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Session 16 The Covenant with Abraham – Covenant/The Seed Part 1 

 Covenant  
 
The covenant with Abraham is foundational to all that follows.  
We need to understand what is meant by covenant.  
 
- It is a binding agreement between two parties to keep specific promises.  

It can be totally one-sided (with Noah and with Abraham in Gen. 15) or may depend on certain conditions  
- The conditions can be in the nature of a legal contract (victorious king and vassals), or be in the context of a relationship 

without which the covenant simply cannot function (Abraham needing to leave his country etc., Gen. 12:1-3, The New 
Covenant). 

 
Types of covenant: 

 
- The covenant with Noah, Gen. 8:20-9:17. This seems to be a unique type of covenant with the whole human race, promising 

preservation of life and independent of human response. The instructions in 9:4-7 are not really covenant-conditions. 
-  
-  Between equals. These are usually in the nature of non-aggression pacts and may be sealed with an oath, e.g. Abraham and 

Abimelech (Gen. 21:22-34), Isaac and Abimelech (Gen. 16:26-31), or may be marked by a physical symbol, Jacob and Laban 
(Gen. 31:43-55).   

 
- Between a king and his subjects. This was common in the Middle East. A victorious monarch would impose laws and 

associated penalties on a conquered people, and offer them certain benefits in response to their subservience (e.g. protection 
from their enemies). A (not quite exact) example of this is Joshua’s covenant with the Gibeonites, Joshua 9, and the call for 
surrender of Jerusalem to the Assyrians, 2Kings 18:29-32. 
 
The Sinai covenant had some similarities with this, in that there was requirement for obedience to the terms of the covenant, 
Exodus 24:3-8. The main, and important, difference is that the covenant was made on the basis of a gracious deliverance from 
slavery and death rather than on conquest, Exodus 19:4-6, 20:2 etc. We will return to the subject of “The Law” later. 

 
- Divinely initiated covenants of grace. These covenants do require human response in faith and obedience but they are not 

symmetrical. God introduces these covenants in the confidence that He can bring someone or some people to a place where 
they freely and willingly choose to co-operate with Him. This type of covenant is permanent (everlasting) but the enjoyment of 
the blessings of the covenant may be temporarily withdrawn because of unbelief and disobedience.  
 
a) The Covenant with Abraham.  

The central theme of this covenant was “blessing”, Gen. 12:1-3 – mentioned 4 times. Blessing is set against the backcloth 
of the previous chapters that document curse, alienation, rebellion, suffering, exclusion, and scattering. There have been 
false dawns with consequent disappointment.  
 
With Abraham comes God’s definitive plan to bless.  
 
- It was initially restricted in scope, to Abraham and Sarah, Gen. 12:1-2, 17: 1-4a & 15-16a, Isaiah 51:2.  
- It gradually extends, first to Isaac, Gen. 17:21, 26:24 and then Jacob, Gen. 35:9-12, and to their descendants (the 

nation of Israel), Gen. 12:2, 15:18-21, 17:1-8, 19, 22:15-17.  
- It will embrace anyone who chooses to join him/her self to the people of God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 

Rahab Josh. 2:8-13 & 6:25, Ruth - chapter 1:16-17, 2:12, Isaiah 56: 3a, 6-8, Matt. 15: 21-28. 
- The ultimate purpose is to extend the covenant blessings to all the peoples of the earth, Gen. 12:3b, 22:18, Gal. 

3:7-9, 13-14.  
 
b) The Covenant with David 

Psalm 89:3-4, 132:11-12. 
This includes the covenant with Messiah son of David, Luke 1:67-70, 2:11, Rev. 22:16, Psalm 16:7-11, c.f. Acts 2:24-36, 
Amos 9:11 c.f. Acts 15:13-18. 

c) The New Covenant 
Jeremiah 31:31-34, Ezek. 37:26-28, Luke 22:20, Hebrews 8:7-13. 



 The Message of the Old Testament 

 Roy Millar 2 

    
Covenants were often: 
 
- Sealed with blood, Gen. 15: 9-10, 22:13-18, (“cutting a covenant” Gen. 15:18, 21:27), Exodus 24:5-8, c.f. Hebrews10:18-22.  
- Confirmed by taking an oath, Joshua 9:15, 1Samuel 20:8, 16-17, 42, Gen. 22:15-18, Psalm 110:4, c.f. Hebrews 6:13-20, 

7:14-28. 

The terms of the call 
 
Genesis 12:1-3 The LORD had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I 
will show you. "I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. 
I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you. 

 
The promise contained two great challenges to his faith: 
 
- The land, Gen. 12-15, 23. 
- The seed (descendants), Gen. 15: 1-2, 16-22, 24. 

The Covenant with Abraham 
 

This covenant contains five distinct but inter-related parts  
 

1) Seed 
2) Name 
3) Land 
4) Blessing 
5) Protection (cursing those who curse)  

 
These five components of the covenant are inter-woven through the remainder of the Bible, both OT and 
NT. As we trace them we will uncover much of the story. 

 
1) The Seed 
 
This was the part of the covenant on which the rest depended – as Abraham well knew, Gen. 15:1-2. It was the greatest 
source of his anxiety and the greatest test of his faith. 
 
In order to put it in context we need to look at the overall structure of Genesis. Issues to do with seed are prominent 
throughout the book. 
 
The book is divided into 10 sections by the repeated statement “This is the book of the generations of …” This is 
sometimes known as the Toledot formula from the Hebrew word for generation. 
 
Genesis contains many genealogies, emphasizing the theme of the seed and the branching of the families of the earth. 
When a branching occurs the family that will be the channel of “the seed” is usually documented last, as the climax, e.g. 
Shem after Japheth and Ham, Isaac after Ishmael etc. 
 
Chapter 1 emphasises the production of seed by plants and animals so that they propagate “after their kind”, vv9-12, 
20-25.  
God blessed the first humans so that they would “be fruitful and multiply” v28. 
 
The choice to disobey God results in a problem in the production of children (seed), 3:16. On the other hand the snake 
is informed of a future “seed of the woman” that will crush his head, v15.  
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This sets the scene for the rest of the book – who will prove to be the promised seed? 
 
It seems that Eve may have thought it was Cain, 4:1 “A man, the LORD” – how sadly mistaken! 
Perhaps it would be Seth, 4:25-5:1-8 – but “he died”, 5:8 without fulfilling the promise. 
How about Noah, 5:28-30?  He was a spark of light in an otherwise dark and corrupt world, 6:5-9. God used him to 
preserve life but he too died and his descendents rebel again at the tower of Babel, Gen. 11:1-9.   
 
The tension is initially resolved in the covenant with Abraham in Gen. 12:1-3 but the rises again as we reflect on the fact 
that Sarah (Sarai) is barren, 11:30.  
 
The question about the identity of the seed re-emerges as we follow the story of Abraham and Sarah and is not 
resolved for many years. 
 

- Risk of confusion of seed, Gen. 12:10-20.  
- Separation from Lot, a potential surrogate, followed promise of seed like the dust, Gen 13. 
- Despairing mention of a substitute, followed by promise of seed like the stars, Gen. 15:1-5. 
- Adoption of plan B – Hagar and Ishmael, Gen. 16. 
- The Covenant established with Sarah and Isaac; circumcision as the covenant sign, Gen. 17 
- Further risk of confusion of seed, Gen. 20. 
- The LORD personally appears to announce the impending birth – Sarah laughs, Gen. 18:1-15. 
- Isaac is born – the seed has arrived, Gen. 21:1-8. “Who would have said …!” v7. 
- Abraham is tested – the seed is reclaimed but restored and protected by an oath; dust and stars Gen. 22. 

 
The whole process is not complete until Abraham and Sarah are brought to a place of trust in God – that He can give 
life to “dead” bodies and even raise from the dead, Rom. 4:16-21, Heb. 11:11, 17-19.  
 
(Later we will take a sideways look at the other branches – they are not the line of the “seed” but, even so, God has not 
discarded them and they have their own destinies. Blessing is available to them too but much depends on their behaviour 
towards “the seed”.) 
 
The story of the seed continues in the lives of Isaac and Jacob. 

 
- Isaac and Jacob take wives from Abraham’s family circle rather than from Canaan, 24:1-4, 27:46-28:2.  
- Isaac repeats the risk of confusion of the seed, Gen. 26:7-11. 
- Barrenness, a sovereign choice, and two “seeds” in conflict – Jacob & Esau, Gen. 25:21-28.  
- Isaac acknowledges God’s choice of the seed, Gen 28:1-4, Heb. 11:20. 
- God refines the seed (Jacob) through much testing, Gen.29:21-30, 30:25-36, 31:36-42. 
- Conflict about seed – Rachel & Leah, Gen.29:31-30:24. 
- Protection of the seed – Joseph and the famine, Gen. 41:53-54, 42:1-2, 43:1-2, 50:19-20. 
- Abraham’s vision is fulfilled, Gen. 15:13-16, 46:1-27. 

 
The scene is now set for the emergence of the seed from Egypt, not now a single person or a family but a large nation. 
400+ years will elapse, involving much suffering, but the embalmed body of Joseph is a sign of hope, Gen. 50:24-26. 
 
 
 


