
Noon Bible Study: Genesis 15
Genesis 14 seemed to be an interruption of the story of Abram and his faith.  In fact, Abram’s actions in Genesis 14 (saving 
Lot, defeating foreign kings, honoring God with Melchizedek, etc.) showed us a lot about Abram and his faith.  He’s a man of 
courage, a man of kindness.  And God is with him! Genesis 15 returns us to the more familiar exchanges between Abram and God 
Most High.  As we read on, remember that Genesis 14 ended with Abram rejecting the offer of a reward from the king of Sodom. 
 As a result of Abram’s honorable choices, the LORD is going to reward him with something much greater.

Genesis 15:1-6 - The LORD speaks, Abram responds in faith.

The LORD visits Abram again and declares “I am a shield to you”, meaning God is Abram’s defender and protector (as 
Abram certainly must have understood based on the events of Genesis 14). 

The LORD told Abram: “Your reward shall be very great” and Abram, certainly grateful, is also unsure.  He replies 
“what will You give me, since I am childless.”  Abram seeks clarity to the blessing of God.  Abram is processing all 
of the information he has so far and is unable to come to an exact conclusion.  The LORD said I would become a 
great nation (Genesis 12:2) and have descendants as the dust of the earth (Genesis 13:16).  Yet, he asks “what will 
you give me since I am childless.”  That’s a great question!

As a result of Abram’s question, the LORD responds with more information:

Genesis 15:4-5 (NLT) - Then the LORD said to him, "No, your servant will not be your heir, for you will have 
a son of your own who will be your heir." 5 Then the LORD took Abram outside and said to him, "Look up into 
the sky and count the stars if you can. That's how many descendants you will have!"

This all seems to happen early in the morning as Abram is told to look up and count the stars.  God’s promise is 
reiterated to Abram - I promised you will have descendants (biological, not just legal) and you will! As many as 
the stars in the sky!!  One would imagine Abram won’t look at the night sky the same after this day.

Before we move on, let’s take a look at Genesis 15:6 again, which is a pretty important verse.  It says “Then he 
(Abram) believed in the LORD; and He (The LORD) reckoned it to him (Abram) as righteousness.  This “believed in” is 
much more than just mentally agreeing that someone “is”.  Abram clearly believed in God’s existence.  But this 
verse tells us that Abram “believed in” what the LORD had said.  ESV, CSB, NLT, NIV and more all translate this 
“Abram believed the LORD”.

Abram believed the LORD and as a result, the LORD “reckoned” or considered Abram righteous.

“Righteousness” is the fundamental OT virtue characterized by a godly life lived in conformity with the 
law. It is the righteous who enjoy God’s favor. Here the narrator underlines the significance of faith, in 
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that before Abram has proved himself righteous by his deeds, he is counted (that is, regarded) as righteous 
because of his faith. (ESV Study Bible, Genesis 15:6).

If you think of this in light of banker’s terms, it is righteousness that is in his account, rather than sin, evil or 
unrighteousness.  Abram’s faith causes the LORD to remove the debt from Abram’s account and deposit righteousness 
in its place.  One would think that piling up good deeds and penance is the way to exchange unrighteousness for 
righteousness, but God removes all unrighteousness from the rolls when Abram has faith (believes).  Abram does 
practice good deeds (Genesis 14 is filled with them) but he also has had plenty of bad ones that he has deposited 
(remember that whole giving his wife to Pharaoh episode in Genesis 12?).  But as a result of Abram’s faith, God 
removes the unrighteousness and counts Abram as righteous before Him!

This verse, and this standard of being made “right” with God will be quoted 4 times in the New Testament (Romans 
4:3, 22; Galatians 3:6 and James 2:23).  For Abram it was faith in God’s promise that made him righteous, for us it 
is faith in God’s promised one (Jesus Christ) that makes us righteous.

Genesis 15:7-11 - More Questions And A Strange Practice

Just like in the previous verses regarding descendants, Abram inquires of the LORD regarding His promise of the land. 
 God says “I am the LORD, I brought you out of your land to give you possession of this land”.  Abram responds “how 
will I know that I will possess it?”  Good question from Abram, as not only is he childless as we discussed above - 
he’s also living in a tent as a sojourner in the land he’s supposed to inherit.

What happens next is a bit peculiar for our cultural context but would have made a lot of sense to Abram.  Scholars 
are in agreement that practice that follows was likely a common ritual for Abram’s day when making a covenant 
between two parties.  Abram was to collect 5 animals: a heifer, female goat, ram, each 3 years old as well as a 
turtledove, and young pigeon.  Abram cut the animals in two.  This all took some time, and Abram even had to shoo 
away the birds of prey (something like a crow or vulture?) which were trying to eat the animals lying on the ground. 
It’s now approaching evening again. We will learn the significance of this practice as we read on.

Genesis 15:12-16 - Abram’s Dream

Before the ritual is explained, Abram falls asleep. It’s been a long day.  He was up early looking at the stars.  
He’s been collecting animals and preparing sacrifices since then and now, “when the sun was going down” (15:12) 
Abram falls into a “deep sleep.”  During this sleep Abram has a dream where the LORD speaks to Him again.

In the dream the LORD tells Abram that his descendants will be enslaved and oppressed for 400 years.  God also 
tells Abram he will die at an old age and then after that time, (in the 4th generation), Abram’s promised 
descendants will return “here” (the land of Canaan).

“The time had not yet come for him to occupy the land.  He had not the military strength needed to overcome 
the inhabitants, nor could he adequately occupy it; in any case the time had not yet come for judgment to 
fall on the land “for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete” (Joyce Baldwin, “The Message Of 
Genesis 12-50”, page 54)
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“God’s comment implies that the Amorites will be dispossessed of their land as an act of divine punishment. 
At that time, their accumulated iniquity will be so great that God will no longer tolerate their presence 
in the land” (ESV Study Bible, Genesis 15:13-16)

Do you see the irony about this difficult dream?  The dream is ultimately pointing to when the children of Israel are 
enslaved in Egypt (the major theme of Exodus).  Whatever Abram saw was terrifying! However, the content of the dream 
is that Abram’s descendants will have trouble (strangers and slaves, v. 13) and be rescued by God (v. 14).  The irony is 
that the fact that childless Abram is talking with God about how his descendants are the focus of this dream!  This 
promise from God is so sure that he’s conversing with Abram as if it’s already a reality!  I love that.

Abram’s question to the LORD was “how may I know…” (15:8) and the LORD responds with “know for certain” (15:13). 
 Joyce Baldwin observes that “Abram does not receive a direct answer to his question; instead he is given an 
outline of the events that must take place before his descendants inherit the land.” (“The Message Of Genesis 12-
50”, page 54).  God is working with Abram to build his faith in the promises.

Genesis 15:17-21 - A Covenant Is Made

At the end of Abram’s dream, a “smoking oven and flaming torch” appeared and passed in between the two pieces of 
the divided animals.  This brings us to the interpretation of this ancient ritual.”  The presence of fire is 
symbolically representative of God’s presence.  Moses will meet God at a burning bush. Israel will meet God at a 
burning Mount Horeb.  And here with Abram fire shows up and passes in between the two pieces of animal.

According to the tradition, when two rulers made an agreement, they would cut animals in half, lay them down and 
walk in between them.  This walk would symbolize the seriousness of the two parties to keep their promise, to fulfill 
their word.  In some cultures, this would stress the importance of the promises made and they would call down a 
curse upon themselves if they failed to do what they said.  And yet in this case, it is only God’s presence that 
walks between the animals.

“Abram would be aware that, if this had been a treaty made by a human king, both parties to it would have 
passed between the pieces of sacrifice.  As it was Abram was merely the passive observer, while the Lord, 
symbolized by the fire, walked between the sacrificial offerings, so taking upon himself implicit in the ritual: 
“Thus be it done to me” if the terms of the covenant are broken...The Lord “cut” a covenant with Abram that 
day, using the most solemn form of oath, to ensure the certainty of the fulfillment of his word. (Ibid, page 55).

Genesis 15:81 is the first usage of the word “covenant” related to the promise of God to Abram.  We have assumed up 
to this point that a “covenant” was the agreement between Abram and the LORD but now we see it in writing.

Up to this point that land-specific elements to this promise were based on the land Abram could see, the land he 
could walk to inspect, and the land of Canaan.  Now the LORD again expands this promise and commits to give Abram 
the land from the border of Egypt (v. 18: “The River of Egypt”) to the Euphrates River!  He also lists the lands 
inhabited in Canaan by various other peoples.  More information and details means a bigger promise.
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There are many things we can take away from this packed chapter.  God is faithful and is serious about keeping his word.  God loves 
Abram and is rewarding his faith, and his faithfulness with additional blessings. God is sovereign, working with Abram while at the 
same time watching the Amorites.  

Yet, I think the most relevant lesson for us is about Abram’s real relationship with God.  In Genesis 15 we see an man in Abram who 
had real concerns about what was going on in his life in relationship to the things God had promised.  He questions God about the 
details of the promises.  “What will you give me, since I am childless (15:2)” and “how may I know that I will possess (the land) 
(15:8).  

Abram has real questions, and some reasonable doubts - however, that did not mean he did not have faith.  This chapter teaches us 
that to have faith isn’t the the same as the absence of doubt, but rather it’s to trust and have confidence in God and His promises in 
spite of not having everything figured out.

The exchange we see here is an excellent example of a man who had a real relationship with his God.  God comes to Abram and tells 
him “I’m with you!” Abram says “thank you God, but can you help me understand something?”  And then God responds with more 
information and also some comfort.  Abram responds with worship (sacrifice) and faith.  Abram never dishonors God but comes to God 
with his concerns.  When Abram is uncertain about something, he goes directly to God.  When he doesn’t understand something, he goes 
directly to God.

What do you do when things in your life don’t make sense?  What do you do when you don’t understand things that are happening in 
the world around you?  Where do you go when life seems to be unsure?

We need to go to God with these things.  Can the possessor of heaven and earth, the one who loves you dearly, not handle your 
questions?  Instead of getting frustrated, losing faith or quitting when things are unclear, go to God with your worries, doubts and 
fears.  That’s what it means to have a relationship with someone.

It seems foolish for a husband or wife move out of the house if they don’t understand something their spouse is doing one afternoon. 
 Yet we are quick to run to other things when life doesn’t go as planned or we don’t understand why there is delay.

There were legitimate things Abram didn’t understand about the promises God had made.  And so in those moments, he asked God for help 
and wisdom and clarity.  God gave him some specific answers right away, and some things remained foggy.  However, Abram walks away 
from Genesis 15 confident in the God who made the promises and trusting even when he didn’t understand everything.

This is what it means to be a man or woman of faith.  It is not that we won’t have questions, doubts or fears - but that we go to the 
God who our faith is rooted in when those questions, doubts or fears arise.  When you’re unsure about what’s going on, don’t stay 
silent, don’t stop pursuing, and don’t stop praying. Ask and it shall be given, seek and you will find, knock and it will be opened.

Rich Mullens Wrote:

Sometimes I think of Abraham, how one star he saw had been lit for me
He was a stranger in this land, and I am that no less than he
And on this road to righteousness, Sometimes the climb can be so steep
I may falter in my steps, but I’m never beyond Your reach.
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