
  

 

  1 

 

Genesis 15:1-21 “Our Trustworthy God” October 4, 2015 

NT Lesson: Hebrews 6:13-18  Brian M. Sandifer 

When we faithfully struggle to believe in God and his word, God responds by explaining how he will 

accomplish his promises, which he guaranteed by making a covenant with us that he will keep upon pain 

of his own death. God has proven absolutely trustworthy, so you can and must trust him absolutely. 

Introduction – There are no shortage of quotes on the subject of trust. Everyone seems to know what it 

is. Far fewer actually live and experience it. 

Background – This passage is a high point in the Bible. The LORD has called Abraham out of his 

homeland away from his family, his culture, and his gods. At that time God gave him an astonishing 

promise of a seed, a land, and a blessing (Gen 12:1-3). This is known as the Abrahamic promise. It 

governs the ways God works in redemptive history throughout the rest of the Bible and even today. In 

Genesis 15 the LORD solemnly confirms and strengthens the Genesis 12 promise in a dramatic divine 

encounter with Abraham.  

I. Ask God for Assurance 

A. Abraham’s first question: Who will be my heir? (vv. 2-3) 

Abraham has a big problem because he has no son. His birth name “Abram” (meaning Exalted 

Father) was surely a source of frustration. God had promised to make his name great by making of 

him a great nation (Gen 12:2). Even so, life is not going as planned. Without a natural heir, Abraham 

is getting anxious. His current heir is a household servant named Eliezer from Damascus. Abraham 

even jokes with God that Eliezer’s full name ironically sounds like “son of my acquisition.” Abraham 

cannot understand how he will become an exalted father without a natural born son. He needs some 

assurance of God’s promise. Abraham fears God’s promise will be buried with him. 

B. Abraham’s second question: How will my family possess this land? (v. 8) 

Abraham has another big problem because he’s an immigrant with no land. Surrounding him are 

people groups that are settled and thriving in cities ruled by kings, but Abraham lives in tents with his 

wife and servants out in the country. He’s not poor, powerless, or invisible, but he is an outsider who 

is vastly outnumbered by the land’s indigenous citizens. Even if God does give him a son, how in the 

world will his descendants come to possess the land? The prospect seems outlandish (pardon the 

pun!). Considering the way things are going, Abraham would like to know how he will possess it. 

Some more information would go a long way toward answering his nagging questions. Abraham fears 

his descendants will never be powerful or numerous enough to possess the land. 

II. Consider God’s Revealed Plan 

A. God’s first answer: Your own flesh and blood son (v. 4) 

God explicitly denies Eliezer will be the heir. Instead a flesh and blood son will be born to Abraham. 

Notice the way Abraham hears God: “the word of the LORD came to him.” This phrase is a common 

biblical formula that precedes a prophetic message. God has elevated his promise to a prophecy, and 

Abraham is his prophetic messenger. This word from God must be publicly shared. Abraham now has 

specific (but not comprehensive) information that gives him a great deal of assurance in God’s 

promise. Knowing some details of God’s plan increases his ability to trust God. 
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B. God’s second answer: Through centuries of affliction and oppression (vv. 7, 9-15) 

Again God answers Abraham’s question by revealing his plan. Abraham cannot fathom how his 

descendants will come to possess the land, so God explains how it will come to pass so Abraham will 

know for certain. But it is a frightful plan. Abraham will die at a good old age without taking 

possession. Instead his descendants will be sojourners and servants in a foreign land for 400 years 

where they will be afflicted and oppressed. Their plight will cause them to feel terror and great 

darkness, something like Abraham’s nightmare. At the end of it all God will judge the oppressing 

nation and bring out Abraham’s children. Their reward for suffering slavery will be to come out with 

great possessions. God will not give Abraham’s people the land until the Amorites (all the indigenous 

peoples in the land) have reached their full measure of sin. In 400 years God will justly dispossess the 

Amorites of the land and graciously deliver the land to Abraham’s people to possess. 

III. Believe God’s Covenant Promise 

A. Because God counts faith as righteousness (vv. 5-6) 

It’s the “right” thing to do. How does one gain God’s approval? By being counted as righteous (Ps 1). 

What is the righteous work God requires? Belief in God (cf. Jn 6:28-29). How will the righteous live? 

Not by works of the law but by faith (Rom 1:17; Gal 3:11). God wants you to believe his covenant 

promise. Faith—to believe him and believe in him—is your only way to God counting you as 

righteous. 

B. Because God will be faithful unto death (vv. 1, 17-21) 

1. In verse 17 the final stage of the ritual begins. The LORD appears to Abraham in a deep 

sleep. Abraham’s terror and great darkness is realized when God manifests himself as a smoking 

fire pot and flaming torch that pass between the animal pieces. These symbols communicate 

God’s blazing holiness, zealous righteousness, and terrifying justice. This scene, on a smaller 

scale like those strategic maps in the war room, would have reminded Israel of the LORD’s act of 

deliverance from Egypt (cf. Ex 13:21-22; 19:18; 20:18). 

2. But God doesn’t just show Abraham a prophetic pre-enactment of the exodus. God is also in 

effect signing a contract in his own blood. Usually when covenant parties ratify an agreement, 

they both pass together through the animal pieces, thereby each taking a “self-maledictory” oath. 

In essence, the covenant parties declare “may this same thing happen to me—be torn apart—if I 

do not fulfill my covenant promise.” But this time, the LORD alone passes between the animal 

pieces. The LORD alone takes the oath (Jer 34:18-21; cf. Heb 6:13-20)! God swears the promise 

is conditioned upon his own faithfulness. It’s a unilateral promise. God guarantees his covenant 

promise to his people upon pain of his own death. And of course God will have to die to keep his 

promise. Because we have been lawbreakers, idolaters, and faithless sinners, God must find a way 

to both deal righteously with our sin and keep his promise. This is why God sent his Son Jesus 

Christ into the world, to be killed like those animals cut in half, so we would certainly inherit the 

promise. God will be Abraham’s shield and the one to reward him greatly. The only sensible 

response to God’s gracious promise is thankful trust. 

Conclusion – In this covenant God made when he appeared to Abraham, he promised offspring and land. 

In the new covenant Jesus Christ is the ultimate fulfillment of these promises. Jesus Christ, as a 

descendant of Abraham, is the greater son who inherits all the blessings promised to Abraham (Rom 4:11-

25; Gal 3:8-9, 16). Jesus inherits the whole earth as the Lord of Creation. And through Christ, Christians 

are heirs to everything that rightly belongs to Jesus. As Abraham’s children by faith, we encounter God 

through Christ who guarantees the covenant promise to us upon pain of his own death. He loved us to 

death so we might inherit the promise. He died so we might fully trust him. “Greater love has no one than 

this, that someone lay down his life for his friends” (Jn 15:13). How trustworthy is our God! 
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1 Original Language, Personal English Translation, and Textual Notes 

Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Gen 15:1 hz<x]M;B; ~r"b.a;-la, hw"hy>-rb;d> hy"h' hL,aeh' ~yrIb'D>h; rx;a; 
daom. hBer>h; ^r>k'f. %l' !gEm' ykinOa' ~r"b.a; ar"yTi-la; rmoale 

After these things the word of the 
LORD came to Abram in a vision 
saying, “Do not fear, Abram, I am 
your shield; your reward will be 
exceedingly great.” 

NET tn Heb "your reward [in] 
great abundance." When the 

phrase deaom. hBr>h; 
(harbeh m®od) follows a 
noun it invariably modifies 
the noun and carries the 
nuance "very great" or "in 
great abundance." (See its 
use in Gen 41:49; Deut 3:5; 
Josh 22:8; 2 Sam 8:8; 12:2; 1 
Kgs 4:29; 10:10–11; 2 Chr 
14:13; 32:27; Jer 40:12.) 
Here the noun "reward" is in 
apposition to "shield" and 
refers by metonymy to God 
as the source of the reward. 
Some translate here "your 
reward will be very great" (cf. 
NASB, NRSV), taking the 
statement as an independent 
clause and understanding 
the Hiphil infinitive absolute 
as a substitute for a finite 
verb. However, the 

construction deaom. hBr>h; 
is never used this way 
elsewhere, where it either 
modifies a noun (see the 
texts listed above) or serves 
as an adverb in relation to a 
finite verb (see Josh 13:1; 1 
Sam 26:21; 2 Sam 12:30; 2 
Kgs 21:16; 1 Chr 20:2; Neh 
2:2). 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Gen 15:2 yrIyrI[] %leAh ykinOa'w> yli-!T,Ti-hm; hwIhy? yn"doa] ~r"b.a; rm,aYOw: 
rz<[,ylia/ qf,M,D: aWh ytiyBe qv,m,-!b,W 

But Abram said, “My Lord Yahweh, 
what will you give me, for I go 
childless and the son of my 
possession of my house, he is 
Eliezer of Damascus?” 

hwIhy? yn"doa] 
customarily translated “Lord 
GOD”; literally “my Lord 
Yahweh” 

 

NET tn The Hebrew text has 

hwIhy/ yn"doa] ('adonay 

yehvih, "Master, LORD"). 
Since the tetragrammaton 
(YHWH) usually is pointed 
with the vowels for the 

Hebrew word yn"doa] 
('adonay, "master") to avoid 
pronouncing the divine 
name, that would lead in this 

place to a repetition of yn"doa]. 
So the tetragrammaton is 
here pointed with the vowels 

for the word ~yhil{a/ 
('elohim, "God") instead. That 
would produce the reading of 
the Hebrew as "Master, God" 
in the Jewish textual 
tradition. But the presence of 
"Master" before the holy 
name is rather compelling 
evidence that the original 
would have been "Master, 
LORD," which is rendered 
here "sovereign LORD." 

Gen 15:3 vrEAy ytiyBe-!b, hNEhiw> [r:z" hT't;n" al{ yli !he ~r"b.a; rm,aYOw: 
ytiao 

And Abram said, “Behold, you have 
not given me offspring.  And behold, 
a son of my house is possessing.” 

 

Gen 15:4 rv,a] ~ai-yKi hz< ^v.r"yyI al{ rmoale wyl'ae hw"hy>-rb;d> hNEhiw> And behold, the word of the LORD  
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

^v,r"yyI aWh ^y[,Memi aceyE came to him: “This man will not 
possess; indeed he who is brought 
out of your own bowels will possess.” 

Gen 15:5 rpos.W hm'y>m;V'h; an"-jB,h; rm,aYOw: hc'Wxh; Atao aceAYw:  
^[,r>z: hy<h.yI hKo Al rm,aYOw: ~t'ao rPos.li lk;WT-~ai ~ybik'AKh; 

Then he brought him outside and 
said, “Look now at the heavens and 
count the stars if you are able to 
count them.”  Then he said to him, 
“Thus will your offspring be.” 

 

Gen 15:6 hq'd"c. AL h'b,v.x.Y:w: hw"hyB; !mia/h,w> And he believed in the LORD, and 
he reckoned it to him as 
righteousness. 

There is a comparison 
between verses 5 & 6.  
Abram cannot “count” the 
stars (v5); the LORD 
“accounts” righteousness to 
Abram. 

Gen 15:7 tt,l' ~yDIf.K; rWame ^ytiaceAh rv,a] hw"hy> ynIa] wyl'ae rm,aYOw: 
HT'v.rIl. taZOh; #r<a'h'-ta, ^l. 

And he said to him, “I am the LORD 
who brought you out of Ur of the 
Chaldeans to give you this land to 
possess.” 

 

Gen 15:8 hN"v,r"yai yKi [d:ae hM'B; hwIhy? yn"doa] rm;aYOw: But he said, “My Lord Yahweh, how 
can I know that I will possess it?” 

 

Gen 15:9 lyIa;w> tv,L,vum. z[ew> tv,L,vum. hl'g>[, yli hx'q. wyl'ae rm,aYOw: 
lz"Agw> rtow> vL'vum. 

Then he said to him, “Bring to me a 
heifer three years old, a female goat 
three years old, a ram three years 
old, a turtledove, and a young 
pigeon. 

 

Gen 15:10 Art.Bi-vyai !TeYIw: %w<T'B; ~t'ao rTeb;y>w: hL,ae-lK'-ta, Al-xQ;YIw: 
rt'b' al{ rPocih;-ta,w> Wh[erE tar:q.li 

And he brought him all these, cut 
them in two in the middle, and set 
each piece to its companion, but the 
bird(s) he did not cut in two. 

 

Gen 15:11 ~r"b.a; ~t'ao bVeY:w: ~yrIg"P.h;-l[; jyI[;h' dr<YEw: And when the bird(s) of prey came 
down upon the carcasses, Abram 
drove them away. 

 

Gen 15:12 hm'yae hNEhiw> ~r"b.a;-l[; hl'p.n" hm'DEr>t;w> aAbl' vm,V,h; yhiy>w:  
wyl'[' tl,p,nO hl'dog> hk'vex] 

And when the sun was going down, 
a deep sleep fell upon Abram.  And 
behold, terror and great darkness fell 
upon him. 
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Verse Hebrew Literal Translation Textual Notes 

Gen 15:13 al{ #r<a,B. ^[]r>z: hy<h.yI rgE-yKi [d:Te [:doy" ~r"b.a;l. rm,aYOw:  
hn"v' tAame [B;r>a; ~t'ao WN[iw> ~Wdb'[]w: ~h,l' 

Then he said to Abram, “Know to 
know your offspring will be 
sojourners in a land not belonging to 
them, and they will serve them, and 
they will be oppressed four hundred 
years. 

 

Gen 15:14 vkur>Bi Wac.yE !ke-yrEx]a;w> ykinOa' !D" Wdbo[]y: rv,a] yAGh;-ta, ~g:w>  
lAdG" 

But I will also judge the nation that 
they serve, and afterward they will 
come out with great property. 

 

Gen 15:15 hb'Aj hb'yfeB. rbeQ'Ti ~Alv'B. ^yt,boa]-la, aAbT' hT'a;w>  But you will go to your fathers in 
peace; you will be buried in a good 
old age. 

“Old age” is literally gray-
headed. 

Gen 15:16 hN"he-d[; yrImoa/h' !wO[] ~lev'-al{ yKi hN"he WbWvy" y[iybir> rAdw>  And in the fourth circuit [of one 
hundred years] they will return here, 
for the iniquity of the Amorites is not 
yet complete. 

 

Gen 15:17 vae dyPil;w> !v'[' rWNt; hNEhiw> hy"h' hj'l'[]w: ha'B' vm,V,h; yhiy>w:  
hL,aeh' ~yrIz"G>h; !yBe rb;[' rv,a] 

When the sun had set and it was 
thick darkness, behold, a smoking 
fire pot and a flaming torch passed 
over the space between these 
pieces. 

 

Gen 15:18 ^[]r>z:l. rmoale tyrIB. ~r"b.a;-ta, hw"hy> tr:K' aWhh; ~AYB;  
 ldoG"h; rh'N"h;-d[; ~yIr:c.mi rh;N>mi taZOh; #r<a'h'-ta, yTit;n" 

tr"P.-rh;n> 

On that day the LORD cut a 
covenant with Abram, saying, “To 
your offspring I have given this land, 
from the river of Egypt as far as the 
great river Euphrates, 

 

Gen 15:19 ynImod>Q;h; taew> yZInIQ.h;-ta,w> ynIyQeh;-ta, the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the 
Kadmonites, 

 

Gen 15:20 ~yaip'r>h'-ta,w> yZIrIP.h;-ta,w> yTixih;-ta,w> the Hittites, the Perizzites, the 
Rephaim, 

 

Gen 15:21 s ysiWby>h;-ta,w> yviG"r>GIh;-ta,w> ynI[]n:K.h;-ta,w> yrImoa/h'-ta,w>  the Amorites, the Canaanites, the 
Girgashites, and the Jebusites. 
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2 Exegetical Outline (verse summary) – Genesis 15:1-21 

V1. After Abram rescued Lot from kidnappers and subsequently received Melchizedek’s 

blessing, the word of the LORD came to Abram encouraging him to not be afraid because the 

LORD is his shield and thus his reward will be very great. 

V2. Abram responded to the LORD asking him what God would give him since Abram remains 

childless and his family heir is a servant named Eliezer of Damascus. 

V3. Abram reminded the LORD he had given Abram no offspring and a member of his 

household will be his heir unless the LORD gives Abram a child. 

V4. Then the LORD’s word came to Abram that Eliezer will not be his heir because Abram’s heir 

will be his very own son. 

V5. Then the LORD brought Abram outside, told him to look up into the sky and try to count the 

stars because the vast number of stars will be like the number of Abram’s children! 

V6. Abram believed in the LORD, thus God counted Abram’s belief as righteousness. 

V7. The LORD told Abram that he is the one who brought Abram out of the land of Ur of the 

Chaldeans in order to give Abram this land to possess. 

V8. Abram replied to the Lord GOD, questioning how he might know that he will possess this 

land. 

V9. The LORD answered Abram by instructing him to bring five animals: a heifer, a female 

goat, and ram (all three years old), a turtledove, and a young pigeon. 

V10. So Abram brought all these animals to the LORD, cut the heifer, female goat, and ram in 

halves, and laid each of the halves across from each other. 

V11. When the birds of prey came down upon the carcasses, Abram drove them away. 

V12.  At sunset Abram fell into a deep sleep, then terror and a great darkness fell upon Abram. 

V13. Then the LORD said to Abram that he can certainly know that his offspring will be 

sojourners and servants in a foreign land where they will be oppressed for four hundred years. 

V14. The LORD reassured Abram he would judge the nation that Abram’s offspring serves, and 

after this judgment Abram’s children will come out of that nation with great property. 

V15. As for Abram, the LORD told him he would die in peace by returning to his fathers, and be 

buried at a good old age. 

V16. The LORD told Abram his offspring will return to this land after four circuits of centuries 

since the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete. 
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V17. When the sun had set and it was very dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch 

appeared, passing between the animal parts Abram had laid out. 

V18. That was the day the LORD made a covenant promise to Abram, that he would give 

Abram’s offspring this land from the river of Egypt (not the Nile) to the great river (Euphrates). 

V19. This is the land where the following people live: the Kenites, Kenizzites, and Kadmonites. 

V20. Also these peoples live in this land: the Hittites, Perizzites, and the Rephaim. 

V21. Also these peoples live in this land: the Amorites, Canannites, Girgashites, and Jebusites. 
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3 Exegetical Outline (full) – Genesis 15:1-21 

I. Abram’s searching faith (vv. 1-6) 

a. Abram asks the LORD: how can I know I will have a son (vv. 1-6)? 

i. V1. After Abram rescued Lot from kidnappers and subsequently received 

Melchizedek’s blessing, the word of the LORD came to Abram encouraging 

him to not be afraid because the LORD is his shield and thus his reward will 

be very great. 

ii. V2. Abram responded to the LORD asking him what God would give him 

since Abram remains childless and his family heir is a servant named Eliezer 

of Damascus. 

iii. V3. Abram reminded the LORD he had given Abram no offspring and a 

member of his household will be his heir unless the LORD gives Abram a 

child. 

b. Abram righteously believes in the LORD (vv. 4-6) 

i. V4. Then the LORD’s word came to Abram that Eliezer will not be his heir 

because Abram’s heir will be his very own son. 

ii. V5. Then the LORD brought Abram outside, told him to look up into the sky 

and try to count the stars because the vast number of stars will be like the 

number of Abram’s children! 

iii. V6. Abram believed in the LORD, thus God counted Abram’s belief as 

righteousness. 

II. The LORD’s certain promise (vv. 7-21) 

a. The LORD answers Abram: bring me these animals and I will show you how you can 

know (vv. 7-11). 

i. V7. The LORD told Abram that he is the one who brought Abram out of the 

land of Ur of the Chaldeans in order to give Abram this land to possess. 

ii. V8. Abram replied to the Lord GOD, questioning how he might know that he 

will possess this land. 

iii. V9. The LORD answered Abram by instructing him to bring five animals: a 

heifer, a female goat, and ram (all three years old), a turtledove, and a young 

pigeon. 
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iv. V10. So Abram brought all these animals to the LORD, cut the heifer, female 

goat, and ram in halves, and laid each of the halves across from each other. 

v. V11. When the birds of prey came down upon the carcasses, Abram drove 

them away. 

b. The LORD explains his promise to Abram: your offspring will receive your 

inheritance after four hundred years (vv. 12-16). 

i. V12.  At sunset Abram fell into a deep sleep, then terror and a great darkness 

fell upon Abram. 

ii. V13. Then the LORD said to Abram that he can certainly know that his 

offspring will be sojourners and servants in a foreign land where they will be 

oppressed for four hundred years. 

iii. V14. The LORD reassured Abram he would judge the nation that Abram’s 

offspring serves, and after this judgment Abram’s children will come out of 

that nation with great property. 

iv. V15. As for Abram, the LORD told him he would die in peace by returning to 

his fathers, and be buried at a good old age. 

v. V16. The LORD told Abram his offspring will return to this land after four 

circuits of centuries since the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete. 

c. The LORD guarantees his promise for Abram: you can know for certain because I 

promise by covenant on pain of my own death (vv. 17-21). 

i. V17. When the sun had set and it was very dark, a smoking fire pot and a 

flaming torch appeared, passing between the animal parts Abram had laid out. 

ii. V18. That was the day the LORD made a covenant promise to Abram, that he 

would give Abram’s offspring this land from the river of Egypt (not the Nile) 

to the great river (Euphrates). 

iii. V19. This is the land where the following people live: the Kenites, Kenizzites, 

and Kadmonites. 

iv. V20. Also these peoples live in this land: the Hittites, Perizzites, and the 

Rephaim. 

v. V21. Also these peoples live in this land: the Amorites, Canannites, 

Girgashites, and Jebusites. 
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4 Exegetical Outline (abbreviated) – Genesis 15:1-21 

Exegetical Proposition: Abram searches for certainty as he struggles by faith to believe in the 

LORD and his promise to give him a son; the LORD responds to Abram’s righteous faith by 

explaining how his promise will unfold and guarantees his word by making a self-maledictory 

covenant with Abram. 

I. Abram’s searching faith (vv. 1-6) 

a. Abram asks the LORD: how can I know I will have a son (vv. 1-6)? 

b. Abram righteously believes in the LORD (vv. 4-6) 

II. The LORD’s certain promise (vv. 7-21) 

a. The LORD answers Abram: bring me these animals and I will show you how you can 

know (vv. 7-11). 

b. The LORD explains his promise to Abram: your offspring will receive your 

inheritance after four hundred years (vv. 12-16). 

c. The LORD guarantees his promise for Abram: you can know for certain because I 

promise by covenant on pain of my own death (vv. 17-21). 
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5 Theological Outline – Genesis 15:1-21 

Theological Proposition: When people search for certainty as they struggle by faith to believe in 

God and his promises, God responds by explaining through the Bible how he will fulfill his 

promises, and God guarantees his promises through his own death by keeping covenant with his 

people. 

I. When people seek to know whether God’s promises are certain, God is patient to repeat 

his promises in the Bible and demonstrate to them that he is faithful to keep his word (vv. 

1-6). 

II. God explains how he will fulfill his promises, and guarantees his promises by keeping 

covenant with his people by way of his own death (vv. 7-21). 
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6 Notes on Genesis 15:1-21 

1. Children’s Sermon: Cut out a paper star of David and on side write “Abraham’s child” and on 

the other side write “Jesus Christ” with a prominent cross.  Cut out small paper stars for each 

child with the same writing on each one, except instead of “Jesus Christ” write the child’s 

name.  Tell the children the story of God big promise to Abraham, and then remind them that 

Abraham didn’t have any children yet.  He wanted to know for certain that God would keep 

his promise.  He wanted to know how God would do it.  Then have the children lay on the 

floor in a circle and close their eyes.  Turn out the lights and shine a “star flashlight” on the 

ceiling (the kind that project star lights).  Then ask the children to open their eyes and ask 

them what they see.  Ask them to count the stars on the ceiling.  Can you count the stars in 

the real sky?  Abraham couldn’t either.  Then toss the paper stars into the air and let them fall 

around the children.  They will pick them up and search through them when they discover 

names on them.  As they are searching, ask them to look up at the Jesus Christ star.  It’s the 

biggest and brightest star because Jesus is the greatest child of Abraham.  Jesus inherited the 

promise from his forefather Abraham.  And through faith in Jesus, every single person, man 

and woman, dad and mom, boy and girl, is a child of Abraham and thus inherits the same 

promise.  Everything that Jesus the son of Abraham inherits, so do you if you are in Jesus.  

Believe in him and you also will be a child of Abraham! 

2. Possible NT readings: Heb 6:13-18 

3. Quotation: “The text of Genesis 15, taken as a unit, asks whether Abraham can, in fact, trust.  

And it asks if Yahweh can, in fact, be trusted.  It is faith which permits Abraham to trust and 

God to be trusted.  It is unsure faith that wonders about the delay.  The issues are set here.  

The remainder of the Abrahamic narrative explores the answers.” ~ Walter Brueggemann, 

Genesis, 150. 

4. This passage is a dramatic high point in the Bible.  The LORD has called Abraham out of his 

homeland away from his family, his culture, and his gods.  God made a big promise to 

Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3.  This is known as the Abrahamic promise.  It governs the ways 

God works through Israel in the OT and the new Israel (the Church) in the NT.  In Genesis 15 

the LORD solemnly confirms the Abrahamic promise of Genesis 12.  God gives this promise 

to Abraham of a seed, a land, and a blessing.  Typical of the nature of progressive revelation, 

God reveals more and more details of the covenant’s nature as time progresses.  The promise 

cannot be negated by the Mosaic Law that comes afterward.  Yet the promise cannot begin to 

unfold until Abraham has a son (a seed heir).  Thus Abraham wrestles with God because he 

wants to know for certain that God will remain faithful to his promise.  When Abraham 

believes God’s answer to his question, God credits this belief in God’s promise as 

righteousness.  The apex of the passage is when the LORD appears to Abraham in a vision as 

a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch to pass between the pieces of cut animals.  In this way 

Abraham clearly understood the LORD’s action as making a covenant promise to Abraham 

and his family.  By taking a covenant oath, the LORD promised to be faithful to fulfill his 

word upon pain of his own death.  By this Abraham received certainty about the magnificent 



Genesis 15:1-21 Brian M. Sandifer 

Heritage Presbyterian Church 12 10/4/2015 

promise from the LORD.  The reader must see the promise in the context of the doubts and 

dangers, and vice versa. 

5. Structure of the passage mirrors the two parts (vv. 1-6, 7-21). 

a. Divine statement (vv. 1, 7) 

b. Abraham’s question (vv. 2, 8) 

c. The LORD’s prophetic word and accompanying visual sign (vv. 4-5, 9-17) 

d. Narrator’s concluding comment (vv. 6, 18-21) 

6. Vv1-6.  Focus is on the heirs.  These verses address Abraham’s concern that the promise of 

God is in jeopardy since Abraham is still childless.  He has no son to be his heir, so the heir is 

a servant in Abraham’s house.  The pattern is first Abraham questions the LORD about his 

promised inheritance, and second the LORD responds with a visual act that builds Abraham’s 

faith and secure his confidence.  The event occurs at night. 

7. V1. “After these things” connects this passage closely to the happenings in Genesis 14.  

There Abraham rejected the offer from the pretentious king of Sodom to take of the war 

spoils and enrich himself (surely to be reported as by the generosity of Sodom’s king) as a 

reward for faithful military service.  Abraham wanted to wait for the Lord to bless him with 

the greater rewards of an innumerable people and land, not take the material booty of military 

conquest.  The tainted spoils of war will not be his reward.  Instead, the LORD promises 

Abraham in a prophetic vision (cf. Num 24:4, 16; Ezek 13:7) that he will be Abraham’s 

shield (protector) and his reward for faithful service to the LORD will be very great—God’s 

countless riches.  Abraham may not have the reward yet, but he has the God of the reward 

(Gen 17:8; Dt 10:21).  It seems that Abraham was a little afraid (anxious?), not knowing how 

his reward from the LORD would come, especially since Abraham just rejected the reward of 

spoils (Gen 14:22-24).  Hence God’s promise to be Abraham’s shield.  The LORD shielding 

Abraham would assuage his fears of a counterattack or being vulnerable to his enemies.  

God, who had defeated Abraham’s enemies in Genesis 14, would continue to protect him by 

being his shield.  Faithful trust will lead to victory; doubtful fear will lead to defeat (Exo 

14:13-14; Dt 20:3; Josh 8:1; 10:8, 25; 11:6; Jud 7:3; 1 Sam 23:16-17; 30:6). 

8. V1. NET sn The noun "shield" recalls the words of Melchizedek in 14:20. If God is the 

shield, then God will deliver. Abram need not fear reprisals from those he has fought.  Abram 

has just rejected all the spoils of war, and the LORD promises to reward him in great 

abundance. In walking by faith and living with integrity he cannot lose. 

9. V2. The name Eliezer means “God is help,” suggesting that Abraham’s heir was a trusted 

household servant, almost an adopted son.  Eliezer possibly served the role of Prime Minister 

of Abraham’s household (e.g., Joseph over Potiphar’s household; cf. Gen 24:2; Prov 14:35; 

Jn 18:20).  Yet Abraham does not consider him a proper heir because he is not a biological 

son of Abraham.  There is a Hebrew word play between “Eliezer of Damascus” (dammeseq) 

and “son of possession” (ben-mesheq).  Abraham seems to be complaining, “If I die childless 

my heir will be a Damascene—they even sound alike!”  Allen Ross jokes, “Abram evidently 
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was trying to stress to God that the omen was in the nomen, as if he saw the writing on the 

wall, that this man was about to inherit him.”  Thus he asks the Lord GOD (i.e., “Sovereign 

or Covenant Lord;” it is a rare biblical title for God used when someone pleads with him) an 

honest, heart-rending question: what can God possibly give me since I don’t have a son to 

pass it on to?  In other words, how will this promise of a seed, a land, a great nation, and a 

blessing to all nations possibly come true if I don’t even have one son?  How will any part of 

the promise be fulfilled if I don’t have a son?  This is a desperate complaint borne out of 

faith, not unbelief.  Abraham took the LORD’s promises seriously.  His doubt is searching, 

not skeptical.  Sometimes in the Bible, and as is the case here, the dilemma of childlessness is 

an opportunity for God to perform signs and wonders (Jud 13:2; 1 Sam 1:1-2:10; Isa 54:1-5). 

10. V2. NET sn The sentence in the Hebrew text employs a very effective wordplay on the name 

Damascus: "The son of the acquisition (qv,m,-!B,, ben-mesheq) of my house is Eliezer of Damascus 

(qv,M,D;, dammesheq)." The words are not the same; they have different sibilants. But the sound play 

gives the impression that "in the nomen is the omen." Eliezer the Damascene will be Abram's heir if 
Abram dies childless because "Damascus" seems to mean that. 

11. V3. Abraham reminds the LORD again of the predicament.  Without a son, a household 

servant is first in line to inherit all my possessions.  There is evidence of an ancient 

Babylonian custom of adopting one’s own slave to be the guardian and heir of one’s estate as 

a compensation for performing the duties of a son.  As Adam and Noah were the fathers of a 

fallen race of men, since Abraham is childless and therefore not the father of anyone by 

natural generation, he will be the symbolic father of a new race of men raised from the dead 

(cf. Gen 17:5; Heb 11:12). 

12. V4. “The word of the LORD came to him” is technical biblical language that shows Abraham 

was a prophet (cf. Gen 20:7; Ps 105:15).  The LORD responds to Abraham heartfelt question 

with a special direct word.  Eliezer will most certainly not be Abraham’s heir.  The heir will 

be Abraham’s very own son.  Even a son that comes from Abraham’s own bowels.  The heir 

will not be an adopted son, but a son biologically descended from Abraham. 

13. V5. Then the LORD graciously condescended to meet Abraham in his struggle to understand 

the promise.  He brought Abraham outside to look up into the night sky.  Abraham gazed at 

the starry host.  God gently challenged Abraham to count the starts in the heaven, then told 

him as the stars are numbered in the sky, so also will Abraham’s offspring be.  This was a 

beautiful faith-building illustration.  God’s blessings are beyond our wildest imaginations.  

His promise is not just amazing, but the starry host illustration is also an assurance of his 

creative and sovereign power to keep his promise.  God is not merely pointing to stars. He is 

pointing Abraham to his stars, the stars he magnificently created. 

14. V6. Narrator’s comment, which is rare in Genesis, and therefore significant.  Abraham is 

reckoned as righteous for believing God and his promise, not for any deed Abraham 

performed to merit righteous standing.  Abraham believes the promise of the birth of an heir, 

symbolically, from the dead (cf. Rom 4:17-21; Heb 11:11-12).  Abraham and Sarah were as 

good as dead.  Later Abraham reasons that God could raise his only son Isaac from the dead 

to be his heir.  Jesus Christ is the heir of the covenant promise that really did return from the 

dead. 
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15. V6. Looking up at the vast expanse of stars in the heavens, Abraham did a wonderful thing.  

He believed (in) the LORD!  This act of belief God accounted as righteousness to Abraham’s 

credit.  This is not blind faith without evidence, but faith that believes God’s word is 

sufficient.  Note this is not the first time Abraham exercised faith.  He was already a believer 

who left all to follow the LORD (Heb 11:8-10).  If there are twin peaks of significance in this 

passage, this is the first.  Abraham believes God who counts him as righteous for his belief.  

In the NT, Paul argues for the justification of sinners on faith alone apart from works (Rom 

4:1-3; cf. Rom 4:22-25; Gal 3:6-14; Jas 2:23).  Abraham is thus the father of all who believe 

the LORD (Rom 4:11; Gal 3:7).  He is the Christian model for belief in God leading to our 

justification before God.  Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 as proof that Abraham was justified 

before God on the basis of his faith, not his works.  Before Abraham had proven himself 

righteous through his deeds, he was counted by God as righteous through his faith.  

Therefore this is an OT gospel passage (cf. Rom 4:17-21; Heb 11:11-12).  Since God 

reckoned Abraham’s faith as righteousness, God counted him qualified to receive a land grant 

to be transferred to his descendants. 

16. V6.  The word “righteousness” carries the meaning of conformity to the standard, to what is 

right by God’s standard.  Righteousness is the correct action and attitude in relation to God.  

Righteous action and attitude is the basis of being acceptable to God.  What is the righteous 

action and attitude Abraham displays in this verse?  Abraham sincerely trusts God to keep his 

word.  Abraham believed the LORD and believed in the LORD. 

17. Quotation: “It would take faith to wait for the promises; but faith was what God was looking 

for, and faith made Abraham acceptable to God.” ~ Allen Ross, Creation and Blessing, 305. 

18. Application: Life crises often reveal a person’s faith (or lack thereof).  For Abraham, the 

crises of being old, possessing this inactivated promise from God, and not having a son, all 

worked together to put Abraham in a position that would reveal the source of his trust.  

Would he trust his instincts or common sense?  Or would be trust God even though it seemed 

crazy on the face of it?  When you face crises, to whom do you turn?  To God, or to yourself 

or some other power?  When you reflect on the nature of life in this fallen world, and then 

reflect on the character and history of God, doesn’t it make more sense to put your faith in 

God’s promises? 

19. V6. NET tn Or "righteousness"; or "evidence of steadfast commitment." The noun is an adverbial 

accusative. The verb translated "considered" (Heb "reckoned") also appears with hq'd'c. (ts®daqah, 

"righteousness") in Ps 106:31. Alluding to the events recorded in Numbers 25, the psalmist notes that 
Phinehas' actions were "credited to him as righteousness for endless generations to come." 
Reference is made to the unconditional, eternal covenant with which God rewarded Phinehas' loyalty 

(Num 25:12–13). So hq'd'c. seems to carry by metonymy the meaning "loyal, rewardable behavior" 

here, a nuance that fits nicely in Genesis 15, where God responds to Abram's faith by formally 
ratifying his promise to give Abram and his descendants the land. (See R. B. Chisholm, "Evidence 
from Genesis," A Case for Premillennialism, 40.) In Phoenician and Old Aramaic inscriptions cognate 
nouns glossed as "correct, justifiable conduct" sometimes carry this same semantic nuance (DNWSI 
2:962). 

20. V6. NET sn This episode is basic to the NT teaching of Paul on justification (Romans 4). Paul 

weaves this passage and Psalm 32 together, for both use this word. Paul explains that for the one 
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who believes in the LORD, like Abram, God credits him with righteousness but does not credit his 
sins against him because he is forgiven. Justification does not mean that the believer is righteous; it 
means that God credits him with righteousness, so that in the records of heaven (as it were) he is 
declared righteous. 

21. Vv7-21.  Focus is on the inheritance.  This section of the passage concerns Abraham’s desire 

to know how he may be certain his children will possess the land.  Verses 1-6 concern the 

promise of the son.  Verses 7-21 concern the promise of the land.  Again, the pattern is first 

Abraham questions the LORD about his promised inheritance, and second the LORD 

responds with a visual act that builds Abraham’s faith and secure his confidence.  This event 

happens at night, but not the same night as the event recorded in verses 1-6.  Therefore this 

event occurs sometime later. 

22. Application: Note that by this same pattern believers today may learn the nature of faith, be 

strengthened in their faith, and find certainty regarding their inheritance in Christ.  For 

Christians to possess life in Christ, our old lords and idols must be dispossessed.  Biblically 

speaking, the Christian can have no assurance his old lords and idols will eventually be 

thoroughly dispossessed unless he is actively working now to dispossess those same lords 

and idols.  In our lives and in our hearts.  How then can the Christian “know for certain” they 

will be dispossessed?  The Holy Spirit as a deposit and guaranty in our hearts seals our 

inheritance.  Have you encountered the Holy Spirit’s sovereign rule in your life and heart?  

You will prove to be failing and weak covenant breakers, but God is faithful to his covenant 

promise.  Even though your faith is defective, take heart knowing that Abraham’s faith was 

defective too.  A defective, weak, and failing faith is still real if it is still clinging to the 

LORD of the promise. 

23. V7. The verse begins with a self-identification of the king and a historical prologue that 

introduce the enactment of a covenant.  God’s authority is unimpeachable.  This covenantal 

historical prologue and self-identification foreshadows the LORD’s covenant with Israel at 

Mt. Sinai after the exodus (Exo 20). 

24. V7. God continued to speak to Abraham, reminding him that he had brought Abraham out of 

Ur of the Chaldeans.  Why?  In order to give Abraham this land to possess where he was 

presently standing.  This is not just a promise of a plot of land, or a parceled piece of real 

estate.  The LORD is promising to Abraham and his offspring a land that will be delivered to 

them as a kingdom inheritance.  The land will all belong to Abraham’s children as an 

inheritance.  The implication of the Hebrew wording is that Abraham will possess the land 

through its dispossession of the current landholders.  In the divine economy, God is the 

landowner of the whole earth.  Lands are his to take away and give to peoples as he chooses 

(Dt 2:20-23; Am 9:7; Hab 1:5-2:14; Acts 17:26). 

25. V7. NET sn I am the LORD. The LORD initiates the covenant-making ceremony with a declaration 

of who he is and what he has done for Abram. The same form appears at the beginning of the 
covenant made at Sinai (see Exod 20:1).  The phrase of the Chaldeans is a later editorial clarification 
for the readers, designating the location of Ur. From all evidence there would have been no 
Chaldeans in existence at this early date; they are known in the time of the neo-Babylonian empire in 
the first millennium B.C. 
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26. V8. God is portrayed as the Lord of the Covenant, the Covenant LORD, the King of the 

Covenant.  Abraham responded with another question, addressing God as “Lord GOD” 

(Hebrew sense: Sovereign Lord).  He needs to know how he may be certain that his 

descendants will inherit the land.  How can I be sure I will possess the land?  This complaint 

in rooted in Abraham’s faith in the LORD’s promises (cf. v6; Isa 7:10-14). 

27. Application: Like Christians, Abraham desired confirmation and assurance that he was doing 

God’s will, that his trust was founded on certain promises.  Abraham’s trust was founded in 

the same place we may find assurance—God’s word.  Abraham had the direct word of the 

LORD in a divine encounter.  We have the Bible through which we encounter the living God 

through the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the mediation of Jesus Christ. 

28. Vv9-10. God answers Abraham’s need for certainty with instructions for gathering several 

specific animals.  A heifer, a female goat, a ram (all three years old), a turtledove, and a 

young pigeon.  All these animals were the same as those that could be offered in sacrifice.  It 

seems Abraham understood this to mean God commanded the arrangement of a covenant 

ratification ceremony (an old West Semitic rite that seals oaths or covenants).  So he cut the 

heifer, goat, and ram in halves, and laid out all the parts of all the animals (the birds being 

undivided) across from each other, probably forming a path in the midst of them.  Making 

covenants was an ancient equivalent to signing a contract between two parties. 

29. V11. Of course the animal carcasses attracted birds of prey, so Abraham drove these unclean 

scavenger birds away from the covenant ratification ceremony site.  Here Abraham protected 

his promised inheritance against profane foreign attackers (cf. Isa 46:11).  The birds 

symbolize those who unjustly attack Abraham’s heirs seeking to prevent their emergence as a 

nation (cf. Gen 15:13-14).  Note that in Egypt the falcon symbolized the god Horus, and 

Pharaoh identified himself with Horus. 

30. V12. When the sun was setting at dusk, Abraham fell into a deep sleep.  The language used to 

describe what happened next to Abraham is startling and unsettling (cf. Acts 7:6-7).  God’s 

relationship with Abraham, up to this point in the Genesis narrative, has been 

overwhelmingly positive.  God has been gentle with Abraham, nurturing him in his new and 

maturing faith.  But now something completely unexpected happens.  Behold!  Terror and 

great darkness fell upon Abraham.  What does this mean?  Is something terrible about to 

happen?  Will the LORD now reveal an unknown side of himself to Abraham?  Is Abraham 

in danger?  Has he expressed his doubts too honestly to the LORD?  What will happen to 

Abraham if he encounters God at this point of terror and great darkness?  There seems to be a 

dual meaning to this covenant ratification ceremony.  It also serves as a symbolic pre-

enactment of Israel’s redemption and exodus from Egypt.  So as the sun sets the scene 

becomes more terrifying and dreadful, much like the slavish predicament the Hebrews found 

themselves in just before the LORD delivered them from Egypt.  Therefore the LORD is 

setting the frightful mood appropriate for prophesying the affliction and oppression 

Abraham’s children will experience in a foreign land.  Seeing all this beforehand must have 

been terrifying for Abraham, but also comforting to know that great hardships could not 

thwart God’s plan. 
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31. V13. While Abraham is experiencing in his sleep terror and great darkness (the nightmare of 

nightmares!), the LORD speaks to him.  God explains how the promise will unfold for 

Abraham’s offspring to possess the land.  He tells Abraham to be certain that his descendants 

will be sojourners and servants in a land they do not possess (a different land than the 

promised land).  In that foreign land they will be oppressed, afflicted by their overlords for 

400 years (probably a round figure; cf. Ex 12:40-41; Acts 7:6; 13:20).  There is no sense that 

Abraham’s offspring will be oppressed and afflicted due to some punishment they deserve.  

Instead, this is the sovereign Lord’s plan to deliver the promised land into their possession.  

The Israelites in the time of Moses would have read this as anticipating their 400 year 

captivity in Egypt, their house of bondage.  They would inherit the land of Canaan by the 

means of divine redemption and deliverance from slavery in Egypt.  The coming period of 

suffering is not the defeat of God’s promise, but the means of God fulfilling his promise. 

32. Application: God’s people must learn patience and to live with delay (2 Pet 3:8-10).  We 

must learn to wait upon the salvation of the LORD when our circumstances seem intolerable 

and the promises of God seem to fade away.  So often God uses our suffering as the means to 

draw us to himself, to deliver us from our idols, and save us to be a purified, holy, and 

renewed people.  In God’s economy, suffering produces perseverance, which produces, 

character, which produces hope in God that does not disappoint (Rom 5:3-5).  Nothing can 

separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus and his plans to bless us (Rom 8:18-39; 2 

Pet 1:3-4). 

33. V13. NET tn The Hebrew word rGE (ger, "sojourner, stranger") is related to the verb rWG (gur, "to 

sojourn, to stay for awhile"). Abram's descendants will stay in a land as resident aliens without rights 

of citizenship.  tn Heb "and they will serve them and they will oppress them." The verb WN[i, ('innu, a 

Piel form from hn"[', 'anah, "to afflict, to oppress, to treat harshly"), is used in Exod 1:11 to describe 

the oppression of the Israelites in Egypt. 

34. V14. Although the 400 years of captivity in a foreign land will not be punishment of sin for 

Abraham’s descendants, the LORD will punish the oppressor nation that afflicts Abraham’s 

offspring.  The LORD will judge that nation (clearly Egypt; cf. Exo 6:6; 7:4; 12:12), and 

after this judgment the children of Abraham will come out of that foreign land with great 

property (cf. Exo 12:35-39).  This will, in a sense, be their just reward from the LORD for 

enduring slavery and mistreatment.  This promise was fulfilled about 600 years later 

(assuming a 15th century B.C. date for the exodus; cf. Ex 12:35-40).  The chronology of the 

Hebrew text dates the Israelites move to Egypt around 1876 B.C. and their exodus around 

1446 B.C. 

35. V15. In the meantime, the LORD also has words of comfort for Abraham.  He will die 

peacefully, going to his fathers/ancestors, and will be buried at a good old age.  Abraham will 

live a long, blessed life and will finally die a blessed man.  This is no insignificant promise.  

He will not experience any of the affliction or oppression that his descendants will suffer.  

Nevertheless, God’s promise is sure, even though centuries of descendants will suffer and die 

without tasting the fruit of the promise. But for the patriarch, having been assured of a son, 

Abraham can rest assured that his son will give him a proper burial.  Abraham will rest in 

peace.  Knowing this would set Abraham’s mind at ease. 
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36. Illustration: Sorrow and sadness are frequent companions as people grow older (Gen 42:38; 

44:29, 31; 1 Kgs 2:6, 9; Eccl 12:1)).  Someone this week gave me this piece of advice borne 

out of her own frustrations: “Don’t get old!”  By promising Abraham will die at a “good old 

age,” the LORD indicates Abraham will live a prosperous, blessed life (cf. Jud 8:32; 1 Chron 

29:28). 

37. V16. The descendants of Abraham will finally return from captivity in a foreign land when 

the iniquity (i.e., sin, guilt) of the Amorites is completed or filled up.  The Amorites, as 

descendants of Ham, were a major people group that lived in the land of promise.  Abraham 

was surely familiar with them.  Here the Amorites represent all ten nations that currently 

possess the land (cf. Lev 18:24; 20:23).  This will not happen until the fourth “generation” 

when God will no longer tolerate their presence in the land of promise.  God is patient and 

just in meting out punishment for sin.  Note the Urgaritic texts (ca. 1400 B.C.) document the 

grave sins of the Amorites—their gods degraded themselves in violent atrocities and sexual 

promiscuity.  Remember he did not send the flood to destroy the earth, or fire to destroy 

Sodom and Gomorrah, until they were fully corrupt (Gen 6:5, 12; 18:22-33).  Therefore 

Israel’s conquest of the promise land was not based on genocidal aggression, but on divine 

justice.  Centuries later Israel would also be dispossessed of the land when her sin reached its 

full measure (Dt 28:36-37; 2 Kgs 24;14; 25:7).  Generation is better translated “cycle of 

years” or “lifespan.”  Here a generation is calculated to be 100 years (cf. Ps 90:10; Isa 65:20).  

Note that in Egypt during the Patriarchal Era a lifespan of 110 years was considered ideal 

(Gen 50:22).  Thus in the context a cycle of years is 100 years.  The fourth cycle of years 

would be the passing of 400 years in foreign captivity.  This harmonizes the fourth 

“generation” with the 400 years, both temporal markers in this passage. 

38. V16. NET sn The term generation is being used here in its widest sense to refer to a full life span. 

When the chronological factors are considered and the genealogies tabulated, there are four hundred 
years of bondage. This suggests that in this context a generation is equivalent to one hundred years.  
The sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its limit. The justice of God is apparent. He will wait until 
the Amorites are fully deserving of judgment before he annihilates them and gives the land to Israel. 

39. Vv17-21.  The divine promise is now a covenant promise.  God makes a covenant with 

Abraham.  This is the second peak of the passage and the second encounter Abraham has 

with the LORD.  This covenant is the guaranty of the Abrahamic promise (seed, land, 

blessing) being fulfilled provisionally in the conquest under Joshua and ultimately in the new 

covenant of Christ. 

40. V17. The final stage of the ritual begins.  The LORD appears to Abraham in a deep sleep.  

Abraham’s terror and great darkness is realized when God manifests himself as a smoking 

fire pot and flaming torch (small scale versions of pillars of smoke and fire) that pass 

between the animal pieces.  God’s presence often takes the symbol of fire and smoke.  These 

symbols communicate God’s blazing holiness, zealous righteousness, and terrifying justice.  

This description would remind Israel of the LORD’s act of deliverance from Egypt (Ex 

13:21-22; 19:18; 20:18).  Usually when covenant parties ratify an agreement, they both pass 

together through the animal pieces, thereby taking a self-maledictory oath.  In essence, the 

covenant parties declare “may this same thing happen to me—be torn apart—if I do not 

fulfill my covenant promise.”  But this time, the LORD alone passes between the animal 

pieces.  The LORD alone takes the self-maledictory oath (Jer 34:18-21; cf. Heb 6:13-20)!  
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The LORD alone swears the promise is conditioned upon his own faithfulness.  This is a 

unilateral promise.  He takes responsibility for both sides of the covenant contract.  God 

guarantees his covenant promise to his people upon pain of his own death.  And of course 

God does have to die to keep his promise to his lawbreaking, idolatrous, sinful people.  This 

is why God sent his Son into the world, Jesus Christ the Son of Abraham, to bind himself 

with the curse of the covenant so that Abraham’s offspring would certainly inherit the 

promise. 

41. V17. NET sn A smoking pot with a flaming torch. These same implements were used in 

Mesopotamian rituals designed to ward off evil (see E. A. Speiser, Genesis [AB], 113-14). 

42. Vv18-21. Note the literary structural connection between verse 6 and verses 18-21.  This 

suggests that God makes the covenant promise to Abraham because Abraham believed God 

and was thereby counted as righteous.  Verse 18 emphasizes the significance of this event. (In 

Genesis 17 God will give the covenant sign of circumcision to Abraham and his family to 

mark them as people of the covenant promise.)  On the day when the LORD walked between 

the pieces he made (literally “cut”) a covenant with Abraham, promising a royal land grant 

(an irrevocable, immutable, unilateral, unconditional promissory covenant) to his 

descendants in perpetuity who will possess the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the 

Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the 

Girgashites, and the Jebusites (cf. Neh 9:7-8).  All in all 10 “people nations” (the number 10 

indicating the fullness of the land).  The land that these peoples inhabited stretches from the 

great Euphrates River to the river (possibly the Wadi el Arish that is midway between Israel 

and the Nile) of Egypt (cf. Num 34:5).  Note this is most likely not the great Nile River, or 

but perhaps the easternmost branch of the Nile.  Alternatively, the description could be broad 

generalization (i.e., “from the two great rivers: the Nile to the Euphrates”). These boundaries 

recall the geographic region of Eden (Gen 2:8-14).  The geographic region surpasses the 

ethnographic region. 

43. V18. NET sn The river of Egypt is a wadi (a seasonal stream) on the northeastern border of Egypt, 

not to the River Nile. 

44. The promise to possess the whole land was fulfilled by token in Abraham’s family burial 

plot, by and large in the Israelite conquest under Joshua’s leadership, to the boundaries in the 

conquests of David (2 Sam 8:1; 1 Chron 18) and the peaceful reign of Solomon (1 Kgs 4:21), 

spiritually in the new covenant church’s expansion over the whole earth, and en toto in the 

resurrection age of new heavens and the new earth. 

45. In this covenant God made when he appeared to Abraham, he promised offspring and land.  

In the new covenant Jesus Christ is the ultimate fulfillment of these promises.  Jesus Christ, 

as a descendant of Abraham, is the greater son who inherits all the blessings promised to 

Abraham (Rom 4:11-25; Gal 3:8-9, 16).  Jesus Christ, as the heir of Abraham, takes 

possession of the whole earth as the King of kings and Lord of lords.  Through Christ, 

Christians are heirs to everything that rightly belongs to Jesus.  As Abraham’s children by 

faith, we encounter God through Christ who guarantees the covenant promise to us upon pain 

of his own death.  He died so we might live.  We live because he died in our place.  By the 
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indwelling Holy Spirit in us, we encounter God’s presence through Jesus Christ our Covenant 

Lord. 

46. Quotation and Application: “Today people become the people of God by faith as well, and 

their faith brings righteousness before God (Rom 4:3; Gal 3:6).  To New Testament believers 

God has also made great promises (Heb 9:15ff), but those promises seem to be greatly 

delayed in the face of suffering and death (2 Pet 3:9).  By his covenant which he made by his 

own blood, however, our Lord has guaranteed that his Word is sure and that neither death nor 

oppression can destroy his promises (Heb 7:20-25; Rom 8:31-39).” ~ Allen Ross, Creation 

and Blessing, 313 
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8 Sermon References 

Genesis 12:1-3  Now the LORD said to Abram, "Go from your country and 
your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you.  2 And 
I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name 
great, so that you will be a blessing.  3 I will bless those who bless you, and 
him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed." 

Romans 8:28, 31, 35, 38-39  And we know that for those who love God all 
things work together for good, for those who are called according to his 
purpose.  31 What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who 
can be against us?  35 Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall 
tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, 
or sword?  38 For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, 
nor things present nor things to come, nor powers,  39 nor height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 



Administering the Lord’s Supper 
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• Words of Christ ordaining this institution (Mt 26:26-30; Mk 14:22-25; Lk 22:15-20; 1 Cor 11:23-32) 

o Promises are words that may be repeated over and over.  Covenants are made once.  God spoke to 

Abraham the words of promise at various points throughout Abraham’s life.  But only once did God 

appear before our forefather in the faith to walk between the pieces.  On that day the LORD made a 

covenant with Abraham and all his children.  When we consider Abraham’s visionary encounter with God, 

we glimpse both the trust and terror of the new covenant. 

o We gain assurance from Christ’s words of covenant promise.  “This is my body which is for you.”  “This 

cup is the new covenant in my blood, shed for the forgiveness of your sins.”  By saying this Jesus wanted 

to assure his disciples of his love for them.  By instructing them to reenact the covenant ritual, disciples 

grow to trust the God who is trustworthy unto death. 

o Are you struggling to trust God?  Are you having trouble believing God is working out all things in your 

life for your good?  Are you in need of fresh assurance that God will keep (and is keeping!) his promises 

to you and your people?  Then look to his revealed plan for good reasons to trust in him.  Look to God’s 

history of covenant faithfulness.  Look to Jesus Christ as he offers himself to you in the gospel.  Look to 

these covenant symbols of Christ and his promises to his people. 

o The bread and the cup are sacramental signs and seals of the God who was torn in two for us.  The bread is 

Christ’s body, the cup is his blood.  The table is the ground where the smoking fire pot and the burning 

torch passed through judgment.  Behold God’s work in the theater of salvation.  The meal is the fellowship 

of trust we share with our God because of his unilateral covenant faithfulness.  Just as Abraham 

encountered the assuring and terrible presence of the Lord, we too encounter the Spirit of God in the 

Lord’s Supper.  His revealed plan for us is a glorious salvation that must pass through a terrible death.  A 

death now to sin and self, but a glory to righteousness and eternal life in Christ. 

• If you are one of God’s baptized children, having confessed your faith publicly, living a life of confession and 

repentance, and a member of any church where the gospel of Jesus is faithfully preached, then I welcome and 

encourage you to come to the Lord’s table. 

• Brief exhortation and fence the table (not baptized, not publically confessed the faith, not under the care and 

government of a particular branch of Christ’s Church) do not take the bread and wine, but instead take Christ 

today—trust him and his promises to all who believe.  Please talk with one of the elders immediately after the 

worship service today so you might join Christ’s Church as we seek by faith to trust God more and more. 

• Invitation to silent prayer for preparation (confess sin, acknowledge God’s love for you) 

• After allowing time for elders to come forward, close the silent prayer time with a brief prayer. 

 

 

 

 

The Lord Jesus Christ on the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; 

and when He had given thanks, He broke it, gave it to His disciples, as I, 

ministering in His name, give this bread to you, and said, “Take, eat; this is My 

body which is for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” 
o Reminder to hold the bread and eat together as a body since the one loaf represents Christ’s unified body. 

• Optional: read a scripture (Psalm 3:1-3, 8) 

In the same manner, He also took the cup, and having given thanks as has been 

done in His name, He gave it to the disciples, saying, “This cup is the new covenant 

in My blood, which is shed for many for the remission of sins. Drink from it, all of 

you.” 
o Reminder to drink from the cup as you are ready since Jesus shed his blood to save you. 




