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Genesis 14-16

The opening sentences of Genesis 14 are another indicator that we're dealing with actual historical events here, as they describe events like you'd read them in the local newspaper.  We can skip over them without missing very much.  But notice one particular word in verse 13.  To get into it, we'll start at verse 11.

Read Gen. 14:11-13a


This is the first time that the word "Hebrew" is ever used in the Old Testament .  From this point on it's going to be used to describe Abram and his people.  The word comes from the Hebrew word "'ibhri ", which means "one from the other side," (referring to them coming from the other side of the Euphrates River); or it may simply mean "immigrant".  (It's not quite accurate to call any of the Israelites "Jews" yet, since that word is derived from the word "Judah", referring to Israelites from the southern tribes after the southern and northern tribes split from each other.)

Moving on to chapter 15, who remembers the four promises that God made to Abram?  What were they?

a.  Offspring.


b.  To make Abram's name great.


c.  Protection.


d.  Land.


What chapter of Genesis do we find these four promises?  Chapter 12.  Well, Genesis 15 is sort of a restatement of these promises, with a "twist".


Read Genesis 15:1


Circle the word "shield" and next to it write "protection".  How has God been like a protective shield around Abram so far?  He saved him from the Pharaoh down in Egypt.  And in chapter 14 he saved him from tribal wars.  Verse 2.


Read vv. 2-3


Abram has every right to be this honest with God, since God promised him offspring.  Are you that honest with God when you pray?  God can take our honesty.  He wants us to stay in communication with him, especially through the hard times of our lives.


Why does Abram say that Eliezar of Damascus will be his heir, when he doesn't have any heirs?  Because in his culture, a couple who didn't have children would often adopt one of their slaves as their "son".  His job would be to:


a.  Take care of them in their old age.


b.  Give them a good burial.


In return, the slave would actually inherit all of their master's possessions when their master died.  Apparently, Abram and Sarai had this arrangement with one of their slaves named Eliezar.  But God told Abram, "Forget about that idea . . ."  Verse 4.


Read vv. 4-5


Circle the word "offspring".  


Read v. 6


Next to v. 6 write in your margin "Romans 4:1-3".  Genesis 15:6 became very important in the New Testament.   How are we saved from our sins?  Is it:


A.  By obeying God with our good works?


B.  By our faith in God?


One problem that the early Christians were having helping Jews to believe that Jesus was their Messiah was that most Jews believed in "A".  And they used Abram as an example.  They said that Abram was made righteous in God's eyes because he obeyed God by moving his family to the Promised Land.  Paul said, "No, Abram was first made righteous by his faith in God.  Just look at Genesis 15:6.


Let's read what Paul wrote.  Will you turn to Romans 4:1?

Read Romans 4:1-3


Where did Paul get that?  He got it from right here, in Genesis 15:6.  
(Write "Genesis 15:6" next to Romans 4:3.)


The way we'd say it today is that we're made righteous (which means sinless) in God's eyes first by our faith in God.  Then our faith shows itself through our good works.  


But faith in what?  What do we have faith in?  Remember the covenant.  What did Abram have faith in?  He had faith in God's promises.


You and I are no different.  We also need to have faith in the promises of God to us.  Faith is believing in the promises of God, despite all evidence to the contrary.  


Abram heard the promises of God directly.  How do you and I hear the promises of God today?  Right here.  In His Word.  So "faith" for us means believing in the promises of God found in the Bible.  See how important the Bible is?


Like what kind of promises?  Get with as many people as you'd like to and see how many promises of God from the Bible you can come up with.  Do this from memory.  And I have a prize for the winning team.


[Take time to do this.  When ready, tell them to check off the promises that other groups read and we'll see who has the most.]


Faith is believing in the promises of God found in the Bible.


Yet, it's nearly impossible to believe 100% of the time.  In fact, immediately after the Bible lifts Abram up as a man of faith . . . he doubts.  Look at v. 7.


Read vv. 7-8


Abram doubted.  Not only here, but up in v. 3 too.  The grand verse that describes Abram's faith, Genesis 15:6, the verse quoted by the apostle Paul to prove that we are saved by faith alone, this verse is sandwiched before and after it with examples of doubt.  Which tells us what?  It's okay to doubt.  


And, sometimes when we doubt God will actually give us a sign to help us believe a little more.  Verse 9.


Read vv. 9-11, 17-20


What was this all about?  What kind of a sign was this?  Dead animals, cut in half and stood up against each other?  What did it mean?  Well, next to v. 17 write "Jeremiah 34:17-20".  Let's go there.


Read Jeremiah 34:17-20


The point of this ritual is that whoever fails to live up their end of the covenant will agree to pass through the halves of meat and die like the animal died.  That was an established ritual in Israel.  It was a way to make a serious promise before the Lord, like:  "If I don't do what I've promised then you can do to me what I did to this animal whose body I am passing through right now."


Now, have you caught the really cool thing about the ritual in Genesis 15?  Who, or what, passes through the halves of meat in Abram's vision?  Look at verse 17.  A smoking fire pot with a blazing torch.  In the Bible fire is usually a symbol of who?  Of God.  So in this vision God is telling Abram, "If I do not do all that I've promised for you then may I be as dead as these animals." Pretty cool.

Any questions?


We skipped some important verses.  Verses 12-16 are the first prophecy in the Bible, told to Abram in a dream.


Read vv. 12-16


It's important for us to see what's going on here.  So many times we think that walking with God means the end of our problems in this world.  That is hardly ever the case.  Right here in the very first book of the Bible, God is telling his followers, "I will do what I have promised to do in your life.  But don't expect life to be perfect.  You and your people will have to go through a lot of suffering too.  And it will take 400 years before your descendants will own this land."


And that's exactly what happened.  We read about those events in the books of Exodus, Joshua, Judges and Kings.


Well, after this amazing vision of God's promises in Genesis 15, Abram never doubted God again, right?  Hardly.  Abram is so much like you and me (strong faith one day, doubting God the next).  Never think that you're not "good enough" to be used by God because you doubt God promises from time to time.  Just watch what Abram does to get himself a son.

Read Genesis 16:1


"Maidservant" is a nice way of saying what?  Slave.  


Read vv. 2-4a


Which of the four covenant promises did Abram and Sarai no longer believe God was going to make good on?  Offspring.


How long did it take them to come to this conclusion?  Ten years.  


What Sarai did was pretty much the custom of her day - though it was still a sign of mistrust in God's ability to fulfill his promise to them.  In that day wealthy women who had no children often gave one of their female slaves to their husbands.  And any children that resulted from this union belonged not to the female slaves but to the wealthy wives.  


So, a person could say, "Sarai didn't sin.  She just did what her peoples' custom was."  But there are sinful customs.  And God is going to deem this act a "sinful" custom.


We go against God's will all of the time, by just doing what is "customary".  Can you think of any of our American customs, or traditions, or laws, that may go against God's will?  Why don't you get back into your groups and see what answers you come up with:
· Slavery.

· Allowing stores to be open on Sundays

· Over-emphasizing gift giving to ourselves, to celebrate Jesus' birthday.

· Church members taking membership vows with little intention of living up to them.

· TV shows filled with murder and violence and raunchy humor

· Encouraging the accumulation of money without a conscience to help the needy

· Over-scheduling our kids with sports on Sunday mornings

· Allowing abortion as a form of birth control

· Deliberately having children without any intention of raising them ourselves during the day.

· Leaving God out of the celebrations of our "holidays" and replacing him with:  


- Santa at Christmas


- The Easter Bunny at Easter


- Turkey and football at Thanksgiving


What's the point of all this?  It's this:  being a God-follower is usually a counter-culture lifestyle.  Although it was an accepted practice of her culture to give a slave to her husband for sex, Sarai was wrong to do it because it showed a lack of trust in God to fulfill his covenant promises - yes, even after waiting for 10 long years.  (Truth is, she has 15 more years of waiting ahead of her!)


Maybe, in the back of her mind, this is why Sarai ended up hating her slave.  Verse 4b.


Read vv. 4b-5


Notice that Sarai did what both Eve did after she sinned.  After Eve ate the apple she blamed the snake, remember?  This is a recurring theme in human history and in the Bible - we sinners usually blame someone else for what we've done.


Read vv. 6-11


Another recurring theme in the Bible - God is always on the side of the truly oppressed.


Read v. 12


Can we blame him?  This is another lesson about human nature that the Bible tries to teach us over and over again - our sin always hurts others.


Just look at the hurt that Sarai and Abram's sin resulted in.  Who are the descendants of Abram and Hagar?  The enemies of Israel from the very beginning, and up to this day:  Muslims.  And where did the Muslim people originally come from?  Ishmael.   Both the Jews and the Muslims trace their ancestry back to Abram.  So, who owns the land that God promised to give to Abram?  Well . . . both the Jews and the Muslims say that they do because both of them say their "father" is Abram.  (Ishmael had the claim of being Abram's first born son!)  See how the sin of Sarai and Abram messed everything up?

When you and I are contemplating doing a sin we need to remember this lesson - our sin always hurts others.  And many times it hurts others for many generations to come.


Read vv. 13-16


That's an important dating detail for our story.  Abram was 86 years old when Ishmael was born, at the end of chapter 16.  And how many years go by, by the time we get to chapter 17?  13 years.  Why?  Why are we told that 13 years have gone by between the birth of Ishmael and the next time that God speaks to Abram?

