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HOW TO MAKE THE MOST
OF THESE STUDIES

1. What is an Interactive Bible Study?

Interactive Bible Studies are a bit like a guided tour of a
famous city. They take you through a particular part of
the Bible, helping you to know where to start, pointing
out things along the way, suggesting avenues for further
exploration, and making sure that you know how to get
home. Like any good tour, the real purpose is to allow you
to go exploring for yourself—to dive in, have a good look
around, and discover for yourself the riches that God’s
word has in store.

In other words, these studies aim to provide
stimulation and input and point you in the right direction,
while leaving you to do plenty of the exploration and
discovery yourself.

We hope that these studies will stimulate lots of
‘interaction’—interaction with the Bible, with the things
we've written, with your own current thoughts and
attitudes, with other people as you discuss them, and
with God as you talk to him about it all.
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2. The format

The studies contain five main components:
sections of text that introduce, inform, summarize
and challenge
numbered questions that help you examine the
passage and think through its meaning
sidebars that provide extra bits of background or
optional extra study ideas, especially regarding other
relevant parts of the Bible
‘Implications’ sections that help you think about what
the passage means for you and your life today
suggestions for thanksgiving and prayer as you close.

3. How to use these studies on your own

Before you begin, pray that God would open your eyes
to what he is saying in the Bible, and give you the
spiritual strength to do something about it.

Work through the study, reading the text, answering
the questions about the Bible passage, and exploring
the sidebars as you have time.

Resist the temptation to skip over the ‘Tmplications’
and ‘Give thanks and pray’ sections at the end. It is
important that we not only hear and understand God’s
word, but also respond to it. These closing sections
help us do that.

Take what opportunities you can to talk to others
about what you've learned.

4. How to use these studies in a small group

Much of the above applies to group study as well.
The studies are suitable for structured Bible study
or cell groups, as well as for more informal pairs and
triplets. Get together with a friend or friends and
work through them at your own pace; use them as
the basis for regular Bible study with your spouse. You
don’t need the formal structure of a ‘group’ to gain
maximum benefit.
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For small groups, it is very useful if group members can
work through the study themselves before the group
meets. The group discussion can take place comfortably
in an hour (depending on how sidetracked you get!) if
all the members have done some work in advance.
The role of the group leader is to direct the course of
the discussion and to try to draw the threads together
at the end. This will mean a little extra preparation—
underlining the sections of text to emphasize and
read out loud, working out which questions are worth
concentrating on, and being sure of the main thrust
of the study. Leaders will also probably want to work
out approximately how long theyd like to spend on
each part.

If your group members usually don’t work through the
study in advance, it’s extra important that the leader
prepares which parts to concentrate on, and which
parts to glide past more quickly. In particular, the
leader will need to select which of the ‘Implications’
to focus on.

We haven't included an ‘answer guide’ to the questions
in the studies. This is a deliberate move. We want
to give you a guided tour of the Bible, not a lecture.
There is more than enough in the text we have written
and the questions we have asked to point you in what
we think is the right direction. The rest is up to you.

5. Bible translation

We quote from and refer to the English Standard Version,
which we recommend. There should not generally be
any problems, however, if you are using a different
translation. (Nevertheless, it might be useful to have an
ESV on hand in case of any confusion.)
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STUDY 1

THE PROMISE
OF BLESSING FOR
THE EARTH

[GENESIS 12-14]

God's unfinished business in Genesis

GENESIS 1-11 ESTABLISHES THE
foundation of God’s relationship with
his world. From the beginning, God is
the loving creator and ruler of a good
world. He revealed his plan to redeem
humanity from sin and from the serpent
through the seed of the woman (Gen
3:15).

In Genesis 3 to 11, God engaged in
‘containment’ operations to limit the
spread of sin. Human death, which God
brought into his world as punishment
for sin, is one such restraint. God also
marked the murderer, Cain, to limit fur-
ther bloodshed. More drastically, God
sent the catastrophe of the flood to hold
back the spread of sin, wiping out all
people except the eight on the ark.
When Noah, the man of ‘rest’ (5:29),
provided a rest-giving sacrifice to

appease God’s deep-seated indignation
at human sin, we see that the people
saved in the ark had the same problem
as the people that died outside of it: “the
intention of man’s heart is evil from his
youth” (8:21; cf. 6:5). Again, in response
to the rebellion at Babel, God sent
different languages to confuse human
communication and prevent us from
sinfully uniting in our anti-God agenda.

But God’s plan was always to move
beyond mere ‘containment’ and to
redeem humanity in his chosen way.
Genesis 12-50 tells us that God worked
through one man, Abram the Hebrew,
and his offspring, to bless the whole
world.

These ten studies will trace the
God-breathed history of Abram and his
descendants—the origins of the nation

STUDY 1 THE PROMISE OF BLESSING FOR THE EARTH » 9



of Israel. And we will look at everything = serpent’s head (3:15; cf. Gal 3:16),
in the light of Jesus Christ—the off- redeem humanity, and prove to be the
spring of Abram who would crush the = fulfilment of all God’s promises.

Read Genesis 11:27-12:4.

1. Look at what we're told about this family in 11:27-31. What, if anything,

seems to undermine the idea that the 'seed of the woman' could come
through them?

2. What did God call Abram to do (v. 1)?

3. What did God promise he would do for and through Abram (vv. 2-3; see also
Gal 3:7-9)?"
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4. Look back at Genesis 11:4. What is the difference between God's promise to
Abram and the desire of the builders of the tower of Babel?

5. What do we learn from Abram's response to God here (v. 4; see also Heb 11:8-10)?

Abram's great commission

A CAREFUL READING OF GENESIS
12:1-3 reveals that God gave Abram a
command to go to the land he would
show him, but that God didn’t make
him a promise of land there and then
while Abram was in Haran. It was only
when Abram and his household actually
arrived in that land that Yahweh
appeared to him and made an additional
promise: “To your offspring I will give
this land” (Gen 12:7, emphasis added).
From this point, God would repeat the
promise of both land and offspring
again and again (13:15-16; 15:4-5, 18;
17:8; 18:18; 22:17).

Later, in the New Testament, Stephen
would add that God had originally
appeared to Abram prior to him living
in Haran. This earlier ‘call’ occurred
while Abram was in Mesopotamia

(in Ur of the Chaldeans, beyond the
Euphrates), indicated at point © on the
map ‘Abraham’s key journeys’ (over the
page). It was while Abram was at
Ur that God told him to go to Canaan
(Acts 7:2-4; cf. Gen 11:31; Josh 24:2).
And Joshua observed that Abram and
his family worshipped other gods in
Mesopotamia prior to this first call
(Josh 24:2-3, 14). The pilgrim family
had prematurely settled in Haran (Gen
11:31) as indicated at point @), where
Terah, Abram’s father, died (11:32; Acts
7:4). The call narrated in Genesis 12:1-3
occurred during Abram’s stay in Haran.

At this stage, Sarai—Abram’s wife
and also his half-sister (Gen 20:12)—
had been unable to conceive. By the time
they left Haran, she was 65 years old
and barren, and Abram was 75. Yet God
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promised them the joy of parenthood—
for the promise to have many descen-
dants must start with at least one!

Moreover, when Abram and his
family arrived in the land God showed
him, they “passed through the land”, for
the land was already occupied by the
Canaanites (12:6), and they travelled
further south. In the space of verses
4-9, Abram moved from the northern
boundary to the southern edge of
the land God had promised to his
descendants.

Read Genesis 12:10-20.

But there was no real settling into
the land. The travellers pitched their
tents, but they found themselves at
the Negeb, the southern border of the
Promised Land. So while Abram had
come to the land in obedience to God’s
command and he worshipped Yahweh
there, the only permanent marks of
Abram’s arrival were two stone altars
(©, ©). By verse 10, Abram’s family
was once again outside the Promised

Land (@).

6. Why did Abram leave the Promised Land (v. 10)?

7. What does this say about the reality of life in the Promised Land?

8. Why did Abram tell Pharaoh that Sarai was his sister (vv. 11-16; cf. 6:1-2)?
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Abraham's key journeys

HARAN
After arriving from Ur,

Terah, Abram and

Sarai, and Lot

prematurely settled in

Haran (Gen 11:31),

and Terah died here
(Gen 11:32; Acts 7:4). Here,
Abram again received

%
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rescued Lot (Gen 14:1-16). "% @
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Abram, Sarai and Lot in Canaan  ge4'of Galilee o
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East of Bethel: Salem/ Abram met Melchizedek (Gen 14:17-21).
Abram's second altar Jerusalem/
(Gen 12:8). Moriah
Later Abram returned

Abraham offered Isaac (Gen 22).
from Egypt (Gen 13:3-4).

originally called them

to migrate to Canaan
(Acts 7:2-4; Gen 11:31;
Josh 24:2-3,14).
Dead Sea They left Ur and went
to Haran
<
8 & J 11 1)
N Hebron/Mamre: Sodom
$® Lot separated
Gerar/Beersheba from Abram, who built
(Gen 20-21)  a third altar at Hebron
(Gen 13:14-18). The three
visitors arrived at Mamre
e To Egypt: (Gen 18). Sarah (Gen 23)
because of a famine,
where Abram said

and Abraham (Gen 25)

buried at Hebron.
Sarai was his sister

(Gen 12:10-20).
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Abram comes out of Egypt
into the Negeb as a rich man
(Gen 12:13,16, 13:1-2).
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Protecting Sarai

Pharaoh's statement |
took [Sarai] for my wife"
(12:19) in other places
means all that taking a
wife entails. However, it is
probable that Sarah was
spared from having sex
with Pharaoh. In 12:17,
the suffering inflicted
upon Pharaoh's household
occurred literally "upon

the word of Sarai, Abram's

wife". This suggests that
Sarai was calling the
plagues upon Pharaoh.
The situation would then
be similar to that of

Abimelech in Genesis 20:6. :

: 9. What do we learn about Abram in this passage?

. The promise protected

 WE COULD BE FORGIVEN for thinking that Abram’s
. morally repugnant treatment of Sarai had jeopardised
God’s promise of ‘offspring’ But, mercifully, that was
: not the case. God had, it seems, protected Sarai from
: the worst of the potential harm by inflicting serious
. punishments upon Pharaoh’s household (Gen 12:17, 20)
: —no thanks to Abram. Indeed, Abram had profited from
. his own appalling behaviour (12:16), as he seems to have
- intended (12:13; see point @ on the map). On top of
everything, Abram’s deception of Pharaoh can hardly
: be thought of as a blessing to the families of the world
F(12:2-3).

Sadly, Abram would again put his wife in great danger
. of sexual assault by deceiving another king (Genesis 20,
: at point ) while once again benefitting financially
: (20:16). We will also see this sin continuing down to the
: next generation, when Isaac makes the same misrepre-
. sentation about Rebekah (26:6-11).

:  In Genesis 13, Abram returned from Egypt to the
. place where God first appeared to him (point ). God’s
. blessings had become a source of conflict and family
. division for Abram. Lot, Abram’s nephew who had thus
© far accompanied Abram on all his journeys, had also
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accumulated flocks and herds (cf. Gen
13:5). Abram and Lot’s servants had
quarrelled, but Abram had graciously
given Lot the first choice of the best
land (13:9, at point €)). Appearances,
however, can be deceiving outside the
Garden—even in the Promised Land.
For though the land looked like the
garden of the Lord (13:10), there is no
such place anymore: the way back to
Eden has been shut (3:23-24). Even the
Promised Land suffered severe famine
(12:10). The closest Lot would ever get
to Eden was found in his connection to
Abram himself—what he already had
by kinship and grace—and the blessing
God promised to those who bless
Abram (12:3). Eventually, Lot’s decision
would leave him widowed, penniless,
homeless, living in a cave with his
traumatized daughters, escaping fire
and brimstone by the skin of their teeth
(19:12-30). Lot’s woes came from not

cleaving to Abram—his blessings and
rescues were all on account of Abram
(cf. 14:14-16, 18:22-33). But for Abram,
God repeated the promises of land and
offspring. God told Abram to survey the
entire land that God was giving him,
and Abram built a third altar (13:14-18,
at point @).

Abram had graciously sought peace
with Lot (13:8-9). He had considered
Lot’s needs above his own. This would
not threaten the promise, either. The
reduction in the strength of Abram’s
household was an irrelevance, for it
was his relationship with Yahweh his
God that had always been his strength.
This would be shown in his successful
campaign against four kings and their
armies, winning a victory that five kings
had been unable to win (14:1-16, at
point €). Abram would continue to be
a blessing to, and receive blessing from,
those around him.

Read Genesis 14:17-24 and Hebrews 7.

10. How did Abram'’s acts and attitudes toward the king of Sodom differ from
those concerning the king of Salem, and why (Gen 14:20-24; cf. 12:2-3,

13:13)72
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11. According to Hebrews 7, why is Melchizedek important? (If you have time,
you might like to read Psalm 110, quoted in Hebrews 7, and consider what it
says about the importance of Melchizedek.)

Melchizedek, the shadowy king-priest

MELCHIZEDEK, THE KING OF
Jerusalem at the time of Abram, was
also a priest of God Most High—the
very God who had called Abram (14:18;
Ps 110:4). When they met around 2000
BC, Abram acknowledged Melchizedek
with a tithe of the booty from his
military victory (point ).

In around 1000 BC, David, then king
over Jerusalem, prophetically spoke of
his descendant, a greater Son who is
David’s “Lorp” (Psalm 110). This com-
ing one to whom David would submit
would likewise be a king-priest over
Jerusalem just as Melchizedek was.

A thousand years after David, Jesus
cited this very psalm as he taught in
the temple courts (Mark 12:35-37). He
saw it as a prophecy to, and about, him
(cf. Acts 2:33-35; Heb 1:13, 10:11-13).

Later, the author of Hebrews pointed
to the silence of the Genesis text con-
cerning Melchizedek’s genealogy. Like
Abram, Melchizedek was a worshipper
of the one true God. However, unlike
Abram, neither Melchizedek’s ancestors
nor his descendants are mentioned in
Genesis. Neither does Genesis say that
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Melchizedek ‘died’, as it does for Abram.
Melchizedek was a mystery man who
came into the Bible without genealogy
and disappeared without dying. Though
it is certain that Melchizedek had par-
ents and died, the author of Hebrews
focuses on what Genesis explicitly says.
Melchizedek’s lack of genealogy was
also very different from what would
later be required of priests in the line
of Aaron.

The key similarity between Jesus
and Melchizedek is that, for as long as
Melchizedek occupied centre stage in
the narrative of Genesis, he was pre-
sented as having no beginning or end.
The fact that Melchizedek’s death is
not recorded in Genesis suggests to
the author of Hebrews that Melchiz-
edek was a ‘type’ of Jesus. The author
of Hebrews sees Jesus’ indestructible
life as the basis of his priesthood in the
line of Melchizedek. The shadowy fig-
ure of Melchizedek—greater even than
Abram—was himself a signpost point-
ing to someone far greater, the eternal
priest-king over Jerusalem whose king-
dom will never end.



Implications

(Choose one or more of the following to think about further or to discuss in your

group.)

e In Genesis 12:2, God commissions Abram to be a blessing to the earth. Read
Matthew 28:16-20 and think through how you likewise can play your part to
bring lasting blessings to the nations of the earth. How is your commission
related to that of Abram?

e s there a time when God preserved and protected you despite your own or
others' foolish, stupid, fearful or dishonest behaviour?
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e Abram's response to God involved both believing God's promises and obeying
God's commands. What promises do you need to hold onto as you seek to
obey God's commands?

Give thanks and pray

e Thank God for his faithfulness to his promises to save the people of the earth
from sin, death and judgement.

e Thank God for the times he has preserved and protected you despite your
own and other people’s sin.

e Ask God for the strength and faith to obey God's commission for the salvation
of the world.

Endnotes

1. In Genesis 12:2, the phrase “so that you will be a blessing” (ESV) could either be God’s declaration and
prediction that Abram would indeed be a blessing to the nations (e.g. NIV), or alternatively that God was
commanding and commissioning Abram to “be a blessing” to the nations (e.g. RV).

2. ‘Salem’ has traditionally been considered to be another name for Jerusalem, as illustrated by its use in
Psalm 76:2.
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