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Genesis 17 

 

Last week we witnessed God walking between the two halves of the sacrificial animals to establish a 
covenant between Himself and Abram.  Abram didn’t see God, but the smoking oven and the burning 
torch were certainly carried by our unseen God. Abram was not compelled to walk down the bloody 
path. The onus was on God alone. Abram’s part was to agree, by faith, that God’s Word was enough.  
This covenant was made after He was declared righteous so that the Covenant was a bond between 
God and Abram, done in a way that Abram could understand.  Abram’s faith was enough for God to 
inscribe his name in the Book of Life. But since that day, God exercised his faith to purify it and to 
strengthen it for the day when Abram’s faith would be purified by fire.  

 

Abram was a just a man. Abram was a sinner. Abram was an idolater. We were just like Abram 
before we were declared righteous by bloody path, down which the Son of God walked alone. Our 
entry into the Covenant was purely by grace and through faith that the LORD gave us as a gift, to 
accept the gift.  And our walk of faith is just like Abram’s: full of doubts,  struggles with sin, flesh, 
satan and the world – even after being declared righteous.  

 

Our foundations are the same and some of the roads that Abram had to walk were similar but, 
ultimately quite different.  God had purposed in His heart to use Abram to be the father of a multitude 
of nations and that it would not be accomplished through Hagar’s son Ishmael, but through the body 
of a 99 year old man and his barren wife. Incredible? Yes. Impossible? No.  

   

(Genesis 17:1 NKJV)  When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to Abram and 
said to him, "I am Almighty God; walk before Me and be blameless. 

 
It’s been 13 years since the birth of Ishmael. In His silence, Abram’s faith was once again tried. 
Faith requires stamina. Faith requires seeing the unseen and believing for it. Faith requires 
that despite of what happens “under the sun”, the Word of God stands. And faith always 
requires a response by the one having it.  
 
God comes down, perhaps seeing this as a critical moment in Abram’s life.  Ishmael is nearing 
the age of accountability and Abram maybe settling into the idea that it would be Ishmael who 
would be his heir.  
 
Right away, God reveals to Abram another aspect of Who He is. For the first time in Scripture, 
He says, “I am Almighty God.  He is infinitely powerful; able to do all things by the power of His 
might.  Abram needed to hear this because of what God is about to tell Him.  We too need to 
hear this because often, too often, we see our circumstances, our calling as image-bearers 
and disciple-makers, and even our attitudes and thoughts as way too big for God to handle. If 
God could lift us out of the hell-fires that were licking at our feet (or should I say “souls”), 
certainly He is powerful enough to rescue us out of the situations in which we find ourselves 
AND the big messes we have created. Certainly, He is powerful enough to complete what He 
has started in us, our salvation, our sanctification and our glorification.  
 
Unlike Enoch and Noah who walked with God, Abram is told to walk before me. (the keyword 
being “before”, meaning “faces”).  
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“Abram, walk before my Face – always keeping Me in your sight.’  
 

What’s the difference?  Enoch and Noah’s faith was evident from the start.  Abram’s weaker 
faith, perhaps through years of idolatry,  caused him to question God and to also try to take 
God’s work into his own hands by actions based on a series of “bad ideas”.  
 
But God came down to encourage Abram and reiterate His promises and His expectations: 
 

“Abram – follow me and keep your eyes on me always. In this way, you will be 
blameless”  (not perfect but complete and satisfied). 

 
 

(Genesis 17:2 NKJV)  And I will make My covenant between Me and you, and will multiply you 
exceedingly." 
 

The word “make” is a poor choice for the English translation given the context of chapter 16.  
The covenant was already made. “Will make” seems to imply future fulfillment based on verse 
one’s walk and being blameless. Seeing just the English translation, some believe that verse 1 
stipulates conditions.  This is why CONTEXT is so critical!   
 
“make” would be better translated “give”, so that it should read “And I gave My covenant 
between Me and you and I will multiply you exceedingly”.     

 
Given the unilateral, unconditional nature of this covenant, we can understand that verse 1 
does not contain conditions of the covenant but rather as a response to the covenant!  That 
response is like ours:  submitting to the One who will do all for us. 

 
(Genesis 17:3 NKJV)  Then Abram fell on his face, and God talked with him, saying: 

 
Abram is certainly affected by what God has said, AGAIN!  The Great I AM came down in a 
critical moment in Abram’s life. It’s been 13 years since the birth of Ishmael. It appears that, 
once again, waiting on the LORD has generated doubts in Abram’s mind.  Seeing God 
manifested and not just hearing His voice or in a vision, drove Abram to the ground.  The 
gesture was one of complete submission to his God. 
 

(Genesis 17:4 NKJV)  "As for Me, behold, My covenant is with you, and you shall be a father of 
many nations. 
 

The phrase, “as for me” is critical. This is God Almighty declaring that His covenant promises 
are for Abram and his offspring alone.  
 
The first time God spoke to Abram was back in Chapter 12, He told him, “I will make you a 
great nation”. 
 
That nation would be as the dust of the earth or the innumerable stars in the sky.  
 
Now the LORD clarifies even further by saying, “you shall be a father of many nations”.  
 

(Genesis 17:5 NKJV)  No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; 
for I have made you a father of many nations. 
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Therefore, I am going to change your name to Abraham, for I am making you a father of many 
nations. 
 
We have seen how God changes the name of certain individuals.  Jacob became Israel and 
Simon became Peter;  Each of these three were given a new name in anticipation of the 
transformation God would work in their lives.   It also implies the responsibility the One 
making the change has over the person who receives the new name.  

  
 (Genesis 17:6 NKJV)  I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings 
shall come from you. 

 
Who will make Abraham fruitful?  God will. Who will make nations from Abraham’s seed?  God 
will. 
 
Abraham had to submit and participate in God’s work, but the fruit comes from God.       
 

(Genesis 17:7 NKJV)  And I will establish My covenant between Me and you and your 
descendants after you in their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and your 
descendants after you. 

 
Again, the phrase “and I will establish…” implies a future action. The word “establish” can also 
mean “maintain” or  “uphold”, so the English might better read, “I am upholding My covenant”. 
The LORD said it is an everlasting covenant. Then He expresses desire is to be Abraham’s 
ONLY GOD – A GOD who is relational.  
 

(Genesis 17:8 NKJV)  Also I give to you and your descendants after you the land in which you are a 
stranger, all the land of Canaan, as an everlasting possession; and I will be their God." 
 

God is still expressing the details of “As for Me” started in verse 4. There is repetition here, but 
Almighty God wanted Abraham to truly understand that He is a promise-keeping God. God 
also wants his heirs to be in covenant and personal relationship with Himself. 
 

(Genesis 17:9 NKJV)  And God said to Abraham: "As for you, you shall keep My covenant, you 
and your descendants after you throughout their generations. 
 

Note the similar phrase that’s in verse 4;  this time the LORD is specifying expectations of 
Abraham and his descendants.     

 
The word “keep” in the Hebrew means to guard or protect. The picture is of planting hedge 
around the covenant by Abraham and his descendants.  It does come with the connotation of 
heeding or obeying, but there is a better word for obey and, this covenant, being unconditional, 
has no requirements other than guarding it in Abraham’s heart!  The hedge that is to be kept 
around this covenant is faith! 
 

(Genesis 17:10 NKJV)  This is My covenant which you shall keep, between Me and you and your 
descendants after you: Every male child among you shall be circumcised;  (11)  and you shall be 
circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between Me 
and you. 
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While this sounds very much like a condition placed on Abraham and his seed, we need to 
examine it in light of scriptural context!  We already know that the covenant that God ratified in 
chapter 15 has no conditions being placed on Abraham.   And, this is not a condition but 
rather, a sign or a token of a ratified covenant. It is basically showing that those who receive 
the rite of circumcision were those who   received the covenant by faith.   
 
Why circumcise the foreskin? Many have argued that it was purely for hygienic issues (these 
are intellectual types who never see the spiritual operating in the material). And while there 
have been studies showing some advantages, the evidence isn’t overwhelming.  
 
Because circumcision deals with the organ of procreation, some believe it was a reminder of 
the special Seed of Abraham that would bring the Messiah through the people of the 
circumcision.  
 
But it seems best to consider it as a cutting away of the flesh in which we are not to 
trust.  This is the spiritual application of the physical ritual. 
 

Even the LORD commanded all Israel saying,  

 

“Therefore circumcise the foreskin of your heart, and be stiff-necked no longer”. 
“(Deuteronomy 10:16 NKJV)   

 

Jesus understood the issue: 

 

(Matthew 15:19 NKJV)  For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, 
adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies. 

 

Paul also wrote of the circumcision of the heart in Romans,  
 

Romans 2:28-29 NKJV  For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is 
circumcision that which is outward in the flesh;  (29)  but he is a Jew who is one 
inwardly; and circumcision is that of the heart, in the Spirit, not in the letter; 
whose praise is not from men but from God. 

(Genesis 17:12 NKJV)  He who is eight days old among you shall be circumcised, every male child in 
your generations, he who is born in your house or bought with money from any foreigner who is not 
your descendant. 
 

For Abraham and his non-Ishmaelite descendants, particularly the Jews who were 
descendants of Isaac and then Jacob’s 12 son’s, it was done (except for this first time), on the 
eighth day.  
 
The beauty of this is that God, who created the human body, understood that on the 8th day, all 
the blood components needed for coagulation were all active in the body.  
 
BTW, for gentile men to convert to Judaism, circumcision is required…but only for the more 
conservative sects.  
 
By the way, Muslim’s have no set time for circumcising male children and in some sects or 
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regions, it may be as late as 13 year old but normally it is done in the hospital shortly after 
birth.   Interestingly, 99% of the information on Muslim circumcision that I read said that it was 
done purely for hygiene.  Only a few said that it was to commemorate the covenant God made 
with Abraham.  And, it is not mentioned in the Quran. 
 

(Genesis 17:13 NKJV)  He who is born in your house and he who is bought with your money must be 
circumcised, and My covenant shall be in your flesh for an everlasting covenant. 
 

While not a public sign (thank God), circumcision was a lifelong reminder of the everlasting 
covenant made by God.   
 

(Genesis 17:14 NKJV)  And the uncircumcised male child, who is not circumcised in the flesh 
of his foreskin, that person shall be cut off from his people; he has broken My covenant.” 

 
You might be wondering, “how can a young child be cut off from his people since he’s too 
young to understand?” 
 
It is the responsibility of the father or mother to ensure that it is done!  If they fail, it must be 
performed by someone who is a local authority or failing that, if there is a ruling body of 
Rabbi’s (like the Sanhedrin), they would be responsible and failing all of this, the child is 
responsible when he is grown to see that it is done.   If the man fails to have himself 
circumcised, he is guilty and must be cut-off from his people.  
 
Some believe that every statement about being cut-off from the people meant the death of the 
individual. But that’s not good exegesis or interpretation of the text.  In this case, the person 
refusing circumcision, rejects the covenant and therefore will not have his share in the land. 
This isn’t a salvation issue. It’s a blessing issue!   
 

(Genesis 17:15 NKJV)  Then God said to Abraham, "As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her 
name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. (16)  And I will bless her and also give you a son by her; 
then I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples shall be from her." 
 

God renames Sarai to Sarah from ‘contentious’ to ‘princess’. This is in anticipation of her role 
in this covenant:  the birth of kings that will come from her and Abraham. 
 
God Almighty is the only one who can create a child in the womb of the barren women!   This 
will be a double-blessing:  “I will bless her to bear a son and then I will bless her to be a mother 
of nations and kings of peoples”. 
 
From anyone other than God, these promises would be cruel to a barren woman!  But God 
Almighty can make these promises! 
 

(Genesis 17:17 NKJV)  Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said in his heart, "Shall a 
child be born to a man who is one hundred years old? And shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear 
a child?"  (Genesis 17:18 NKJV)  And Abraham said to God, "Oh, that Ishmael might live before You!" 
 

Abraham couldn’t contain himself: he fell down laughing and thinking “can my 90 year old 
barren wife bear a child?”. 
 
At first glance it might appear that his laughter was out of utter disbelief.  Perhaps because of 



Page | 6 
 

his prayer “Oh, that Ishmael might live before you”.   But most believe that while there was 
some doubt, his laughter was out of joy.  Both Jesus and Paul understood: 
 

John 8:56 NKJV  Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was 
glad." 

 

(Romans 4:17-25 NJJV) (as it is written, "I HAVE MADE YOU A FATHER OF MANY 
NATIONS") in the presence of Him whom he believed—God, who gives life to the 
dead and calls those things which do not exist as though they did;  (18)  who, 
contrary to hope, in hope believed, so that he became the father of many nations, 
according to what was spoken, "SO SHALL YOUR DESCENDANTS BE."  (19)  And 
not being weak in faith, he did not consider his own body, already dead (since he 
was about a hundred years old), and the deadness of Sarah's womb.  (20)  He did 
not waver at the promise of God through unbelief, but was strengthened in faith, giving 
glory to God,  (21)  and being fully convinced that what He had promised He was also 
able to perform. 
 

Doubts ok…unbelief not ok. 
 

(Genesis 17:19 NKJV)  Then God said: "No, Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall 
call his name Isaac; I will establish My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, and 
with his descendants after him. 
 

So, God, in a gracious and patient way assures him that it will be Sarah that will be the bearer 
of the son. And, you will call his name Isaac (Yitzhaq, meaning laughter).  Not only that, the 
promises made to Abraham are to be continued in Isaac and his descendants.   
 

(Genesis 17:20 NKJV)  And as for Ishmael, I have heard you. Behold, I have blessed him, and will 
make him fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly. He shall beget twelve princes, and I will make 
him a great nation. 
 

“Abraham, I heard your heart’s cry for Ishmael; I know that you love him; I have blessed him, I 
will make him fruitful, I will multiply him and thru his twelve sons, I will make him a great 
nation.” 
 

(Genesis 17:21 NKJV)  But My covenant I will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to 
you at this set time next year." 
 

Then God tells him that within the year, Isaac will be born.  The LORD God opened her womb 
so that through normal marital relations, the child of promise would be conceived.  
 
And God, wanting to be very clear to Abraham (who tended to have doubts), made it very clear 
that it was through Isaac that the covenant would be accomplished!  Not Ishmael. 

 
(Genesis 17:22 NKJV)  Then He finished talking with him, and God went up from Abraham. 
 

Having repeated His promises very clearly and very emphatically, God ascends back into 
Heaven. 
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(Genesis 17:23 NKJV)  So Abraham took Ishmael his son, all who were born in his house and all who 
were bought with his money, every male among the men of Abraham's house, and circumcised the 
flesh of their foreskins that very same day, as God had said to him. 
 

Abraham certainly took God seriously. There was no hesitation and he circumcised every male 
in his household, that VERY SAME DAY.  
 

(Genesis 17:24 NKJV)  Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised in the 
flesh of his foreskin. (25)  And Ishmael his son was thirteen years old when he was circumcised in 
the flesh of his foreskin.  (26)  That very same day Abraham was circumcised, and his son Ishmael;  
(27)  and all the men of his house, born in the house or bought with money from a foreigner, were 
circumcised with him. 

 
It was made very clear to all who read this account in the life of Abraham that he was 
immediately obedient to the command to circumcise himself, Ishmael and every male in his 
household.  Again, obedience is a response of the faith Abraham had. Even in his not-so-good 
moments of doubt, he was faithful in believing God.  

 
Unlike the sign of the Noahic covenant, this one was certainly more personal.  Very personal. 
Painfully personal.  The rainbow reminds us of His promise not to flood the earth ever again.  
Circumcision, while performed on the male, reminds the Jews of the Land Covenant God made with 
Abraham.  It is also significant that it is a token of the blood covenant God made unconditionally with 
Abraham.  
 
As believers, including Jewish believers, circumcision does not have any impact on our lives.  Even 
the Pharisee Paul, who was circumcised understood this: 
 

Galatians 5:6 NKJV  For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails 
anything, but faith working through love. 

 
Some mention its relationship to Baptism. Well at least those who understand that baptism isn’t a 
requirement of salvation. Like circumcision is to the Jew, baptism is an outward expression of what’s 
already taken place in the believer: that is, justification salvation by faith.  
 
But over time, Jews turned this act of faith into a “work” which meant salvation.  They took what was 
supposed to be a spiritual act of joining the nation of Israel to mean that having done it guaranteed 
eternal life. =We are saved by Grace thru faith not by anything that can be construed as works.   
 

1 Corinthians 6:11 NKJV  (11)  And such were some of you. But you were washed, but you 
were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and by the Spirit of our 
God. 

 

 Revelation 1:4-5 NKJV  John, to the seven churches which are in Asia: Grace to you and 
peace from Him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven Spirits who are 
before His throne,  (5)  and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, 
and the ruler over the kings of the earth. To Him who loved us and washed us from our sins in 
His own blood, 
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Revelation 7:13-14 NKJV  (13)  Then one of the elders answered, saying to me, "Who are 
these arrayed in white robes, and where did they come from?"  (14)  And I said to him, "Sir, 
you know." So he said to me, "These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and 
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 

 
And, while this is done in obedience to the commandant of baptism, the motivation isn’t legalistic, but 
out of love for our Messiah and our identification of His death, burial and resurrection. 


