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Discussion Guide

•

Connecting:

•

(The following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)

•

Slow

45 minutes

•
•
•

In what ways did God move in your life this
week? In what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In
what ways, if any, did you invite God into this
challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state they
have held back.)

Getting Started:
10 minutes
•

When someone makes you a promise, do you
expect them to fulfill it quickly or are you able
to wait? Could you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group
with a simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these
questions in ways that best fit your group and the dynamics of your
own meeting.)

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Discuss the background and context of God’s
promises to Abram in Genesis 12.
Read Genesis 12.1-5 aloud. Reread the text,
seeking to imagine yourself as Abram hearing
these words spoken.
What does God promise Abram? What are the
conditions of the promise?
Does Abram fulfill the conditions? What
reasons might he have for doing so?
Imagine you are Abram and 10 years have
passed and God has not yet fulfilled his promise
to you. How do you feel? What, if anything, do
you want to say to God?
Read Genesis 15.1-3 aloud.
How is Abram’s response to God similar or
dissimilar to your own? Could you elaborate?
What expectations does Abram’s response
assume? What expectations does your own
response assume?
Do you feel most people have these
assumptions of God? Could you elaborate?
What impact, if any, do these assumptions
have upon people’s faith journey?
Read Genesis 16.1-4. What impact did Abram’s

assumptions have upon his faith journey?
Read Genesis 15.13-16 and 17.1-5 and discuss
God’s purposes and reasoning for not meeting
Abram’s expectations.
What do these purposes say about who God is and
what he is doing? How might these encourage
rather than discourage someone on the journey
of faith? Could you elaborate?
Consider closing by praying for the grace to
remain faithful and see God’s greater purposes as
we wait upon him to fulfill his promises.

Context and Background
Promises of God

A promise is a declaration or assurance made by one
party to another party with respect to the future.
Typically, promises are positively oriented, assuring
something good will happen, though the opposite can
be true. Further, promises are often conditional, the
future assurance resting upon present actions from one
or both parties involved in the promise-making.
Throughout Scripture, God makes promises to people.
These promises are somewhat different from prophecies
in that they typically are conditional, their outcome
often resting upon human obedience or faithfulness to
God, while prophecies depend totally upon God. God’s
promises range from the promise of blessing to those
who obey their parents (Exodus 20.12) to blessing and
reward for those who take up a Kingdom oriented life
(Matthew 5-7; Matthew 5.1-13 and 6.4, 6, 18, 33 are
prime examples within this section.). God promises
the revelation of a new heaven and new earth (2
Peter 3.13). He promises resurrection to those who are
faithful (Acts 26.6). He promises abundant life (John
10.10) and many other such things.
Scripture is replete with promises made by God to
people, assuring a positive, blessed future. Scripture
provides a consistent assurance concerning God’s
faithfulness in keeping his promises. God will be
faithful to his promises (Psalm 18.30; 105.8, 42), and
he is not slow in keeping them (2 Peter 3.9). However,
questions about the exact nature of God’s faithfulness
and quickness to make good his promises often come
to the fore in Scripture. At times, the Psalms portray the
experience of questioning God’s readiness to fulfill his
promises (Psalm 77.7-9; 89.38-39) and the necessity
of reminding God of his promises (Psalm 77.10; 89.49).
Even Abraham, the Father of Faith, questions God’s
faithfulness to his promises (Genesis 15.1-3).
When one considers the nature of these complaints
against God, protestations concerning the lack of
promise fulfillment, one can see that such complaints
originate out of present experiences which seem to
indicate God’s unfaithfulness. The experience of pain
(Psalm 89) or slowness in receiving God’s promise

(Genesis 15) are two primary experiences which give
rise to these responses. It appears God’s people struggle
when God does not fulfill his promises according to
their expectations, expectations concerning timing
and interpretation of fulfillment. These struggles
reveal something of a self-centered interpretation
concerning God’s promises. When an individual feels
she has not received the fulfillment of God’s promise
in the proper time or manner, the indication is God has
not been faithful. However, this response is rooted in
a fundamental misunderstanding of God’s promises;
that is, God’s promises are primarily viewed as having
to do with the reception of the promise. However,
God’s promises have less to do with people receiving
and more about accomplishing God’s redemptive
purposes; that is, the promise makes space for God to
do something greater than the promise. God appears
to be slow only because his promises involve more than
a single individual and more than the present (Genesis
15; 2 Peter 3.9). God appears to be unfaithful because
the reception of the promise comes only when God
has finished a transforming work among those who
will receive his promise (Genesis 17.1-5). This view of
God’s promises means that those to whom promises
are made may not fully see the final fulfillment of God’s
promises (Hebrews 11.39), but the promises of God
provide an opportunity to grow and develop one’s faith
(Hebrews 10.23, 11.39; 2 Peter 3.9).

The Text
Genesis 12.1-5: God’s promises

In Genesis 12, we discover the beginning movements
of God designed to redeem the world. God’s previous
attempt to stem the spread of sin with the flood has
proven ineffective (Genesis 6.11-13), resulting in the
division rather than unity of people (Genesis 11.19). Simply put, after the flood and Babel, the world
devolves into chaos. However, God desires to return
the earth and people to Eden (Revelation 22.1-5).
Therefore, he begins a redemptive plan which will
span centuries, and this plan begins with a man named
Abram.
God appears to Abram and invites him to begin a journey
of faith. He is to leave his family and land and begin a
journey to an unspecified land. God promises Abram
that should he obey, God would bless him. The nature
of God’s blessing is three-fold. First, God promises to
honor Abram’s faithfulness by transforming Abram.
Presently Abram is a childless wanderer (Genesis 11.3032). Should he obey, God would transform him into a
powerful nation; that is, he would bear children and
they would become influential. Abram is not excluded
from this work. In the process, he will enjoy God’s favor.
Further, God would transform Abram’s character so that
he would become a person of renown and a conduit
of God’s blessing to others. Second, God promises to
honor and protect Abram as he obeys, blessing those

who bless Abram, and cursing those who curse him.
Finally, God promises to do a work through Abram which
will have worldwide ramifications. All people would be
recipients of God’s blessing through Abram; that is, God
will accomplish something redemptive, reaching those
who have been scattered from him and one another.
Abram does not respond verbally, but rather physically.
He obeys, taking his immediate family and starting out
on a journey of faith. After some unspecified time, Abram
arrives in Canaan and God reveals that this is the land to
which he was to journey.

Genesis 15.1-8, 13-16: Abram’s complaint
Ten years pass, and Abram experiences much famine,
family strife, and war. However, he does not experience
the fulfillment of God’s promise, the birth of a child.
Much of God’s promise rests upon Abram having a son,
and this has not happened. Abram is fearful God will not
fulfill his promises and complains about this to God, even
as God assures him he has nothing to fear. God is gentle
and reaffirms his promise and Abram believes God. Here
we discover the seed of faith, trusting God with one’s
whole life. Yet, Abram is somewhat puzzled about how
even the birth of a son could, at this point, lead to the
fulfillment of God’s promises about becoming a nation.
God invites Abram to a covenant ceremony and promises
against his own character that Abram’s descendants
will possess the land of Canaan. However, this will not
occur for over 400 years. At this point, we discover that
God intends to fulfill his promise to Abram, but not
within Abram’s lifetime. He will die looking forward to
something which will not yet occur (Hebrews 11.39). This
appears to be slowness on God’s part, but only if Abram
is the focus of the promise, which is not the case. Upon
further reading, we can see that God’s promise to Abram
actually had wider ramifications involving a work among
what would become God’s chosen people and those
who now inhabited the land (Genesis 15.13-16). God’s
promise to Abram made space for God to accomplish a
greater purpose.
Genesis 16.1-4: Abram falters
Sometime soon after God reassures Abram he will fulfill
his promises, Abram stumbles on the faith journey. Sarai,
Abram’s wife, inserts a seed of doubt concerning God’s
promises. God may have promised a child, but, at best, he
seems to be working against that promise, or, at worst,
he is incapable of fulfilling his promise. Sarai encourages
Abram to take matters into his own hands, ensuring the
fulfillment of God’s promise by having a child through
her Egyptian servant, Hagar. This plan does result in the
birth of a child, but has almost immediate and long-term
disastrous implications (Genesis 15.5-15).
Genesis 17.1-5: God’s purpose
Fourteen years pass and nothing happens. Abram still
has no child by Sarai. Thus, it must have been somewhat
shocking to Abram when God appears once more to him at

the ripe old age of 99, offering to reaffirm his promise.
God restates his condition of Abram’s faithfulness and
the resulting birth of a child and growth of a nation.
God’s timing seems somewhat laughable to Abram
(Genesis 17.17). Where has God been for twenty-four
years? God has certainly been slow about keeping
his promise. However, God reveals the purpose for
his slowness. God has not yet given Abram a son
because he needed to transform Abram to Abraham,
the transforming work of Abram’s character promised
in Genesis 12. This transforming work took twentyfour years, but it is now complete and God is ready
to fulfill his promise by giving Abram, now Abraham,
a son named Isaac. We see here God has purposes
which go beyond people receiving what has been
promised. The promises of God provide space for
people to undergo a God-driven transformation,
a transformation which occurs only in the process
of waiting faithfully. Thus, the “slowness” of God
actually has a redemptive purpose.

Real life with Blake:

It is quite common for me to hear people refer to the
promises of God. “God’s word promises this,” or “God
has assured me of that.” It is hard to miss the many
promises of God in Scripture, promises of blessing,
life, and presence. It is hard to ignore the ongoing
promises of God, promises arising out of real-life
experiences and encounters with the God who
made us. I have no problem seeing the promises or
understanding them. I struggle with what appears
to be a lack of God making good on his promises.
Where is the blessed life God promised me? Where
is the promised presence? Where? Sure, God has
promised, but often it feels like he has forgotten what
he promised. When I feel this way, I am tempted to
see God as someone who at best is too weak to fulfill
his promises to me, or at worst someone who simply
does not care to do what he said he would. So, I
decide to make God’s word good for myself. This often
has a disastrous outcome involving more than just
me. Typically, my attempts to fulfill God’s promise
leaves a string of broken people in my wake. But,
I have no other choice, or do I? When I am honest,
my attempts to act in these ways are driven by the
assumption that I must receive what God promised.
Is this assumption correct? I am beginning to think
it is not. I am beginning to wonder if this assumption
is correct because it makes me the focus, and I am
pretty sure I am not the center of the universe.
Secondly, I am beginning to doubt my assumption
of having to receive God’s promise because I am
beginning to understand that the promises of God
have less to do with what I get and more about what
God is doing, in me and others. God’s promises rest

on my faithfulness, but they are more about making
space for God to accomplish his redemption in me
and others than me getting anything tangible. God
promises and asks for my faithfulness so that space
might be created to accomplish his greatest purpose
of restoring all things. But then again, perhaps that
is the most tangible of things.

Real life with you:

We are told to believe God, to trust that he will do
what he says, to wait patiently on God. But, what
do you do when you wait and nothing happens?
What do you do when you know what God said
but he seems remiss in actually making good on it?
In times and experiences like these, we often find
ourselves stuck. We become stuck because what we
are experiencing does not fit with what we expect.
We expect that if God said it, then it should happen.
. .and it isn’t. Does this mean God is impotent? Does
it mean God is distant? What exactly does it mean
when God said it but doesn’t do it? Our faith reels and
we struggle to understand. Sometimes we abandon
faith altogether and decide to make God’s promises
good ourselves, often to the detriment of ourselves
and others. Does it have to be this way? Hardly.
God makes promises but he is often “slow” to fulfill
them. Sometimes generations pass before God acts.
This doesn’t mean God is not making good on his
promises. No. God is “slow” because his promises are
actually about something bigger than us
receiving, something larger and more lasting, the
transformation of our world and ourselves. For this to
happen, we must wait. We must wait patiently and
allow God to do his work, rather than trying to do it
for him, but this is hard. It is hard because we expect
God to be fast, not slow. What if we sought to see
God for who he is rather than who we desire him to
be? What if we sought him like Moses did, sought to
see his true glory (Exodus 33.18)? What if we prayed
God would show us his glory? We might discover God
to be less “slow” than we imagined and ourselves
more patient in waiting because we discover we are
waiting for something much bigger and more lasting
than we ever imagined.
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