36 This is a reference to execution, sometimes by the Israelites but usually by God, in premature 
death.37 The person who refused to participate in circumcision demonstrated his lack of faith in God by 
his refusal. Thus he broke the covenant of circumcision. Only by keeping these conditions can man enjoy 
the blessings of God as guaranteed in the covenant.38 
 
In 17:15-16, God transitions in his discussion with Abraham. He says, “‘As for Sarai your wife, you 
shall not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. I will bless her, and indeed I will give 
you a son by her. Then I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples will 
come from her.’” For emphasis Sarah’s name appears three times in these two verses. God is a God of 
grace. Sarah had been immoral. She asked her husband to commit adultery and polygamy. But God still 
blesses her. The names are two different forms of a word meaning “princess.” It is as though God is 
saying, “Now Sarah will really be a princess!”39 The Lord, possibly testing Abraham’s faith and his 
reliance on Him for help, did not specifically indicate that Sarah would be the mother. Abram 
undoubtedly assumed that Ishmael would be the promised heir until God told him that Sarah would bear 
his heir herself. That revelation is the most important feature of this chapter. God gave the name changes 
and circumcision to confirm the covenant promise of an heir and to strengthen Abram’s faith. 
 
In 17:17, we read these words: “Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed,40 and said in his heart, 
‘Will a child be born to a man one hundred years old? And will Sarah,41 who is ninety years old, 
bear a child?’”42 In 17:3, Abram “fell facedown” exhibiting respect and reverence for the Lord. Here in 
17:17, he again falls on his face but this time it is to hide his laughter. When Abram heard that God 
would greatly increase his descendants, he responded with respect and submission. But when he heard 
how God would carry out his plan, his respect contained a tinge of laughter.43  
 
Soren Kierkegaard said, “When you read God’s Word, you must constantly be saying to yourself, ‘It is 
talking to me, and about me.’”44 So put yourself in Abraham’s sandals for a moment. He began following 
God at age 75. He is now 99. He has been following God for 24 years. During these years God has 
repeatedly told him that he will have a son and he will possess the land. After 24 years, what does 
Abraham have to show for it? Nothing! He does not have a son nor does he possess the land. He and 
Sarah keep getting older. If you were 99 and your wife was 90, and God said you are going to have a son 
you would burst out laughing too! How would you like to be the mother of a two-year-old at 92 years of 
age? Just think about that for a moment! A two-year-old! How would you like to be 108 when he got out 
of high school and 112 when he got out of college? No wonder Abraham laughed! He said, “God, you’ve 
got to be kidding!” It wasn’t a disrespectful or cynical laugh (see Rom 4:18-21). It was a laugh of 
shock!45 
 
Why does God delay in our lives? His opportunity may not even begin until we have exhausted our own 
resources and all other options. His delay is designed to bring us to the point where we recognize that 
there is no human hope—our only hope is in God (Rom 4:18-21)!  
 
In 17:18, Abraham said to God, “Oh that Ishmael might live before You!” We must feel the agony of 
this request. All of Abraham’s love, all of his hopes, and all of his dreams have been poured into this 
boy.46 Abraham was not expecting another son. He must have thought: “Lord, be reasonable. After all, 
Sarah is a very ‘iffy’ proposition whereas Ishmael is a certainty. Let’s go with a sure thing.” Abraham is 
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seeking to protect God from the embarrassment of not keeping His promise.47 Abraham has gotten into 
the habit of being content with something less than what God intended. Be careful to ever limit God.  
In 17:19, God said, “No, but Sarah your wife will bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac; 
and I will establish My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant for his descendants after 
him.’’ God once again confirms His promise, but this time explicitly states that Sarah shall be the 
mother. God even says that the boy’s name shall be “Isaac,” which means “laughter.” God thus made an 
ironic play on Abraham’s response and his son’s name.48 Every time he heard his son’s name, Abraham 
would be reminded of the miraculous birth.49 God always gets the last laugh!  
 
However, God is gracious. He responds to Abraham’s request. He says, “As for Ishmael, I have heard 
you; behold, I will bless him, and will make him fruitful and will multiply him exceedingly. He 
shall become the father of twelve princes,50 and I will make him a great nation” (17:20). God heard 
the prayers of Abram and He blesses Ishmael. As the Hebrew people would have twelve tribes, so 
Ishmael’s people would also have twelve families. God blesses both believers and unbelievers (Matt 
5:45). He is a gracious God—slow to anger and abounding in lovingkindness.51 Nevertheless, while sin 
can be forgiven, the consequences of sin can linger for a lifetime.52  
 
In 17:21-22, the Lord says, ‘“But My covenant I will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah will bear to 
you at this season next year.’ When He finished talking with him, God went up from Abraham.” 
For the first time, God gave a specific date for the birth of the promised son. Within a year, Abraham 
would know whether or not God had fulfilled His promise.  
  
Our story concludes in 17:23-27. Moses writes, “Then Abraham took Ishmael his son, and all the 
servants who were born in his house and all who were bought with his money, every male among 
the men of Abraham’s household, and circumcised the flesh of their foreskin in the very same day, 
as God had said to him. Now Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised in the 
flesh of his foreskin. And Ishmael his son was thirteen years old when he was circumcised in the 
flesh of his foreskin. In the very same day Abraham was circumcised, and Ishmael his son. All the 
men of his household, who were born in the house or bought with money from a foreigner, were 
circumcised with him.” Now I want you to imagine this scenario: A 99-year-old father tells his 13-year-
old son53 to go get a flint knife so that all the males in the household can be circumcised. Think about 
this. Most junior high kids won’t even take out the garbage but somehow Ishmael is willing to be 
circumcised. Why? I believe that he observed his father’s tendency to obey God and he was willing to 
follow his father’s example. Fathers, are you that kind of a man? Is your life a model of obedience? Do 
your children see Christ in you?  
 
Verses 23-27 stress three elements of obedience in our Christian lives.54  
 

1) Biblical obedience is complete. Abraham circumcised “every” male in his household. The 
words “all” and “every” are used four times in 17:23 and 27. 

 
2) Biblical obedience is prompt. Abraham obeyed God “the very same day” (17:23, 26). 

Abraham did not say, “All right, God, I hear you. I know what You want. I’ll do it tomorrow, 
or next month, when I have a little more leisure time. I’ll do it after I do something else I 
want.” Abraham knew that the time to obey God was now.55  

 
3) Biblical obedience can be risky. Circumcision is quite painful and disabling (Gen 34). 

Abraham’s obedience rendered his family defenseless. He trusted God to protect and provide 
for his family. In order to be true to what I read in the Scripture, I have to take risks.56  



Again, it is important to note that circumcision was not a condition of the covenant but a sign of 
participation in it. Likewise, our responses to God are not the conditions of our salvation but are the 
appropriate and expected signs of our participation in the new covenant.57  
 
Why does God delay in our lives? Sometimes God’s opportunity does not come until our human 
extremity is reached. His opportunity to meet our need may not even begin until we have exhausted our 
own resources and all other options. His delay may be designed to bring us to a point where we recognize 
that there is no human hope—our only hope is God.58  
 
When God says, “Jump,” will you trust and obey and take that leap of faith? 
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