Genesis 15:1-21 July 12, 2026

Let’s talk about promises. Everyone makes them at one time or another. Making one is
easy; keeping it is another story. People make promises all the time, but too often they
fail to keep them. Do you get tired of empty promises? A prime example is during
political campaigns as we are constantly bombarded with attack ads from candidates
highlighting promises on which their opponents failed to deliver. In the business world,
a worker might be promised a promotion, a raise in pay, and other benefits. But often
these promises aren’t fulfilled. Those who make the promises are very sincere in their
desire to keep them. But almost all human beings have failed to deliver on promises at
one time or another. There is plenty of blame for failing to keep promises — something
unexpected happens, an unforeseen obstacle is encountered, there’s an accident,
delivery is delayed, or there’s a power failure. Things that happen that may be out of
our control but make it difficult or impossible to keep a promise. So can we rely on
anyone to keep their promise? Many would say that most humans often fail the test.
Only Almighty God always keeps His promises without fail. That is exactly where our
scripture leads us this morning — to the promise God had made to Abram. When a
passage of scripture begins with these words, “After this” we really need to back up and
see exactly what preceded these verses. Abraham had a great and miraculous victory
over the eastern Kings so it would seem to most that Abraham had his life in order. So
why would God appear to Abram in a vision with this message? “Do not be afraid,
Abram | am your shield.” Was Abram letting doubt seep into his relationship with God?
Did he choose to forget that God was in control and had made a promise?

Abram had been waiting several years for God to fulfill His promise that Abram would
have so many descendants, they couldn’t be numbered. He was 75 years old when God
made that promise back in chapter 12. But at 75 he had left his home and family and
moved to a strange place because God had told him to do so. And he had waited for
God’s promise to come true. And he waited. And he waited. Abram was being asked to
believe that his faith would ultimately be vindicated. What joy he must have
experienced when God had made that wonderful promise! The culture at that time
brought shame on those who were unable to have children so during all their lives,
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Abram and Sarai his wife had endured that shame. So the second part of the Lord’s
statement “your reward shall be very great” should have been a reaffirmation of the
initial promise made to Abram, an assurance of having his descendants become a great
nation. Here is where the narrative takes an unexpected turn. Up until now, when God
spoke, Abram listened. When God made a promise, Abram did not question, he
believed. When God spoke a command, Abram obeyed in faith. But this great model of
faithfulness does an about face and dares to question God. He looks at his current
status in life and speaks to the Almighty of his concerns. “God, he says, what use are
your gifts as long as I’'m childless and Eliezer of Damascas, is going to inherit everything.
See, you have given me no children, and now a mere house servant is going to get it all.”
In other words, “God, can you explain how you are going to get past some pretty big
obstacles to keep your promise? |think | need a little more information.

Maybe some of us have found ourselves in Abram’s shoes. Lord, you promised. |
trusted you and you haven’t come through. We might begin to question God’s care or
doubted his love. That’s exactly what Abraham did and he dared to voice his frustration
and his doubt to God. He got right to the point! He asks very pointedly, “God, how can |
KNOW that you’re going to fulfill your promise given my current situation?” This pillar of
faithfulness has questions that actually start to sound more like complaints. 1. Are you
going to give me what | really want, God? 2. Is a slave going to be my heir? | want a
legitimate son!

At Abram’s age, time is precious. His daily life includes doubt and anxiety. Should we at
this point question his faithfulness? We generally understand faithfulness to be
unquestioning acceptance or silent submission to our given circumstance. But here we
have Abram. In all that we know of his journey thus far, he is bold; he is courageous;
obedient, humble; faithful in all he does. Now, this pillar of faith seems to be facing a
crisis by confronting God with questions. For Abram’s faith to remain firm and
grounded, God must powerfully and directly reconfirm his promise. Yes, God indeed
had already made the promise to give the land of Canaan to Abram’s offspring. But he
has no offspring! God certainly can’t deny the fact that Abram and Sarai are childless,
but since the promise has not yet been fulfilled, God does what he often does; He
simply repeats the promise, with additional confirmation as an illustration. In this case
He responds to Abram’s doubts and concerns with an astronomy lesson. Now
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depending on where you live, on a clear night, the sky will sparkle with stars and
planets. When Dave and | lived in Texas, | often remarked that | had never seen so
many stars in the skies in Pittsburgh. | could only guess that it was because of pollution
from Neville Island. God uses this illustration of stars in the sky to reaffirm His promise
to Abram. “Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them. So
shall your descendants be.” In what was a clear Middle Eastern sky Abraham might
have been able to see a thousand or so stars which understates the true promise as the
descendants of Abram will number a lot more than one or even two thousand but even
those numbers are enough to satisfy Abram. But has God really given Abram a stronger
basis for believing that the promise he made will come true? Not really! Abram simply
has to believe God’s Word, and he does: “He believed in Yahweh” and God accounted to
him for righteousness. This statement needs some further unpacking. First, there are
two types of righteousness: righteousness that is accomplished by our effort, and
righteousness that is accounted to believers by God’s decree. Since no one can be good
enough to accomplish perfect righteousness, every person must have God’s
righteousness accounted to them by doing just what Abram did: he believed in the
Lord. And He accounted it to him for righteousness: This is one of the clearest
expressions in the Bible of the truth of salvation by grace, through faith. This is the first
time believe is used in the Bible and the first time the word righteousness is used in the
Bible. This is the New Testament gospel right here in the Hebrew scriptures. God
accepted Abram not because he led a perfect life, but because of his responsiveness to
God’s promises. This one verse was quoted three times in the New Testament to
demonstrate that salvation by faith was nothing new — (Romans4:3 “Abraham believed God,
and it was credited to him as righteousness.” Galations 3:6 “So also Abraham “believed God, and it was
credited to him as righteousness.” And in James 2:23 - And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham
believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,”?! and he was called God'’s friend. S0, God declares
Abram’s willingness to live based on God’s promise as righteous. What exactly does
Abram believe? That he will have a child? That God can be trusted? Does he
completely understand how God will fulfill what God has promised? Does Abram have
all the answers to his questions? That seems unlikely. However, Abram does believe
that God will be faithful and true and he believes that the life God promises to give him
is the course he should try to follow. And as God often does, he reminds Abram of prior
events as reinforcement. “/ am the Lord, who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to
give you this land to inherit it.” This wasn’t the first time the promise of land was made
to Abram. Yet this was another dramatic and clear statement of God’s promise to give
the land to Abram and his covenant descendants. Abram responds with (surprise!) a
question. “Lord God, how shall | know that | will inherit it?” These words coming after
God had just accounted Abram as righteous. It seems that Abram experienced what
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many of those who are accounted righteous do. It was if he said, “I believe when | hear
God say it, but five minutes later, I’'m not sure; please prove it to me.” Charles Spurgeon,
the famous British Preacher and Theologian made a famous statement to Abram’s
questioning God. “What! Abram, is not God’s promise sufficient for thee?.... Ah,
beloved! faith is often marred by a measure of unbelief; or, if not quite unbelief, yet
there is a desire to have some token, some sign, beyond the bare promise of God. “

Abram had no title deed to the land, no certificate of ownership that another person
would recognize. Abram had nothing to make anyone else believe he truly owned the
land. All he had was the promise of God. In order to seal the promise, God instructs
Abram to prepare animals, cutting all but two birds in half. This ritual was understood
according to the custom of the time to prepare to get a contract signed. Abram had his
doubts and God provided assurance. As God, represented by the smoking oven and the
burning torch, passed through the animal parts by himself; as Abram watched, God
showed this was a one-sided (unilateral) covenant. Abram never signed the covenant,
because he passively watched while God signed it for both in this ritual. Therefore, the
certainty of the covenant God made with Abram was based on who God was, not on
who Abram was or what Abram would do.

This covenant could not fail, because God cannot fail. He comes to us ready to bless;
Our impatience doesn’t change God. He comes to us hoping we will be trusting. Our
positive response, though limiting, echoes God’s hopefulness. Trusting God and
receiving God’s blessing is our reward. If we can learn from Abram simply to trust God
then we do not need signs. We don’t need to understand God’s blessings fully to enjoy
them. All we need is a hopeful and patient heart. The wise will accept those blessings
gratefully. God will tell us all there is to know if we persist, but sometimes it is best
simply to accept divine assurances and their blessed time frame along with them. Faith
is the essential key. Faith will keep you holding on to the promise of God. When we
face uncertainty, it’s important to remind ourselves of God’s track record of keeping his
promises throughout history. Reflecting on past instances of God’s faithfulness can
strengthen our trust in his promises. Trusting in God’s promises ultimately requires
faith and surrendering our fears and doubts to him. We can anchor our trust in His
promises as we fix our eyes on God'’s faithfulness and sovereignty, knowing that He is
always true to His word. In times of uncertainty, let us lean on God’s promises and hold
onto the hope that He will fulfill them in His perfect timing and according to His perfect
will.

Amen. Pastor louise



