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Introduction 
 
In our last lesson we explored God revealing His name as El Shaddai to Abram. God 
reconfirmed to Abram the covenant promise is still valid. Despite his lapse in judgment 
by having a child with Hagar, God remained faithful to the promise made to Abram as 
far back as Genesis chapter twelve. We also went on a detailed word study to discover 
what could have been meant by God’s charge to Abram that he walks before God and 
be blameless.  
 
In this lesson we carry on in Genesis chapter seventeen to see God change Abram’s 
name and a command given for circumcision as a sign of the covenant.  
 

God Changes Abram’s Name 
 
 
Genesis 17:5-8 
 
At the end of verse one, God says Abram is to walk before him and be blameless, “that 
I may make my covenant between me and you, and my multiply you greatly.”  
 
Once again, God reminds Abram the plan is still valid. God intends to make Abram a 
great nation of people. Abram falls on his face, I believe out of reverence (verse three).  
 
God goes a step further and calls for a name change of Abram and Sarai. He says in 
verse four that Abram will be a father of a multitude of nations. Not just one nation, but 
more than one nation! 
 
Name changes for adults was not uncommon in Ancient Near Eastern civilizations. We 
typically name our children based on someone we respected, another family member, 
or we simply like the name. We do not usually name our kids based on a situation or 
their character traits.  
 
Old Testament people typically used names to describe what they hoped would come 
true for their kids or perhaps based on a situation that surrounded the pregnancy. 
Sometimes parents would later change the name of their kids based on a milestone 
event in their lives or based on character features they developed.  
 
God says in verse five Abram’s name will no longer be Abram, but rather Abraham.  
 
Abram’s name meant exalted father or high father. Ironic considering before Ishmael he 
had never fathered his own child for the first eighty-six years of his life. God is really 
laying it on Abram more and more the irony of he is promised a son but does not have 
one yet with Sarai.  
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Abraham means father of a multitude.  
 

ם-ָר-ְבַא  This is how Abram is written in Hebrew script.  
 
-ָר-ָה-ם ְבַא  This is how Abra-ham is written in Hebrew script. I added the the yellow highlight to 
see the difference.  
 
God took his original name and added a Hebrew letter to let Abram know that he is not 
an exalted father anymore, but rather he is a father of many people.  
 
What seems ironic about this name change at this point? 
 
 
 
Let’s look closely at Genesis 17:5 again. God says after he changes Abraham’s name, 
“for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations.”  
 
What strikes you as odd about this statement by God? 
 
 
 
 
Some Bibles such as the New American Standard and the Christian Standard Bible 
reverse the past-tense phrase in verse 5. They say it opposite by making verse 5 sound 
future-tense (I will make you) and verse 6 they put in the past tense (I have made you).  
 
“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. “I have made you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make 
nations of you, and kings will come forth from you.” (NASB, 1995) 
 
This is because the Hebrew can be a little difficult to translate. The point we need to 
recognize is whether your Bible says in verse 5 “I have made you,” or in verse 6 it says, 
“I have made you,” it does not matter. God told Abram (either in verse 5 or 6) that it 
should be considered in the past tense that God has already made Abram the father of 
a multitude.  
 
 
God speaks to Abraham as if He has already made it a historical fact. He speaks in the 
past tense about having made Abraham a father of a multitude.  
 
Why do you think God did this? 
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God says nations and kings will come from Abraham’s lineage. God reminds Abraham 
again that His covenant is between Abraham’s offspring and the Lord. God confirms 
again He will give to Abraham’s offspring the land of Canaan.  
 
 
Why do you think God repeated and went through all this again with Abraham? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abram and Sarai had devised a plan to ‘help’ God out. I believe Abram could have 
thought God would cancel His plans to let him be a blessing to the whole earth and 
have a promised son because of his flawed plan to have a son with Hagar. God re-
confirmed the covenant promise-plan once again to show Abram that despite his 
mistakes and failures, God had not abandoned him and Sarai.  
 
God proved to Abram the promise would come true and confirmed it by even changing 
his name from Abram (exalted father) to Abraham (father of a multitude).  
 
 

God’s Covenant of Circumcision  
 
Genesis 17:9-14 
 
Now we come to a weird section if we are honest. God says Abraham’s part of keeping 
the covenant is to honor a physical sign of the covenant. Verse ten explains each male 
of Abraham’s family, and those who may be his servants in his home, must be 
circumcised. Verse eleven calls this, “a sign of the covenant between me and you.”  
 
The rule is for each male who is eight days old is to be circumcised in the flesh of their 
foreskin.  
 
Verse thirteen says in this way God’s covenant will be, “in your flesh an everlasting 
covenant.” God was very specific that this physical circumcision is to be a constant 
physical sign and reminder of the covenant.  
 
Verse fourteen God gives a warning to anyone who does not follow the sign of 
circumcision. Anyone who is uncircumcised shall be cut off from his people. God says, 
“he has broken my covenant.” This is a severe warning. To refuse circumcision is to 
break God’s covenant.  
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Why Circumcision? 
 
This most likely sounds odd to us in the twenty-first century. Why would God call for 
such an act as circumcision to be the physical sign of the covenant with Abraham?  
 
We are left to speculate but we can make a few educated conclusions given the history 
and setting when God called for circumcision.  
 
To start with, circumcision was already practiced by other societies at that time. 
Archeological findings show that ancient Egyptians and Syrian civilizations practiced 
circumcision already. The exact origins of the practice are unknown. Some civilizations 
believed circumcision warded off evil.1  
 
Some have suggested an obscure possible usage for ancient circumcision was as an 
oath sworn after a covenant was made and the parties agreed that they could be ‘cut’ 
if they broke their oath of the covenant. Thus, over time it is possible that circumcision 
was used to enforce penalties for covenant breaking. However, this is not why God has 
Abraham carry out circumcision, quite the opposite.  
 
Another reason for circumcision by ancient cultures seems to have been chiefly a 
marriage or fertility rite, carried out either at puberty or as part of the prenuptial 
ceremony.2 
 
 
What reasons do you think could explain why God used circumcision to be the sign of 
the covenant?  
 
 
 
 
 
What is clear from our passage is God used an already known practice but gave it a 
new meaning. God commanded circumcision for each male after eight days and this 
was to be the sign of the covenant God made with Abraham and his offspring. What 
new meaning did God give this ancient practice? God used it to be a physical sign of 

 
1 Robert G. Hall, “Circumcision,” in The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel 

Freedman (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 1026. 
2 P. R. Williamson, “Circumcision,” in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch, ed. T. 

Desmond Alexander and David W. Baker (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 122. 
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the covenant. God set up a physical means for His people to identify as members of 
God’s covenant people.  
 
 
God is the Creator of Israel 
 
A major reason God commanded circumcision was to establish the fact for Israel that 
God was the one in control of their existence. Abraham had Ishmael, but Ishmael was 
not the promised son to come. Isaac is the promised one and he is not born yet. In a 
sense we can say Abraham did not have his promised son yet.  
 
He had followed the Lord for years and yet still had no promised son. God commanded 
circumcision which is a physical cutting of the male reproductive organ. The irony of 
this should strike us.  
 
God tells Abraham He will give him a son, God is El Shaddai. Then, God re confirms 
the covenant of a promised nation to come through Abraham’s reproductive organ and 
God follows this up by commanding Abraham to render a physical cutting act on his 
reproductive organ. It seems to me God was showing Abraham that He has full control 
over the promise that a son will come.  
 
God changed Abram’s name, to Abraham, now God will also change Abraham’s 
physical stature. God gave Abraham a new identity with his name and went a step 
further to reinforce the idea to Abraham by commanding Abraham cut the foreskin off 
the male reproductive organ that Isaac will come from. God promised Abraham one to 
come through his seed, then God commands circumcision to show again God is in 
control of Abraham’s seed to come. The nation Abraham’s seed would form belong to 
God.  
 
God wanted Abraham and his descending males to have a physical reminder that it 
was God who saw to it that they exist at all as a people. God is not just the Creator of 
the world. He is also the Creator of the people who would come from Abraham.  
 
 
National Identity & Solidarity 
 
Another significance for circumcision God used was for national identity. A male could 
not belong to Old Testament Israel in good standing if they were not circumcised. In 
this way God had a physical sign separating His people’s identity from the other 
nations.  
 
 
The Sacrifice Required for Atonement 
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Another reason we must not overlook is God wanted Israel to recognize the pain and 
sacrifice for the covenant He made with them. God sacrificed animals to make the 
covenant in Genesis 15. God does not call for humans to be sacrificed, but with 
circumcision He is in a sense making the males pay a painful price and sacrifice some 
for the covenant. Animal sacrifices that would come later in the Law of Moses were 
bloody and a constant reminder of the peoples’ sinfulness and need for atonement. 
Circumcision is a type of symbolic act recognizing the blood, pain, and sacrifice 
required for the peoples’ atonement.   
 
 
Set Apart, Dedicated to God 
 
A final reason for circumcision would be for dedication and holiness. God commanded 
circumcision as a physical sign of the covenant that Israel was to be God’s people and 
God would always be their Lord. Israel belonged to God as His special people from all 
other nations. God wanted Israel to be ‘set apart.’ God wanted Abraham’s offspring to 
live set apart holy lives dedicated to God’s ways.  
 
Remember in our last lesson we saw God commanded Abram to be blameless and 
honor the covenant. Circumcision was another way for Abraham’s people to be 
reminded that they are to live blameless set apart lives unlike the other nations.  
 
 
These are a few reasons we can say with good confidence why God used circumcision 
as a sign of the covenant with Abraham and Israel to come. 
 
What do you think about circumcision’s use for the covenant with Abraham given what 
we just discussed? 
 
 
 
 
Why 8 Days? 
 
An interesting topic arises concerning why God said wait for eight days until a baby 
boy was to be circumcised. Many medical professionals encourage circumcision of 
baby boys mostly due to health reasons. There are noted health advantages in the way 
of preventing diseases for men who are circumcised. It could also be that God set up 
circumcision to help aid in the health of the men of Israel.  
 
Remember in their day they had no knowledge of modern medical information. They 
had no concept of bacteria and infections spreading at the microorganism level.  
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The eight days is interesting, and some have suggested God did this out of medical 
necessity. God knew the human body because He created it. As such, He knew that 
babies do not develop an ability to clot their blood until the 7th day after birth.  
 
Researchers Henrik Dam and Edward Doisy discovered in the 1930s that the human 
body has two blood clotting elements: Vitamin K and Prothrombin. They also found 
that our bodies do not reach 100% levels of these two clotting agents until the 5th to 7th 
day after birth. If a baby were to be circumcised before the 8th day and one of these 
two elements had not reached 100% level, then the baby would bleed to death.    
 
Surely God knew this. He created us this way. It makes sense God told Abraham to 
wait until the 8th day because of something like this. It is true that in modern days 
doctors circumcise a baby boy within 48 hours after birth. They can only do this 
because of modern medicines and procedures that permit the baby to heal quickly. In 
its natural state with no modern medicines, it would be a risk to circumcise a baby 
before eight days.  
 
 

Conclusion  
 
I hope we have learned that God’s command for circumcision had many reasons for its 
significance. God re-confirmed the covenant to Abram, that he would have a son from 
him and Sarai. God gave Abram a new identity, He called him Abraham (father of a 
multitude).  
 
God reiterated to Abraham that He was in control of the plan. God had the power to 
ensure Sarai conceived and gave birth to a son whom God would pass on the promise 
to Abraham through. God proved to Abraham He meant what He promised by also 
commanding circumcision.  
 
God established the precedence with Abraham that all his offspring truly belonged to 
God. God was their Creator. They were to be set apart and dedicated to God as a 
people. They were to live set apart lives from the rest of the nations.  
 
In our next lesson we will explore more of the spiritual applications of circumcision and 
what it has to do with our big story about the Kingdom of God.  


