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Focal Text
Genesis 11:27—12:9

Background
Genesis 11:27—12:9

Main Idea
Through Abram and

through us, God seeks to
extend blessing to all the

families of the earth.

Question to
Explore

What does God want to
do through you and your

family?

Teaching Aim
To lead participants 

to trace God’s purpose 
for Abram and testify 

of what they understand
to be God’s purpose 

for their lives

Lesson One

Blessed to Bless

BIBLE COMMENTS

Understanding the Context

With the focal text of this lesson, the message of
Genesis can be seen in a kind of cyclical fashion.
The momentum of the larger narrative builds
from the first family to the Tower of Babel
(Genesis 11). Ever present with these accounts is
the fact of the fallenness of human beings.
Rather than worship God as intended from the
beginning, people continually found ways to
direct themselves away from God.

The descendants of Adam and Eve multi-
plied, for example. Following soon, however, is
the statement (Gen. 6:5), “ . . . the wickedness of
humankind was great in the earth. . . .” In the
midst of this wickedness was one man, Noah,
who was “ . . . a righteous man, blameless in his
generation” (6:9).

Noah, and by implication some of his family,
pleased God with their lives. Noah entered into
an agreement (covenant) with God and built a
huge boat to endure God’s judgment, which
came as a flood. The Great Flood served as judg-
ment on humankind’s estrangement from God.

The scale of Genesis grows rather predictably
from a specific family to a larger group. Not
much commentary is given regarding the Tower
of Babel (11:1–10), but there humanity suffered
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Israel’s 
First Family



another judgment from God. People attempted to discover fulfillment and
spiritual insight in their own way. Following the Tower of Babel episode is
a genealogy ending with a man named Terah.

Through one of Terah’s children, Abram, God brought to the forefront
his intent to form a close relationship with human beings. Unlike how we
may deal with being spurned, God continued to return to humanity with
the offer of right relationships.

In so many ways, the story of humanity in these early pages of our Bible
is our own story. Abram’s story is our story. The Bible relates his experi-
ences in an unglossed way. Where there is frailty of purpose and will, that
frailty is described. As well, the Bible tells of those points of Abram’s life
that show that in his times of most sterling and noble character, he was
walking in step with God. We can learn from Abram’s mistakes, and we
can learn from his successes. A major milestone for Abram was receiving
the blessing of God, a blessing that continues to our very day.

Interpreting the Scriptures

The Descendants of Terah (11:27–32)

11:27. A turning point occurs with the latter part of Genesis 11. A new
direction of God’s drama is unfolding for the reader. In addition to Abram
and his brothers Nahor and Haran, another key player named Lot is men-
tioned.

11:28. The details of this new narrative continue. The family was located
in Ur, which indicates something of the scattering after the Tower of
Babel. The location could be called a city, even in the time of Terah, hav-
ing been established well before 2000 BC. Ur likely was in southern
Mesopotamia and was a center of moon worship. The family of Terah
called this place home. Haran died there. Could this event suggest a pos-
sible reason the family decided to move from Ur? Contemporary families
relate how life’s reference points change profoundly with the death of a
child, no matter the age.

11:29–30. Terah’s two remaining sons married. More facts are provided
about Milcah, Nahor’s wife, than about Sarai. All the reader can determine
about Sarai is the rather stark statement, “Now Sarai was barren. . . .” This
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information provides a hint about the events that will unfold as God
promises posterity to Abram. In brief, Abram married a woman with little
history and who could not bear children. Thus, any grounds for what could
be called the greatness of Sarai would have to be miraculous in nature. At
this point of the narrative, perhaps only her name, which means princess
or queen, provides an indication of her place in God’s redemptive history.

11:31. Enigma marks this verse. No detail is given as to why Terah left Ur
with his family. One can conjecture that Terah had some acquaintance
with God. For instance, Laban asserted that the God of Nahor and Terah
was the God of Abram (31:53).

We can only imagine the conversations that resulted in Terah’s family
moving to a place in northwest Mesopotamia, Haran. The location was
about 550 miles away from Ur.The trip was no incidental journey.The name
Haran does double duty as the name of both Terah’s son and a new location.
Nahor evidently settled nearby. A city with his name is given in 24:10, along
with the account of Abram’s servant finding a wife for Isaac there.

Note one thing especially. The family made a thorough break with Ur.
The family’s early background in Ur is mentioned only once more in the
Abram narratives (15:4), in a recounting of God’s working with the family.

11:32. Terah went no farther than Haran. The culture shock may have
been enough for him to stop and live out his days in Haran. His age could
have contributed to his physical ability to travel farther. The baton had
been passed, however. Abram’s story quickly overshadows that of Terah.

The Call of Abram (12:1–9)

12:1. To this point, we can only imply that the calling of God was
involved in the movement of Terah and his family. Now, however, the
Scripture records the direct command of God. The calling is characteristic
of how we may experience God’s calling ourselves. The impulse comes
from God rather than from us. Too, the call is to leave what one knows and
does in order to be dependent on God. Enough details of the calling are
given for us to get started, but not all is revealed.

God told Abram to go to “the land that I will show you.” This call seems
to be a reversal of the huge flow of events in Genesis to this point. Where
humanity had characteristically moved farther and farther from the loca-
tion and spirit of Eden (3:10–14, 23), now came God’s promise of a land
to replace the loss of Eden.
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12:2–3. To “bless” means to give life, power, inspiration, and sustenance.
This key concept occurs five times in these two verses. The repetition of
the word emphasizes the idea.

The promise of becoming “a great nation” comes first. A new people, a
new culture, and a new way of relating to God would begin with Abram.
Indeed, blessing would come first to Abram. Abram was not to hoard the
blessing or use it for his own privilege, however. Not only would Abram
enjoy the good things of life from God, but Abram would also be the
source, even the channel, of blessing for others. The one who received
blessing from God would come to understand the paradox that more
blessing comes as one blesses others.

Note in 12:3 a further extension of God’s grace. Those who blessed
Abram would receive blessing themselves. Their blessing of Abram would
demonstrate their openness to Abram’s God. Judgment also would hover
about Abram, for those who cursed him, wished him ill, or treated him
poorly, would be cursed or suffer misfortune.

Note that Abram’s blessing would come in his lifetime, but the blessing
also would extend to people of all time. A part of the significance of this
idea is seen in our own time as Abram figures prominently in Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam.

12:4. Perhaps Abram deliberated and prepared.The impact of the narrative,
however, is that Abram simply went as God directed rather than fighting the
call of God. From Haran, Abram moved on to Canaan, in a southwesterly
direction. This trip would be about 400 miles. Abram’s dependence on God
shines through as the narrator mentions that Abram was seventy-five years
old when the next segment of his journey began. Seventy-five, even among
those in the Old Testament who seemed to live a long time, was an age when
a slowing down would be welcome. In addition, although seventy-five,
Abram still believed posterity, children, would be part of his life.

12:5. The miles melt away in one verse! At the beginning Abram and
his group set out. By the end of the verse they are in Canaan. Nothing is
given of any of the hardships that such a trip must have presented. The
verse mentions that Sarai and Lot were journeying with Abram. The
verse also states that other people had become part of Abram’s following.
Perhaps these were people who dared to follow God along with Abram.

Lot may have invited himself. Genesis 12:4 may imply that Abram did
not make much of Lot accompanying him. This possibility begins to take
more form as Lot’s character is expressed in later events.
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12:6–7. Abram’s first stop in Canaan was at Shechem. Shechem was a
major Canaanite city in the hill country of Samaria below the slopes of
Mount Gerizim. The location has a religious and political role in Israel’s
history (see Judges 9:1–57; 1 Kings 12:1, 25). The oak of Moreh
undoubtedly was already a site of worship, a Canaanite sanctuary.

Interestingly, at this site of pagan worship, God spoke further to Abram
about Abram’s receiving the land. Likely, questions still lingered for
Abram. People already occupied the land given to him, for instance.
Strong patterns of worship of other gods were already present. Where
Abram had walked by faith the journey into Canaan, he then had sight,
and what he saw may have challenged his faith. About the time Abram’s
faith became sight, God called for more faith. Such a pattern is one we can
recognize in our own lives.

Verse 7 provides the first occasion of God’s further instructions to
Abram since before leaving Haran. We have no way of knowing whether
the whole journey passed without Abram hearing from God. However,
with the newest instructions, Abram built an altar. Perhaps one interpre-
tation is that he was establishing a visible territorial mark. A more sub-
stantive interpretation is that Abram built a place of worship out of
gratitude for God’s care. In a shadow of the pattern Paul used in Athens
many centuries later, Abram made an altar to the true God in the very
place where pagan gods were worshipped.

12:8–9. Abram continued moving in a southerly direction. First he
stopped between Bethel and Ai, where he built another altar and
“invoked the name of the Lord.” We will study more about Abram’s
experience of building altars in future lessons. Be sure to note how the
altars exhibit the closeness of Abram’s relationship to God and God’s
promises.

Abram’s exploration of the Promised Land took him into the Negev, or
southern Palestine. Again, the Bible hints at something without saying it
directly, “Abram journeyed on by stages. . . .” No distances are related, no
cities are named, and no more altars are mentioned.

Focusing On the Meaning

No one is an island, to paraphrase the poet John Donne. The life of Abram
demonstrates Donne’s idea in a vivid way.
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We may think of Abram’s story in isolation, but we will miss the focus
of the story if we do. Abram’s experiences occurred in the context of huge
events. These events provide a window into the dynamics of the inter-
change between God and humanity. Reflect, too, on how the story of
Abraham’s call lays the foundation for much of the rest of what we under-
stand as human history.

1. Insight into our short span of time can come by looking at a larger sweep
of history and human experience. We need the perspective on life that
looking at the larger picture provides us. In an associated way, we
can learn valuable lessons by looking beyond our individual lives to
the history of our own family. No doubt, each of us finds relatives in
our history about whom we cannot be proud. There are those, how-
ever, who illustrate a lifestyle that is inspirational and encouraging.
Because of such illustrations, we ourselves have seen God. God has
blessed us through them.

2. At the same time, an important lesson to be learned from Abram’s experi-
ence is that each individual must take responsibility for his or her life
choices. Baptists have identified such accountability as soul compe-
tency, the priesthood of the believer. No random, “anything goes,”
approach, soul competency calls a person to come humbly before
God in seeking direction for life.

3. The individual who relates to God in the manner we see Abram doing at
his best is one who is in right relationship with God. Good things hap-
pen for and to such people. Bad events are softened through the lens
of life that God provides. This sense of blessing works toward the
filling and fulfilling of an individual.

4. The blessings God gives are not to be held tightly to oneself but to be
shared. People who enjoy the blessings of God have the responsibil-
ity to extend that blessing to everyone around them. The beginning
point is with one’s family, both near and far, whether in space or
time. Abram’s life demonstrates that one is in debt to those who
have gone before and have been channels of blessings. Such realiza-
tion presses us to consider how the effects of our lives can extend
beyond our own lifetimes to generations yet unborn.
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TEACHING PLANS

Teaching Plan—Varied Learning Activities

Connect with Life

1. Begin by taking a hand survey to see who has moved the most.
Inquire, Has anyone moved more than five times? more than ten
times? Follow up with these questions:

• What has been good about moving?
• What are some of the difficulties? (Possibly share a time when

you moved.)
• What words would you use to describe moving? (Tough, hard

work, leaving friends, making new friends, etc).
(Option: Invite a member of your church staff to share a brief

testimony about what it is like to move from one location to another
when God calls, and how he or she knew God was calling).

2. Continue with this question: What are potential reasons a person
or family would move? Allow time for responses (job relocation,
family situation changes, health reasons, etc.). If no one makes this
point, note that sometimes God calls us to move or sets up cir-
cumstances so we must move. Point out that today we begin a
study of the life of Abram, the father of the Hebrew people. We
will see how God called Abram, led him, and used him to be a
blessing to others.

Guide Bible Study

3. Using comments from the Study Guide, give a brief overview of
Genesis 1—11. Have a volunteer read 11:27–32 aloud while the
class listens for Abram’s family heritage. Ask what the passage tells
us about Abram’s family heritage. Lecture briefly on Abram’s family
heritage to fill in the information as needed.

4. Form the class into three groups of two to five people each, giving
each an assignment as follows. Allow ten minutes for group study. (If
you have fewer than six people in attendance, use the assignments
with the class as a whole. If you have more than fifteen people in
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attendance, form additional groups and give one or more assign-
ments to more than one group.)

Group 1: Read Genesis 12:1–9.
(1) List the promises God gave Abram.
(2) God gave promises to Abram to encourage him. How does

God encourage us today?
(3) Does God make promises to us today? Explain your answer.
(4) If God does have promises for us, how do we know, and how

do we know they are from God?
(5) How can God use our personal testimony to bless others?

Group Two: Read Genesis 12:1–9.
(1) List what God asked Abram to do.
(2) Discuss how you think Abram felt about God’s request in

12:1.
(3) How would you feel if God asked you to do what God asked

Abram to do?
(4) If God had not given Abram the promises, do you think it

would have changed Abram’s response? Why or why not?
(5) How do we know whether God is calling us to do something?
(6) Has God ever called anyone in our group to do a specific task?

If so, how did you respond?
(7) How can God use our personal testimony to bless others?

Group Three: Read Genesis 12:1–9.
(1) List ways Abram responded to God.
(2) Do you think Abram would have responded had God not

given him the promises? Why or why not?
(3) How do you think Abram and his family felt, leaving all that

was familiar to go on this journey with God?
(4) What do you think is the significance of Abram building altars

to the Lord?
(5) How would we know whether God is asking us to do some-

thing for him today?
(6) Has God ever called you to a specific task? If so, how did you

respond?
(7) How should we respond when we see God working?
(8) How can God use our personal testimony to bless others?
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Encourage Application

5. Bring the groups back together. Allow each group to report. Add
input from the Study Guide as needed.

6. Close by challenging members to watch for God at work this week.
Point out that seeing God at work can become our invitation to part-
ner with God so God may use us to be a blessing to someone else.

Teaching Plan—Lecture and Questions

Connect with Life

1. Begin by explaining that a family mission statement is a statement
or paragraph that families create that lists principles, purposes, or
values important to them. It is like a roadmap, guiding families to
their destination. Inquire: What kind of phrases might be appropri-
ate for a family mission statement? (Possible answers: We’ll demon-
strate love to each other daily. We’ll support one another regardless.
We’ll have fun together.)

2. Point out that in Genesis 11—12, we see the first family from the
nation of Israel, and how God provided what we might call a family
mission statement for Abram. Put the following outline from the
Study Guide on the board or on a large piece of newsprint.

Guide Bible Study

3. Blessed by a Wonderful Family Heritage (11:27–32). Present a brief syn-
opsis of Genesis 1—11. Refer to the role of Abram as God focused
God’s plan for salvation. Invite a volunteer to read Genesis 11:27–32
aloud while the class listens for Abram’s family heritage. Share the
following information, using information from the Study Guide as
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needed: In these verses we see Abram’s family heritage. The Bible says
Sarai, Abram’s wife, could not have children. Sarai probably struggled
emotionally, at least, because of her inability to have children. Most of
us have felt inadequate at one time or another. In the New Testament,
the Apostle Paul struggled with the issue of inadequacy at least once.
He wrote what he discovered about relying on God in 2 Corinthians
12:9 (NIV): “But he [ Jesus] said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you,
for my power is made perfect in weakness.’” God wants us to trust
him, even when we have doubts or feelings of inadequacy.

4. Blessed by the Gracious Call of God (12:1–3). State that Genesis
12:1–3 reveals God’s family mission statement for Abram and Sarai.
Read 12:1 aloud.

a. Ask: What did God require of Abram and Sarai? (To leave
everything familiar—land, ethnic background, and family of
origin—to go where God would lead.)

b. Share the following insights: Abram and Sarai’s leaving their
family and their former way of life and trusting God com-
pletely was a huge risk for them. Many, if not most, people
have difficulty handling change.

c. To illustrate, have members hold their hands out in front of
them with their fingers spread apart. Instruct them to quickly
clasp their hands together, interlocking fingers, and hold this
position. Next, have them intentionally move their hand posi-
tion over one finger to put the other hand’s thumb on top.
Ask: How does this new hand position feel? (Awkward, differ-
ent). Suggest that most of us don’t like this little change in
hand position. Imagine how we would be tempted to react to
the change God was asking of Abram.

d. State that fortunately, God understands our human nature.
God provided Abram some promises. Read 12:2–3 aloud. Ask:
What are the promises? Using the Study Guide information,
discuss these promises and their implications. Point out that in
the final promise, God said he would bless Abram so that in
turn, God could bless others through him. (Use information
from the brief article, “Blessing.”)

5. Blessed by the Faithful Provision of God (12:4–5). Read 12:4–5 aloud
while the class listens for what Abram did. State that Abram obeyed
God. He did so in quiet obedience. He did so at an age when people
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today are in retirement. Yet God was just beginning God’s work
through Abram and Sarai. We’re never too old to be used by God.
Ask the following questions:

a. How can God use us to be a blessing to others? (We can pray
for others; we can demonstrate God’s love by encouraging
each other; we can witness to our neighbors and co-workers.)

b. Think of a time you were faithful to God in something God
asked of you. (Allow thirty seconds of quiet time for thinking).
Inquire, How do you feel God blessed you as a result of your
faithfulness? Who would be willing to share your experience as
an example? (Allow time for responses).

6. Blessed by the Meaningful Worship of God (12:6–9). Read 12:6–9 aloud.
State: Just as Abram obeyed God, God desires us to follow in obedi-
ence, too. The best place to be is in the center of God’s will. It may not
always be easy, but there is confidence in knowing you’re doing what
God wants you to do. Abram knew he was doing what God wanted
him to do. God promised Abram (12:7), “‘’To your offspring I will give
this land,’” even though Abram and Sarai had no children. Abram
models for us an appropriate response to God’s leadership in our
lives—worship. Abram built an altar at Shechem and subsequently at
Bethel. Abram offered his gratitude to God through worship.

Encourage Application

7. Explain that God still calls people today. If we obey, God will bless
us and use us to be a blessing to others. We can make a difference in
the lives of our friends, our family, our neighbors and our work asso-
ciates simply by living in obedience to God.

8. Inquire:
• Can you think of people for whom you or your family has made

a difference because of your faithfulness to God? Would anyone
be willing to share? (Allow time for responses. Share a personal
testimony).

• Can you think of others who need to be added to your circle of
influence?

• What things can we do to make a difference for God in
someone else’s life?

9. Challenge the class to make a difference this week. Close in prayer.
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