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THE LIFE OF ABRAHAM
THE POWER OF GOD’S PROMISES
Genesis 15:1-21
INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _GoBack]Today we continue our series in the Life of Abraham. In a way, the title of the series is a little misleading, because these fourteen chapters in the book of Genesis aren’t really about Abraham. They’re about God. God, and the precious and very great promises that he has made, are the main subject of this series. The only reason why we’re focusing on Abraham is that his life provides the theater in which God’s promises break into the world. 
I learned one of the most important lessons about God’s promises earlier this week from a Peanuts cartoon that was quoted in Jared Mellinger’s recent book A Bright Tomorrow: How to Face the Future Without Fear. In that book, he introduces a chapter on God’s promises with this exchange between Lucy and her younger brother Linus. The two of them are looking out the window watching it rain as Lucy asks:
Lucy: “Boy, look at it rain…what if it floods the whole world?”
Linus: “It will never do that… in the ninth chapter of Genesis, God promised Noah that would never happen again, and the sign of the promise is the rainbow...”
Lucy: “You’ve taken a great load off my mind...”
Linus: “Sound theology has a way of doing that!”
Sound theology, rooted in the faithful promises of God, has a way of taking great loads off our minds. God’s promises comfort us in our anxieties, strengthen us in our weaknesses, and embolden us in our fears, because as Jared so helpfully puts it,
“Promises…reveal not what we must do, and not what God will attempt to do, but what God has bound himself to do for us.” – Jared Mellinger
Or as Calvin put it many centuries ago,
“We ought to be armed with God’s promises, so that we may with courageous hearts follow wherever he may call us.” – John Calvin
That’s what the story of Abraham is truly about. It’s about a weak man made strong by the promises of God. It’s about a man plagued with doubts filled with courage and faith, not because of his faithfulness to God, but because of God’s faithfulness to him. 
Nowhere is that more apparent than in our text today. Genesis 15 has been called “the very heart of the Abraham story” (Westermann), because it is here that God’s promises to Abraham are most prominent. We’ve already seen God make multiple promises to Abraham. Promises to make him a great nation and give him a great name. Promises to bless him and make him a blessing. Promises to multiply his offspring like the dust of the earth and to give him land that stretches north, soul, east, and west. But it is here, in Chapter 15, that God not only expands upon and reaffirms those promises, but seals them with a covenant: a sacred promise in which God binds himself by an oath to do what he has promised to do.
The title of this message is The Power of God’s Promises. My aim today is to show you that God’s Promises Empower Us to Live Without Fear. 
We will have three points today:
(1) Believing God’s Promises
(2) Awaiting God’s Promises
(3) Guaranteeing God’s Promises

(1) BELIEVING GOD’S PROMISES
Our text today begins in verse 1 with “After these things”. This is a phrase that clearly connects the events of Chapter 14 to what is about to follow in Chapter 15. As we saw in our last message, Chapter 14 was about Abram’s victory over the four western warlords led by King Chedorlaomer of Elam. These bloodthirsty kings had been on a rampage. They had recently defeated six entire nations and an alliance of five eastern kings which included Abram’s nephew Lot. When Abram heard of this, he didn’t hesitate to act. Leading his small army of 318 trained men, along with his Canaanite allies, Abram routed the western kings in a surprise attack by night and rescued Lot from their hands. 
It’s in this context that verse 1 says, “the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision”, where he says, “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” This seems a little puzzling at first. Why would Abram be afraid when he had just enjoyed a massive victory against the world powers of the time? They might be afraid of him, but he wasn’t afraid of them. God was with him, standing by his side, which meant that no man could stand against him. 
And yet, the Lord finds it fitting to bring a word of comfort to Abram, a gentle word of reassurance that he didn’t need to be afraid, because God was his shield, and his reward would be very great. Why would he do that? Because God knows what’s in Abram’s heart. He knows that, under all the confidence that came from his military victories, under all the faith that came from seeing God care for him, there was fear. 
What was Abram afraid of? He was afraid of going to the grave childless. We see that come out in verses 2 and 3. God had just promised Abram that his reward would be very great, yet in verse 2, Abram replies, “What will you give me?” To him, it didn’t matter if God gave him wealth, or riches, or power, or victories. None of it would matter if he and his wife continued childless. If he suddenly died at that moment, his own son wouldn’t inherit any of the blessings that God had poured out on him. A man named Eliezer of Damascus would. Eliezer may have been Abram’s most trusted lieutenant, his right-hand-man, but he wasn’t a son. He was a servant. And so, Abram laments in verse 3, “Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my household will be my heir.” 
That’s what Abram was afraid of. He didn’t doubt that God would be his shield and protect him and reward him mightily with power and wealth. He had already seen God do all of that for him even in seemingly impossible situations. But through it all, he still had no child, no baby to hold in his arms and call his own, and that was enough to make him very afraid. Afraid of the future. Afraid for his wife. Afraid that all that he accomplished in life would be meaningless if he couldn’t pass it all on to his own child. 
Abram’s struggling. After experiencing a brief episode of walking by faith in Chapters 13 and 14 he’s back to being the Abram of Chapter 12: afraid, rather than at peace; doubting, rather than trusting. 
But the amazing thing about all this is that God doesn’t rebuke him for it. He doesn’t discipline him, or judge him, or abandon him. Instead, he shows grace as he comforts him with yet another word of promise. God assures Abram in verse 4 that, “This man shall not be your heir; your very own son shall be your heir.” Verse 5 then says that the Lord brings Abram outside in an intimate gesture of care and gives him what Derek Kidner calls a “visible word”, a picture of the promises that God has made. “Look toward heaven”, the Lord says, “and number the stars, if you are able to number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.”
That brings us to verse 6. Comforted by God’s words of promise, Abram “believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness.” 
It’s not an exaggeration to say that this is one of the most important verses in the entire Bible. It has profound theological implications, but it also has pastoral insight for us. So let me address this verse on two levels: the theological, and the pastoral. 
First, the theological. One way of reading verse 6 would be to interpret it as saying that God considered Abram to be righteous because he had faith. His trust in God’s promise had moral worth, so that it was through Abram’s faith that he met God’s righteous moral standards.  
If we read it like this, then verse 6 would be teaching that we are justified by works. To be “justified” is to be declared righteous, and on this reading, God would only do that if you had enough faith. Faith would be a type of works, a way of earning merit before God so that you could become righteous. 
That’s one way of reading verse 6, but if we look a little closer, we’ll see that that’s not what the verse says. It doesn’t say, “And he believed the LORD, and his belief or his faith made him righteous.” It says, “And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness.” 
The key phrase here is “counted it to him”, or “credited it to him”. What does this mean? To credit something is to take one thing and give it value as another thing. When I buy something from the store and return it, I may be issued a credit, usually in the form of money. The money isn’t the same thing as the item that I bought and returned, but rather stands in the place of that item. 
The same is true here. When verse 6 says that Abram’s belief in God was “counted to him as righteousness”, it’s not saying that Abram’s faith was righteousness any more than we’re saying that the things we buy from the store are money. Instead, it’s saying that Abram’s faith stood in the place of righteousness. He didn’t have righteousness. He had faith, but God in his mercy graciously counted that faith as righteousness. 
This understanding of verse 6 would eventually pave the way for the New Testament’s teaching on justification by faith. Referencing this verse, the Apostle Paul would teach in Romans 4 that justification by faith wasn’t some novel teaching or radical idea. God’s people had always been justified by faith, not by works, including Abraham himself. Abraham wasn’t called righteous because he was actually righteous. He was righteous because God, in his infinite mercy, chose to count his faith as righteousness. That meant that God’s relationship with Abraham wouldn’t rest on Abraham’s ability to obey God’s commands or meet God’s moral standards, but on God’s gracious gift. 
That’s what verse 6 means on a theological level. It means that God has always justified his people, not through their obedience to his commands, but by their response to his promises. The only difference between the Old and New Testament is the scope of the promise that his people are meant to respond to. For Abraham, it was God’s promise to bless him with the land of Canaan and make him a great nation. For us, it is God’s promise to give us a heavenly land that will never be taken from us, a better country that has foundations that will never be shaken. And there, we will be part of a new nation, the greatest nation made up of people from every tribe, language, people, and tongue who are all equally saved by God’s grace, because Christ has died for our sins and raised for our justification. 
But how does this verse speak to us on a pastoral level?  It says several things to us.  It reminds us that even the strongest believers, like Abraham, can doubt God’s promises at times. The presence of doubt doesn’t always mean the absence of faith. It reminds us that, when we doubt, God doesn’t lash out with anger or fume with disappointment. He patiently and gently leads us back to trust him. And most importantly, it reminds us that the only way to move from doubt to faith is to listen once again to God’s Word. 
In his moment of doubting, God didn’t help Abram by giving him a sign. He helped him by speaking the Word of his promise to him once again. God promised Abram that he would give him offspring in Chapter 12, but here in Chapter 15 Abram doubts that promise. So what does God do? He gives him the promise yet again: “Your own son shall be your heir”. “Your offspring shall be like the stars in the sky.” And it was this repetition, this renewal of God’s promise that helped Abram to believe. 
That’s what we need in our moments of doubt as well. We need more of God’s Word, not less. It’s far too easy to say, “I tried that. It worked for a time, but it doesn’t work anymore. I need something else. Something fresh.” We don’t need something fresh. We need the ancient truths of God’s Word. If anything needs refreshing, it’s our sinful hearts, not God’s Word. And so, when we lose sight of the Scriptures, when we doubt God’s promises to care for us, forgive us, love us, or deliver us, we need to look at those promises in God’s Word again, and again, and again. And if we do, it’s only a matter of time before God speaks his Words into our souls with fresh power, turning our doubts to faith. 
(2) AWAITING GOD’S PROMISES
Now, you may be thinking, “Why is it so hard to believe? Why does it take so long for God to answer? Why does it seem like he’s not hearing my prayers, or if he’s hearing them, he doesn’t care?” Those are good questions without easy answers, but I believe that the next part of our text will provide at least some answers, and some comfort, to those who are awaiting God’s promises. This leads to our second point: Awaiting God’s Promises. 
Having comforted Abram with the promise of a son, the Lord now reassures Abram regarding the promise of land. In verse 7, God says, “I am the LORD who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess.” Once again, Abram is looking for confirmation. He’s heard God’s promise, he believes God’s promise, but he wants to be absolutely sure that he will experience God’s promise. And so, he asks for a sign in verse 8, “O Lord GOD, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” 
This request for a sign initiates a mysterious ceremony in verses 9-11. The Lord tells Abram to bring him a heifer (a young cow), a female goat, and a ram, all three years old, as well as a turtledove and a young pigeon. Abram does so, and proceeds to cut all the animals except the birds in half and laying those halves on the ground opposite to one another. He then spends the rest of the day chasing the various birds of prey that want to feast on those carcasses away. 
There’s a lot of debate about what this ceremony means and what it symbolizes, but we just don’t have the time to explore all of that. For our purposes, the only important thing for us to note is that God commands, Abram obeys, and Abram waits for the Lord to make the next move. 
That comes near sunset. Verse 12 says that “As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram. And behold, dreadful and great darkness fell upon him.” In the Old Testament, God often chose to manifest his presence in two ways: in fire, and in darkness. We see that later on in the Old Testament when God appears to Moses in the burning bush, when God leads Israel out of Egypt with a pillar of fire by night, and when God appears to Moses in smoke and fire at Mount Sinai. 
In every case, the people’s response is the same: dread and fear. The appearance of God put the fear of God in their hearts, so that they trembled at his presence and his Word. 
That’s no different here. This “great darkness” is called “dreadful” in verse 12 because Abram is afraid. He’s in dread at the presence of the Lord. But out of this darkness, the Lord speaks, not a word of comfort this time, but a word of prophecy. 
He tells Abram that his offspring will be “sojourners in a land that is not theirs and will be servants there, and they will be afflicted for four hundred years.” For four hundred years, they would live as slaves in a foreign land, and the promise that God would give them a land of their own would not be fulfilled. But after those four hundred years, God would bring judgment on that nation and bring them back to the promised land with great possessions. As for Abram, he shall go to his fathers in peace. He shall be buried in a good old age. 
In other words, Abram would never see God’s promise of land fulfilled, because it wouldn’t be fulfilled in his lifetime. Instead, he would die and be buried in a land that wasn’t his own surrounded by a people that weren’t his own. We’ll see that in Chapter 23 when Abram has to purchase land from the Hittites so that he can bury his wife in a cave in Hebron, the same cave that he would be buried in later in Chapter 25. 
God is telling Abram that centuries would have to pass before God’s promise to give him the land of Canaan would be fulfilled, but why? Why would God delay? After all, Abram was already in the promised land, walking through it, building altars, and winning massive military victories. Why couldn’t he just take the land now? 
It’s because of what God says in verse 16: “for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.” This is very significant. The Amorites were one of the people groups that were living in Canaan at the time and can be seen as representing all the people living in Canaan that weren’t part of Abram’s household. God is saying that Abram couldn’t take the land of Canaan from the Canaanites because they didn’t deserve it, at least not yet. Their sins weren’t dark enough, their deeds not wicked enough, for the Lord to give his chosen people the green light to begin their military conquest. 
That wouldn’t happen until after Isaac, after Jacob, after Joseph, after Israel sojourned in Egypt for four hundred years, after the Exodus, after Mount Sinai, and after the forty years in the wilderness. All that time needed to pass before Abraham’s descendants would be sent by God back into the promised land under the leadership of Joshua to defeat the Canaanites once and for all when their iniquities were finally complete.  
This tells us something very important about God. It tells us that sending his people back into Canaan to destroy the nations wasn’t an arbitrary act of violence. It was a measured act of justice. It was so carefully and deliberately planned out by God that he didn’t send his chosen people to destroy them until centuries had passed, even though those centuries would cause his people to struggle. As Derek Kidner puts it,
“(Joshua’s invasion) was an act of justice, not aggression. Until it was right to invade, God’s people must wait, even if it cost them centuries of hardship.” 
That’s why Abram would never see God’s promises fulfilled in his lifetime. That’s why generations of his offspring wouldn’t see it either. God was waiting until the Canaanites were so corrupted and twisted by their sin that they deserved for the land to be taken from them and given to Israel instead. God will always accomplish his plans and fulfill his promises, but it has to be when the time is right. And until the time is right, his people must wait.  
So let me ask you this: are you waiting for God to move in your life? Are you starting to grow frustrated with the waiting? Are you beginning to think that God doesn’t hear you, or God doesn’t care for you, because you’ve been waiting so very long? Then let me tell you this: God is at work. He’s not just sitting on his hands pretending he didn’t hear you. He is at work to accomplish his plans. He is at work to fulfill his promises. He is at work in ways that you know nothing about, waiting for the right time to act. 
That could be a few years down the road. It could even be a few centuries down the road. We don’t know. But what we do know is that God is faithful to keep his promises when the time is right, every single time. It may be because he’s doing a work in you. It may be because he’s doing a work in the lives of others. Whatever it is, we know that God’s timing is always perfect, and until it’s perfect, we must wait. 
So let us put our trust in God. If there seems to be a long delay between our cries and his answers, let us believe that there is a reason for the delay. A good reason. We may not know the reason. We may not see it for ourselves, but it’s there. But once the reason for the delay has passed, I can assure you that, based on the testimony of Holy Scripture, God will act. He will keep his promises to his people. Promises to deliver us from evil. Promises to free us from sin. Promises to satisfy our souls. Promises to strengthen us in our weakness. Promises to provide for us in our need. Promises to comfort us in our mourning. Promises to give us a joy that will never end. Why? Because God loves us. As the Scriptures say, “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all, how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” 

(3) GUARANTEEING GOD’S PROMISES
This leads us to the last part of our text, and our final point: Guaranteeing God’s Promises.
These last five verses return to the religious ceremony that Abram had spent the day preparing and protecting. They tell us that, “When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces. On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, ‘To your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the Hitties, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.” 
What’s happening here? It’s quite clear that the smoking fire and the flaming torch symbolize God’s presence, but why does God pass between the two animal halves? Ancient history tells us that there were times when two parties entered into a solemn arrangement called a “covenant”, which was a promise that was sealed with an oath. It was the most sacred of promises that would result in greater consequences if it was broken. 
One of the ways a covenant could be inaugurated was with a ceremony similar to the one we see in Genesis 15. The two parties would sacrifice a number of animals, cut them in half, and pass between them as a symbolic gesture of calling down curses upon themselves if they didn’t fulfill their end of the covenant. They were essentially saying that, if they failed to uphold the covenant, then what happened to the animals should happen to them as well.
There’s some biblical precedence for this understanding of the covenant ceremony. For example, in Jeremiah, God makes reference to a covenant between him and the men of Judah that involved a ceremony that sounds similar to the one we find in Genesis 15. When they broke that covenant, the Lord said through Jeremiah: 
“And the men who transgressed my covenant and did not keep the terms of the covenant that they made before me, I will make them like the calf that they cut in two and passed between its parts…” – Jeremiah 34:18
That’s what’s happening here. Abram was questioning how God would fulfill his promise to give him the land of Canaan. In order to reassure Abram, God not only repeats the promise, but seals the promise with an oath, a covenant, a solemn promise that he would do what he promised to do no matter what the cost. 
The difference between this covenant and the ones from history, however, is that only one party passes through the animal pieces. Only one party calls down curses upon itself should the covenant fail to be upheld. God, and God alone, passes through that walkway of death while Abram stands and observes. 
In other words, God is taking full responsibility for the fulfillment of this covenant. Abram’s success or failure in honouring the terms of the agreement were irrelevant to its fulfillment. God would uphold his covenant with Abram no matter how well, or how poorly Abram performed. 
That is exactly what God would do, not just for Abram, but for Abram’s offspring, those who would respond to God’s Word with faith. In Jesus Christ, God would take responsibility for our failure to uphold the terms of his covenant and suffer the consequence himself. We were the ones who deserved death, but Jesus Christ would take that death upon himself on the cross, suffering in our place for our sins. And in this way, he would prove that the fulfillment of the covenant never depended on us. It depended on him, and him alone. He would initiate it, he would inaugurate it, he would suffer for it, and he would fulfill it through his life, death, and resurrection. 
And now, all who trust in Christ are welcomed into a New Covenant, a solemn promise that God has made with us that has been sealed by the death of his Son, an everlasting promise that we will be his people, and he will be our God, both now and forevermore. 

CONCLUSION
This is the power of God’s promises. They empower us to live without fear. The fear of judgment. The fear of death. The fear of loneliness. The fear of meaninglessness. All of that fear melts away from the Christian’s life because of the precious and very great promises of God. 
I think many of us would have to admit that God’s promises don’t play much of a role in our daily lives. This sermon has been about how to use God’s promises – how to trust them, and how to wait for them – but so many of us don’t even know what God has promised in the first place! We can’t learn how to use God’s promises if we don’t know what those promises are. 
So let me suggest three practical ways to start incorporating more of God’s promises into your daily life.
First, start using “Take Words With You” in your times of prayer.
Second, whenever you’re reading the Bible, take note of the times when God is making a promise and make it personal for you. You may have to interpret the promise through the lens of the gospel, e.g. God won’t give us physical land like he promised to Abram, but he will give us heavenly land in the life to come. Pray through the promise. Thank God for it. Ask God for it. And wait for God to deliver. 
Third, find a way to make God’s promises more prominent in your life. That could mean memorizing them, or writing them on cue cards and carrying them around, or posting them around your house. Whatever it may be, let us be armed with God’s promises, so that we may with courageous hearts follow wherever he may call us, not because we are a faithful people, but because we worship a faithful God who always keeps his promises. 

