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Promise to Abraham Fulfilled in Christ  
Genesis 12:1-4a; Romans 4:1-5, 13-17 

 
Sermon Point: As we read the Bible, we focus on God’s promises first before we ask how 
we are to respond. The promise to Abraham (descendants, reputation, land, blessing to all 
nations) is foundational to understand what God is doing in Jesus. 
 
Do you ever make promises? You don’t have to say, “I promise…” in order to make 
promises. Even saying, “I’ll be home at 5” or “I’m going to do my homework now” are kinds 
of promises. 
 Trust is built when promises are made and kept. When we keep the promise to be 
home, trust is built. We show we care, that the other person is important to us and 
respected. It is especially important that adults keep their promises to children and make 
them carefully. When a parent breaks a promise, it’s a big deal to a child even if they aren’t 
able to explain how they are disappointed or feel unimportant or disrespected. Promises 
kept over a long period of time lead to deeper relationships that can better handle 
disappointments and miscommunication. 
 By the word “faith,” we Christians mean “trust in God’s promises.” Faith is not so 
much thinking facts are true; it is trusting in a relationship built on promises. 
 The place we learn about God’s promises is the Bible. This Lent as we are practicing 
how to read the Bible, our first goal is to identify the Gospel and distinguish it from the 
Law. We focus first on what God is doing, what God is promising, before we ask how we are 
to respond. 
 The story of God’s saving, healing, forgiving work begins in the very first book of the 
Bible, Genesis. We need to put an end to the idea that the Old Testament is a book of Law 
and the New Testament is a book of Grace. God’s Word from start to finish, from Genesis to 
Revelation, is both Law and Gospel, both Law and Promise. 
 Perhaps the most important promise is given for the first time in Genesis chapter 
12. Let’s practice today reading it to find the Gospel. Like last Sunday, we are going to first 
ask, “What does God do?” 
 Verse 1 says, “Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father’s house to the land I will show you.’” What does God do in this 
verse? First circle, “the LORD said.” We know that Abram is being chosen for something 
special because the LORD speaks directly to him. Nowhere does it say that Abram was 
asking for this kind of attention. He hadn’t been fasting or giving offerings. Genesis doesn’t 
say he was remarkably pious or did good works; the focus is on God speaking, God’s action. 
 You should also circle “I will show.” Here is the first promise: God will show Abram 
and Sarai land. Again, God doesn’t use the words, “I promise to show you land,” but simply 
“I will show you.” That’s a promise. 
 But God’s promises don’t end there. Let’s read verse 2. “I will make of you a great 
nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so you will be a blessing.” Let’s 
break that down. 
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 The second promise (after showing the land) is “I will make of you a great nation.” 
Let’s circle that. What is a “great nation”? Does that mean prosperous? Influential? 
Militarily strong? It isn’t entirely clear here. When you’re reading the Bible and something 
isn’t clear, I suggest putting a question mark in the margin, perhaps even writing, “great 
nation?” to help you keep your eyes open to what is meant. Not everything is clear at first; 
sometimes we need more information and must wait patiently for it to unfold as we read. 
 The third promise is not quite as ambiguous: “I will bless you and make your name 
great so that you will be a blessing.” “Making name great” sounds like reputation—Abram 
and Sarah’s family will have a positive and influential reputation in the world. But it isn’t 
clear exactly what it means to bless to be a blessing. It’s good, beneficial, but unclear exactly 
how. So, I’d write “Blessing?” in the margins to show we need to look for more information. 
 The fourth promise in v. 3 is related to the idea of blessing, “I will bless those who 
bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed.” It still isn’t entirely clear what is meant by “blessing” and “curses” here, 
but what is clear is that God is on Abram’s side with allies and against enemies, and that 
this relationship between God and Abram and Sarai is good for all the families. 
 These four promises: land, great nation, reputation, and blessing to all nations—are 
repeated in Genesis 15(:1-21); 17(:1-8);18(:18); 21(:13); 46(:3), 48(:19). The promises are 
repeated to Abraham and Sarah’s son Isaac and then their grandson Jacob so that 
throughout the Old Testament, it is referred to as the promises God “swore to your 
ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.” (e.g. Deut 1:8; 9:5; 29:13). 
 These promises are Gospel, sisters and brothers! They are God’s good work to bless 
all the nations of the world through Abraham and Sarah’s family. So you should be looking 
at five circles that help you quickly see what God is doing and promising. 
 The Gospel is that “We are saved by God’s action alone through faith.” “Faith” is trust 
that leads to action. How do Abram and Sarai show their trust? Look at verse 4, “So Abram 
went.” Put a rectangle around this to show the response of faith. Circles show God’s work 
and rectangles show the response—but we need to be sure to get the order right: God acts, 
people respond. 
 As Christians, we believe that the ambiguity of these promises is resolved in Jesus. 
Today we read from Romans 4. Before we leave Genesis 12, write in the margin Romans 
4:13-17. We’re not going to look at it now, but encourage you to read it sometime today. 
The point is that Christians believe that God’s promises to Abraham are fully kept in Jesus: 
the “great nation” is the people who are included in God’s family by trusting God’s 
promises; the reputation is God’s reputation for saving the sinful; the blessing to all nations 
is the hope that comes through Jesus, the descendant of Abraham and Sarah. God kept 
God’s promise! 
 So, what difference does this make to you and me? When you hear that God forgives 
you, you can trust it—God has kept promises! When you hear that God has conquered 
death by raising Jesus, you can trust it—God has kept promises! And you can act on that 
forgiveness and hope—no need to nurse a guilty conscience—live forgiven! No need to be 
afraid of death—live life to the fullest! 


