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HIS CONTEXT

In James 2:23, we read, “And the scripture was fulfilled that says, ‘Abraham 
believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,’ and he was called 
God’s friend.” What would a person say, do, and believe in order to be known in 
this way? 

Abraham is such a significant figure in biblical history that three world religions 
claim him as their central spiritual father: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam.

Born in the Mesopotamian region around 2000 BC, Abraham grows up in a 
highly polytheistic region. His father, Terah, is known as an ardent worshiper of the 
moon god Sin (also called Nanna, and En-zu). Some rabbinical traditions suggest 
that Terah is an idolatrous priest. 

It’s nearly impossible to imagine what it could be like to be Abraham, ini-
tially known as Abram until the Lord changes his name as part of his covenant. 
Polytheism is all Abram knows. It is his culture; it is what he has been taught, and 
it is embraced by his family. 

Yet, even while he is living amidst the clay, wood, stone, and bronze images of 
multiple gods, Abram has an encounter with the one true God. The Lord makes 
immeasurable promises to Abram that will impact not only his immediate future 
but also the futures of his descendants and all spiritual heirs henceforth.

All Abram has to do is leave—everything! 
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HIS STORY

The black-velvet, Mesopotamian sky was bejeweled with stars. Yet the elderly 
arms reached only toward the waxing crescent. Too old to kneel, Terah leaned 
heavily against the rock, his faded cloak alive with the cool desert breeze. His 
sandaled feet were swollen, callous, and cracked, with bruises of amber and 
Prussian blue. 

As Abram approached this familiar, silhouetted figure, he could hear the 
labored breathing. Abram joined Terah’s silent vigil, his right arm coming to rest 
tenderly on the brightly covered cloak draped over the wizened bones of the old 
man’s shoulders. Terah brought his arms down, but his gaze remained fixed. 

Abram’s eyes lowered and scanned his father’s face. Time had cut deep rivers 
across Terah’s forehead. The rest of his face was a parched riverbed in drought. 
His eyes were cloudy from two centuries of sight. Just how much can he still actu-
ally see? wondered Abram.

Abram’s gaze returned heavenward. The tranquil desert sky offered peace, yet 
his heart was torn. His mind failed to form the words, yet he had to speak. He had 
to release this weight before it crushed him. But how? What words exist for this? 

It wasn’t that Abram had forgotten. He would never, he could never, forget. He 
had felt—no, he had heard—the voice. It was clear, and it had spoken to him, and 
it had been from—it was from the Lord. A god—the God, perhaps—had spoken to 
him. About him. A god who knew him. 

I have called out to the gods of my father, but this God called out to me—and I 
heard him, his mind echoed.

I am to be made a great nation; I am to be blessed. My name—Abram—will 
somehow be made great. I will be a blessing! This God of gods will bless those 
who bless me and curse those who curse me. The expanse of the stars above 
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humbled Abram as the final, chilling promise pounded within him: “All peoples on 
earth will be blessed through you.”

And yet, preceding the promises was a clear directive: “Go from your country, 
your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you.”

Abram’s head was a bursting kaleidoscope of emotions: excitement, anxiety, 
bewilderment, uncertainty, fear. And yet his focus was faith. 

Terah’s weight shifted from the rock to his son. His gaze, however, remained 
on the moon.

Still uncertain what to say, Abram simply drew a breath, not sure what words 
would follow. “What does your god say to you?”

“En-zu does not speak to men; men speak to him,” the old man whispered.

“Does your god listen?” Abram inquired.

Terah’s gaze finally turned toward his son. “Would gods be so lonely that they 
should speak, or listen, to man? Is Nanna so lonely that he would need friendship 
with a man? Your heart is troubled, Abram. Pray.”

“To whom? To which god? An? Enlil? Inana? Uta? Girra? Nengal? Enki? When 
the ewe lamb was born with two heads, it died. How can the gods be different? 
Can a god be a god amidst other gods? Who is supreme?”

Abram continued, “There is but one king of Harran. There was but one king 
of Ur. There is but one pharaoh in Egypt. Yet we worship many gods. How can 
this be?” 

“En-zu is the supreme god of gods.” Terah spoke slowly and with some effort 
as he gazed upward toward the crescent moon.

“Does En-zu call on you; does he direct you?”

“We read the signs. He flowers the orchards. He waters our gardens. He pro-
tects our herds.”
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“But does he direct you? Has he ever called you to move?”

“We traveled here,” Terah paused, “from Ur.”

“But did En-zu direct you here? Has he made promises to you?”

His father didn’t answer.

Abram continued, “Does he know you?” Does he care for you as you for me? 

As they stood in silence, Abram drew his cloak closer as he became aware of 
the cool night. He drew a deep breath, wanting to say more. There was so much 
to say. The words were clear in his heart, but he had difficulty birthing them. 

“God spoke to me,” he finally managed to say.

The rivers on the brow of Terah creased slightly, yet he remained silent.

“I am to be blessed. I am to be made into a great nation.”

Still no response.

“But I must leave.”

Terah turned slowly toward his son. “Leave Harran?”

“Leave here. Leave everything.”

“To go where?”

“I’m not sure. The Lord will show me.”

Terah shifted his weight again, leaning heavily on his son. “I am old. I cannot 
travel. You and Sarai have no son. We will remain here. You will remain here where 
you are comfortable and where there are those to look after you when you need 
someone to hold you up. This is who we are, Abram; this is who you are.”

“The Lord has spoken to me; he has called me to a land he will show me.”

“En-Zu doesn’t speak to men; he doesn’t call us to move.”

“I know. It wasn’t En-Zu. It wasn’t any other of the gods.”
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There must be one God 

that rules supreme.  

And he spoke to me.”

“Yet you admit you do not 

know him.”

“But he knows me.
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“Who was it, then?”

“I do not know him. But he knew me.”

“And you do not know where you are to go?”

“No.”

“How will you know when you have arrived, then?”

“I do not know.”

“What are you going to do once you arrive where you don’t know you 
are going?”

Abram stared downward at his feet. “I do not know.”

“And are you to leave without me? Will you leave all things familiar to follow the 
call of this unknown god?”

Abram’s chest pounded as he answered, “I will. I must.”

“And what of Sarai? What does she think of this?”

“I haven’t told her yet.”

“What about your nephew? Lot needs you, Abram. You have been a father to 
him. What is he to do?”

“I’ll take him with us.”

“What is to become of him? What is to become of all of you doing that which 
you know not in a place you know not?” 

“Father, I do not know. I just have—”

“Have what, Abram?”

“Faith.”

“You do not know where you are going. You do not know what you will do.” 
Terah’s voice broke. He swallowed hard, paused, and continued, “You don’t even 
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know who this god is whose voice you’ve heard. Who is this strange god for 
whom you would abandon all?”

“Father, I do not know him—yet he spoke to me. When I cried out to your 
gods, they did not respond. We purchase them in clay, wood, stone, and bronze. 
They adorn our home. We build them enormous shrines.”

“As they are due, Abram.”

“But there is a god for this; there is a god for that. They are like two-headed 
calves, which—by nature—cannot lead. There must be one God that rules 
supreme. And that God spoke to me.”

“Yet you admit you do not know him.”

“That’s true, but—”

“But what?”

“But he knows me.”

* * *
So Abram went, as the LORD had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was 

seventy-five years old when he set out from Harran. He took his wife Sarai, his 
nephew Lot, all the possessions they had accumulated and the people they had 
acquired in Harran, and they set out for the land of Canaan, and they arrived there.
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HIS PLACE IN GOD’S STORY

Genesis 12:1-3 records the remarkable proclamation of God’s promise to 
Abram. It is enormous, and its impact will affect millennia of believers henceforth. 
Yet it comes with a clear directive: “Go.” 

With no GPS, social media, or any of our modern myriad online research tools, 
Abram has a choice. He can either believe or not believe God’s promises, regard-
less of what lies ahead. He can either stay or go. After hearing the promises and 
simple directive, the scripture records, “So Abram went.” 

Abram’s place in God’s story is pivotal. He isn’t handed a blueprint, a detailed 
proposal, or even a set of contingency plans. Yet, hearing the leading of the 
Lord, Abram believes. And it is credited to him as righteousness. By Jesus, New 
Testament gospel writers, and in Paul’s letters to early churches, Abraham is lifted 
as evidence of faithful obedience.
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THE STORY FINDS ITS PLACE IN ME

1. What parts of Abram’s story find their place in you?
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2. Abram receives his promise and directive from God in a polytheistic 
era with people who are unfamiliar with the concept of one supreme 
Lord. It must be extremely difficult for him to tell others, especially 
family members who hold very different beliefs. In what way(s) is it 
still difficult for us sometimes to share with others what we believe 
the Lord is telling us?
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3. With his father, Terah, being an ardent worshiper of multiple gods 

and idols, Abram’s call from the Lord involves a departure from his 
“father’s household.” For some of us, the homes in which we were 
raised have given root to habits, lifestyles, patterns of thinking, and 
even abusive behavior that we are called to leave if we are to follow 
only the Lord. In what ways has the household in which you were 
raised been a help or hindrance to your walk with Christ? How can 
we best support friends who feel torn in this regard?
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4. Our brains desire certainty and a sense of control. Sometimes the 
Lord calls us from places of certainty and comfort into what is known 
to God yet unknown to us. This is why Abram’s obedience of belief is 
credited to him as righteousness. How well do you deal with obeying 
when the direction you are led offers uncertainty and little control? 
Are there some areas of your life right now where you feel this? How 
(in these areas) can you demonstrate a belief like Abram’s?
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5. If you have children, reflect on a time when they made a decision 

that was contrary to what you taught them, and how that confused 
and possibly hurt you. If you don’t have children, reflect on a time 
when you may have made a decision that confused and possibly 
hurt your own parents.
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