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Bible 101:  Abraham and Isaac   
Oct. 3, 2021 

 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
Book of Genesis: 

• Reminder:  Genesis chapters 1-11 are pre-history: how people explained the creation, 
evil in the world, different races, different languages, etc. 

• Chapters 12-50:   ancestral history of the Israelites:  stories of the founding 
fathers/mothers and many genealogies leading into later history. 

• Likely written or finished at the time of the Babylonian Exile in the 6th century BCE. 
 
 
Call of Abram (Genesis 12:1-9) 

• God told Abram to leave with family and go to a place God would show him; he would 
make of him a great nation and bless him and Abram would be a blessing. 

• “and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” = God’s eventual plan was for 
everyone, not just the Hebrews. 

• So Abram, not asking for an explanation, left with his wife Sarai and family and traveled 
from Haran to Canaan, stopping to build an altar at Shechem. 

• [In v. 10, due to a famine, Sarai and Abram go to Egypt; that same event happens again 
in the story of Joseph and his family – and again when Mary, Joseph, and baby Jesus flee 
to Egypt to escape King Herod] 

 
 

    
 
[“Charan” on map is another spelling of Haran; Abram’s father Terah had originally moved his 
family from Ur of the Chaldeans (in current-day Iraq) to go to Canaan but then stopped in Haran 
(in current-day Turkey) – Gen. 11:31] 
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God’s covenant with Abram (Genesis 15:1-6, 12-21) 

• In response to God’s reassurance, during a vision, that his reward would be great 
(referring back to God’s promise that God would make of him a great nation), Abram 
asks how that can be when he and Sarai are childless. 

• In His response, God tells Abram that he will have as many descendants as there are 
stars; Abram believed without any proof:  “and the Lord reckoned it to him as 
righteousness.”  Righteousness is a relationship between God and human beings.  Belief 
or faith is an act of trust. 

o Paul refers to this response in Romans 4:3: “Abraham believed God, and it was 
reckoned to him as righteousness.” 

• The “prophecy” of the years the Hebrews would spend in Egypt and the Exodus (vs. 13-
14) is proof that Genesis was written so many centuries later. 

• God made a covenant that day with Abram, promising him that his descendants would 
have the land from the Nile to the Euphrates rivers. 

 
Birth of Ishmael (Genesis 16) 

• Because they were still childless, Sarai gave her Egyptian slave-girl Hagar to Abram as 
another wife and Hagar became pregnant.  Things did not go well between Hagar and 
Sarai; instead of taking action himself, Abram told Sarai she could do what she wanted 
with her slave-girl and so Sarai treated her harshly. 

• After Hagar ran away into the desert, an “angel of the Lord” told her to return to Sarai 
but promised her that her descendants also would be too numerous to count.  

• Hagar is the first person in the Bible to give a name to God:  El-roi (“the God who sees 
me”) -- the “angel of the Lord” was really God. 

• Hagar returns and gives birth to Ishmael.  
o “Hagar” means “stranger”; “Ishmael” means “God listens.” 

 
Sign of the covenant (Genesis 17) 

• Verses 1-14 are the parallel story from a different source of Abram’s call in chapter 15. 

• This time when God tells Abram that He will make an everlasting covenant between the 
two of them (promising again that Abram will be the ancestor of a multitude of nations 
and that the land will belong to his offspring), He has a command and a requirement. 

o The command is that Abram would now be called “Abraham” (“ancestor of a 
multitude”) 

o The requirement is that Abraham and all the males in his house must be 
circumcised as a sign of the covenant.  This requirement applies also to all future 
generations. 

• When God says that Sarai should be called “Sarah” (“woman of high rank”) and will bear 
a son named Isaac, Abraham laughs because he and Sarah are old.  God replies that 
Isaac will be born and that God will make a covenant with him. 

• God also promises that he will bless Ishmael, making him the ancestor of a multitude.  
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Promise of a son (Genesis 18:1-15) 

• This additional story of the promise of the birth of Isaac says that the Lord visited 
Abraham but Abraham saw three men there.  He offered them a meal, reflecting the 
hospitality of the desert culture.   

• When one of the men said he would return next year and that Sarah would have a son, 
Sarah (who was eavesdropping) laughed at the absurdity of she and Abraham becoming 
parents at their ages.  When the Lord (the words of the chapter alternate being saying it 
was the Lord and it was one of the men) asked why Sarah had laughed, God challenged 
Abraham by asking “Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?” 

 
Birth of Isaac (Genesis 21:1-21) 

• Isaac is born, as God promised.  In Hebrew, the name “Isaac” can mean either “one who 
laughs” or “one who rejoices” – both seem appropriate.  Abraham circumcises him 
when he is eight days old. 

• Later during a celebration when Isaac is weaned, Sarah is upset when she sees Hagar 
playing with Isaac; Sarah wants Abraham to cast out both Hagar and Ishmael because 
she doesn’t want Ishmael to inherit along with Isaac.  Abraham is upset but God tells 
him to do what Sarah asks because it is through Isaac (the second son of Abraham) that 
God will establish Abraham’s promised descendants.  God again promises Abraham that 
he will make a great nation of Ishmael. 

• Hagar and Ishmael are in the wilderness.  Their supply of water is gone and Hagar is sure 
Ishmael will die.  When the “angel of God” heard the boy’s distress, He speaks to Hagar 
from heaven and reassures her that all will be well.  Now God tells Hagar that He will 
make a great nation of her son.   

o This part of the story is a parallel for later when the Hebrews are wandering in 
the wilderness and God gives them water and manna.  After His baptism, Jesus 
was in the wilderness, was tested by the tempter/Devil, and then was “waited 
on” by angels (Matthew 4:1-11). 

o Tangent:  So God blesses both sons of Abraham, saying that of each a great 
nation will be made.  Hagar now disappears from the OT story but is mentioned 
in Paul’s letter to the Galatians.  Ishmael disappears for a while until he returns 
to help Isaac bury Abraham; his descendants are listed in Gen. 25. The other 
mention of this Ishmael (it was a common name) was when it is noted that Esau 
– we’ll talk about him on Oct. 11 – marries a daughter of Ishmael. 

 
Command to sacrifice Isaac (Genesis 22:1-19) 

• This chapter tells us the story of God testing Abraham. God doesn’t explain when he 
tells him to take Isaac to a mountain in the land of Moriah and offer him as a burnt 
offering.  Abraham doesn’t ask why but just leaves with Isaac, the son for whom he and 
Sarah waited so long and the son who was to ensure the descendants God has 
promised. 

o A burnt offering is different from the other offerings prescribed as sacrifices 
because the total animal was to be burned on the altar, symbolizing total 
surrender/commitment to God. 
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• When Isaac asks about the lack of a lamb for the sacrifice, Abraham replies that God 
would provide – and He did but not until after Abraham had bound Isaac and put him on 
the altar.  Then God stops Abraham and Abraham sees a ram in the thicket that he 
sacrifices in place of Isaac. 

• Then the Lord calls from heaven and says that, because Abraham was willing to sacrifice 
his son, He will bless Abraham, his offspring will be numerous, and his descendants will 
have the land.  

o PSK’s answer to my question about God testing Abraham:  “Testing is relational 
and not legalistic.  Receiving promises does not entail being protected from 
moments where those promises seem to be called into question.  The real point 
of the story is to show that God does not expect of Abraham something that God 
would be unwilling to do.  Fast forward to the New Testament for that answer.  
Jesus was put in a time of testing as well.  God was willing to sacrifice his Son.”  

 

• Christians see the parallel of Jesus being the sacrifice for us:  As God provided the ram in 
place of Isaac, God provided his Son as the final sacrifice.  Jesus is called the “Lamb of 
God” by John the Baptist as told in the first chapter of the Gospel of John and in 
Revelation, the last book of the New Testament. 

o Tangent:  Mount Moriah is the location chosen by King David for the Temple in 
Jerusalem, built by his son King Solomon.  It was the rebuilt temple on this site 
that Jesus “cleansed” as reported in the Gospels. 

• Tangent:  In the Qur’an, it is Ishmael that Abraham is asked to sacrifice. 
 
 
Tangent:  more about Abraham, Ishmael, and Isaac in the Qur’an: 

• Only Moses is mentioned more times in the Qur’an than Abraham (Ibrāhīm).  Abraham 
is considered the perfect Muslim (“one who submits”). 

• Islamic -- and Jewish/Christian -- tradition considers Ishmael to be the ancestor of the 
Ishmaelites (i.e., Arabs); his kingdom was Kedar/Qedar in the northwestern Arabian 
desert. 

• Isaac, considered to be a prophet, is mentioned usually in conjunction with his father 
and his son Jacob. In both the Old Testament and the New Testament, God is said to 
identify himself as saying he is “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of 
Jacob.” 

 
 
Read for Oct. 10, 2021 these sections about Jacob:  Gen. 25:19-28 (Jacob & Esau’s birth); Gen. 
25:29-34 (Esau selling his birthright to Jacob); Gen. 27:1-40 (blessing from Isaac); Gen. 28:10-22 
(Jacob’s ladder); Gen. 32:22-32 (Jacob wrestling with the angel; new name) 
 
Consider these questions as you read: 

• What was interesting and/or surprising for you? 

• What spoke to you about your past/present situation? 

• What do the verses say about your relationship with God? 


