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Part 55 – Covenant Presence 
 
Genesis 26:1-35 
Chapter 26 of Genesis is an anachrony. That is, it is out of 
chronological order. The events described in chapter 26 take 
place before those described in chapter 25. These were days 
before the births of Esau and Jacob.  
 

The Lord is the “hero” of Isaac’s story. One commentator characterized Isaac as “the ordinary son of a 
great father and the ordinary father of a great son.” According to Genesis 35 Isaac lived 180 years; longer 
than either Abraham or Jacob. But we know little about his life. What we do know is that the younger man 
of faith became an older man of appetites. The boy who trusted the Lord on Mt. Moriah and the younger 
man who trusted the Lord to provide in Gerar became an older man who could not manage his household 
or lead his family well. Most of what we know about Isaac directly is found in Genesis chapter 26. Though 
he failed and faltered Isaac is still presented as a believing man who trusted the Lord. Nevertheless, the 
true key to the blessings upon Isaac is the covenant loyalty of the Lord. 
 
God’s promised presence (vv. 1-5)   

 The Lord’s Covenant of Grace runs like a thread through this passage, holding the whole of it together. 
Indeed, the history of the patriarchs specifically and salvation history in general cannot be properly 
understood apart from a grasp of the covenant. Essentially, God’s covenant with his people is a promise 
of his saving presence. Three times in this passage, the Lord’s presence with Isaac is confirmed. The 
first two confirmations came from the Lord himself who spoke to Isaac and said, “Sojourn in this land and 
I will be with you,” and “Fear not, for I am with you” (vv. 4, 24). The third confirmation of the Lord’s 
presence came from the Philistine King Abimelech and his men who, seeing the ways that Isaac had 
been blessed said, “We see plainly that the Lord has been with you…” (vs. 28). Notice the change of 
tenses. The Lord’s presence is all encompassing. He has been with, is, and will be with Isaac. Certainly, 
God is present everywhere at all times and in all places (this is the doctrine of God’s omnipresence). 
However, it is with his church that God’s special redemptive presence is known on earth.  

 
God’s presence and sin (vv. 6-11)    

 At the end of chapter 25 a dismal picture is painted of Isaac as a father: indulging in favoritism was bad 
enough, but a favoritism based on his taste buds seems especially egregious. In Gerar Isaac repeated 
the failure of his father by lying about Rebekah his wife whom he clearly loved, because he was afraid of 
what the Philistines might do to him if they thought such a beautiful woman was his wife. They would kill 
him and take Rebekah.  

 But it gets worse. His failures as a father were greater than we have already read. At the end of this 
chapter, we read that Esau married two Hittite women. He lived and married with no regard to the 
covenant that God had made with his grandfather and now with his father. We are told at the end of 
chapter 25 that Esau “despised his birthright.” In chapter 28 we read that after learning of his parent’s 
displeasure with his choice of a wife, he proceeded to find and marry another Hittite woman. Esau’s 
pagan wives would no doubt bring into his home their wicked cultural practices and idolatry. 

 Where was Isaac throughout all of this? Like Isaac, Esau was 40 when he married. But Abraham had 
taken pains to ensure that Isaac would marry a woman worthy to be the matriarch of the covenant family. 
Certainly Isaac knew why his father insisted that he not marry a pagan woman. But Esau seems to have 
had not the first clue.  

 Despite all his sins and failures to keep the demands of the covenant, the passage makes clear that Isaac 
was nevertheless a man of faith. Isaac obeyed the Lord’s command to not flee to Egypt during the famine. 
This was a significant act of faith. During famine Isaac would be expected to suffer significant losses to 
his flocks and household if he remained in Canaan. That he did not suffer those losses was due to the 
Lord’s direct intervention. Isaac’s faith was proved when he left Gerar when told to do so. And though 
Isaac was powerful enough to frighten Abimelech and the Philistines he nevertheless trusted the Lord to 
secure peace. So, by leaving Gerar (vs. 17) and heading out into the desert, rather than simply taking the 
Land by force, Isaac was acting in faith. He was, in Calvin’s words, “presuming on the veracity of God.” 
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 When the Lord appeared to Isaac again at Beersheba, Isaac built an altar for worship and called upon 
the name of the Lord. In doing so Isaac acted upon his faith and gave proper recognition to the Lord. He 
knew that God was with him. He knew that his prosperity was God’s gift to him. And he acknowledged 
his dependence and his gratitude to God in the proper way. 

 This is all to say that, in the lives of God’s covenant people, sin will not have the final say. Our failures 
and sins, though real and grievous (and not without consequence) are, in the end, eclipsed by the 
covenant grace of God. In this chapter we find described what is invariably – from one degree to another 
– the experience of all Christians. Our struggle with and against sin is real. On any given day we may 
accurately be described as believing sinners.  

 
God’s presence and blessing (vv. 12-35)    

 The passage points out certain uncanny similarities in the lives of Abraham and Isaac. It is typical of 
Hebrew narrative style that important truth is shown more than it is explicitly stated. Here we are shown 
that Isaac was now standing in Abraham’s place as the one bearing the covenant promise. God’s promise 
to Abraham was repeated to Isaac. The same blessings given to Abraham were then lavished upon Isaac. 
The opposition faced by Abraham were then experienced by Isaac. Once he reopened them, Isaac placed 
the same names upon the wells given them by his father. At Beersheba, both Abraham and Isaac were 
given the same sign of God’s presence and blessing. Both men made a treaty with Philistine kings. 
Through these events God is showing that he himself orchestrated events in order to confirm that the 
covenant made with Abraham had now been passed on to his son, Isaac. The repetitiveness of the events 
and their record in Genesis are meant to make this very point of God’s generational faithfulness.  

 The blessings experienced by Isaac were like those experienced by his father. As Abraham grew wealthy 
in both holdings and military might, so too did Isaac. When the Lord commanded him to remain in Gerar, 
Isaac didn’t know that he would prosper. He trusted the Lord and did what he was told and the Lord 
blessed him for it as he had blessed Abraham for his faith and obedience, as we read in verse 5. 

 Abimelech and the Philistines observed the material abundance gained by Isaac during the famine and 
concluded that God has been with him. Indeed, God’s presence with Isaac issued forth in great material 
blessings. “Today God’s presence in the lives of believers cannot be determined materially as it was with 
the patriarchs in the old economy, but by more profound, searching means.”1 

 
God with us 

 It is God’s blessed presence with his people which is most precious about his covenant. God promised 
that it would be his presence which would both form them as a people and guarantee for them a place, a 
land of their own. Temporally, this people and place promise was fulfilled in Israel’s possession of the 
Land. However, it is the church of Jesus Christ and their inheritance of the heavenly Zion in the age to 
come to which the covenant promise of people and place ultimately points. 

 Though threatened by famine, Isaac remained in the Land and trusted the Lord’s provision. Later, Moses 
pleaded with the Lord to not lead his people out of the desert and into the Land of Promise if he, the Lord, 
would not go with them (Exodus 33). Being delivered from slavery or from the desert was not the final 
goal for God’s people. Life in the Lord’s blessed presence was the great goal and blessing of their 
deliverance. 

 In the same way, sins forgiven – a blessing too deep to fully comprehend – is actually not the ultimate 
end of Christ’s death and resurrection. Life in the blessed presence of God is the end; the goal. It is 
Christ’s death in our place – the atonement for our sins which fits us for that eternal blessing. Remember 
what we are told in the first chapter of Matthew’s Gospel concerning the coming birth of Jesus: “Behold, 
the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel (which means God with 
us)” (vs. 23). Or recall Jesus’ final words to his disciples recorded in Matthew 28: “And behold, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age” (vs. 20).  

 The final two chapters of the Bible affirm God’s everlasting presence with his people as his chief blessing 
of Christ’s atonement: “And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Behold, the dwelling place of 
God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them 
as their God’” (Revelation 21:3).  

                                                           
1 Kent Hughes, Genesis: Beginning and Blessing (Wheaton: Crossway, 2014) p. 345 


