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Covenant Promise

Genesis 15:1-21

I played basketball from when I was in grade school until high school.  In my third year of
high school, we had a very important game, a semi-final, where if we won we
advanced, if we lost the season was over.  In that game I was standing at the free throw
line with only 8 seconds remaining.  Our team was ahead by one point.  If I made those
two free throws, we would likely win.  The other team called a time-out.

In the huddle, my coach looked at me and said, "Joel, you can make these!"  I felt that
he really had confidence in me.  Our relationship had not been so good.  He would
often yell at me in practice.  He would say, "The reason I yell at you is because I see your
potential."  I thought, "Okay, I'll try to be encouraged."  But practice was hard, because
of that pressure.

So my coaches words to me before I shot that free throw actually were a great
encouragement.  And so I stood at the free throw line, focused, and shot.  It missed. 
However, we still won the game by one point. 

As I think back on that experience, I realized that it was good that I missed that free
throw.  If I had made it I would've been a star, a hero.  But in the end, it didn't turn out
that way.  But, even though I missed, the team won the game, and my relationship with
my coach was changed. 

In a way, Abram's story is similar.  He is known as an Old Testament hero of the faith, but
upon closer look, he was human and often failed and missed the mark.  In the end, it
was his faith in God, more than his heroism that won the battle.

"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.  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.  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.'"

So Abram went as the Lord had told him.  However, when he got there, he encountered
a famine.  Because of the famine, he moved his family to Egypt.  He feared that they
would kill him because of Sarai's beauty, and so he convinced her to lie about their
relationship. 

Instead of trusting the Lord, Abram reverted back to his old way of figuring out
problems.  He only thought of himself.  He feared people.  He forgot God's promise.  He
turned his back on God.
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However, because of God's mercy, Abram was protected from harm and saved from his
mistake.  He went back to Canaan, and once again built an altar to the Lord and called
upon his name.

It doesn't say it, but very likely he also sacrificed an unblemished lamb to the Lord.  It was
his way of repenting and giving himself to the Lord.  We don't do animal sacrifices now,
but rather we give ourselves to the Lord.  Romans 12:1 says, "I appeal to you therefore,
brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and
acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship."

We are saved by the mercies of God.  Every Sunday we celebrate that by our worship
together.  We repent and give ourselves to the Lord again.  Through Jesus, we are made
holy and acceptable.

After this in chapter 13, there was a conflict between Abram and Lot.  They could no
longer share the same land because of the size of their possessions.  When they decided
to separate, Abram loved Lot and gave him first choice as to the land he would live in. 
Wow!  Abram really changed.  He thought of Lot before himself.

Not only that, but then in the next chapter, when Lot was captured in the war, Abram
went after him and rescued him.  Through this Abram became well known and two kings
visited him.  One of these kings was Melchizedek, the king of Salem.  He blessed Abram
and said, "Blessed be Abram by God Most High, Possessor of heaven and earth; and
blessed be God Most High, who has delivered your enemies into your hand!"  And
Abram gave him a tenth of everything he had.  (Gen. 14:19,20)

Abram is worshiping God his Creator and returning to him glory.  He is acknowledging
God as the owner of his possessions.  He would not give it to anyone else, even a human
king.  He refused to be the hero.

After these things, God came to Abram and said, "Fear not, Abram, I am your shield;
your reward shall be very great."  Keep in mind this command and promise:  "Fear not,
Abram, I am your shield."  What did Abram fear? 

As I reflected on this, I realized that Abram had been through a famine.  He had
experienced conflict.  Then there was a war.  No wonder he was afraid.  What would
happen next? 

Maybe, this is where you are this morning.  You have experienced three years of the
pandemic.  You have experienced conflict in relationships.  And on top of that, a person
you love has died.  What will happen next?

No wonder Abram says to God in verse 2:  "What will you give me?"  It could be that he
was thinking, "Lord, you said you would bless me right.  I don't see that."



　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　Worship and Fellowship
October 2nd 2022

Joel Lowen

I think that is why in that situation that God said to Abram, "I am your shield."  Think about
this.  What is a shield?  It is not an offensive weapon, rather a defensive one.  Abram
would not need to do anything.  The Lord would protect him.  The Lord had protected
him from his lie in Egypt.  The Lord had shown him a way out of conflict with Lot.  The Lord
had enabled him to rescue Lot.  The Lord's shield was what brought him through the
famine, the conflict, the war. 

What has the Lord protected you from?  Think about that question this week.

The Lord goes on to promise Abram a great reward in verse 2.  But Abram responds in
verse 3, "Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my household will
be my heir." 

Abram expresses his honest feelings to the Lord.  He took his doubts and fears to the
Lord.  The Lord can handle them, whereas we cannot.  This is really what counseling is. 
We express our honest feelings and questions to God, and to someone with whom we
feel safe.  The counselor is able to draw us out and listen.

Abram felt safe with God.  He sought to understand God's plan.  Maybe he had
misunderstood.  He believed God.  He just didn't understand how it would be
accomplished.  Would it be a servant instead of a son?

The Lord responds to this too.  "It will not be your servant.  It will be your son."  Then he
took him outside to look at the night sky.  "Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if
you are able to number them."  Then he said to him, 'So shall your offspring be.'"  If the
Lord could make the stars, then he could give Abram a son.

Abram went to bed that night full of trust in God.  He didn't yet have the promised son,
but he trusted the One who made the promise.

Verse 6:  "And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness."  Abram
was saved by his faith in God.  He believed the  God who made the stars and the moon.

After that, Abram continued his dialogue with God.  In verse 7, God said to Abram, "I am
the Lord who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess."

In verse 8, Abram said, "O Lord God, how am I to know that I shall possess it?"  The Lord
said, "Bring me these animals."   Abram cut them in half, and laid them against each
other, except the birds.  In those days, during ancient covenant-making ceremonies,
two parties would take animals, cut them in half, and each party would walk through
the separated pieces of flesh. Each was essentially saying, “If I break my promise, I’ll
become like these animals.” It was an agreement to uphold their end of the deal or die.
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At the time when both parties would traditionally walk through the separated flesh
together, God walks alone through the flames. It is as if God is saying, “If I break my

covenant, I alone will be torn like these animals. You Abram, are not held responsible for
this promise. This is mine to bring about. You are the benefactor, not the guarantor.”

Do you see the grace in this? God is not asking Abram to hold up some end of the deal.
He’s not expecting Abram not to fail. He’s not waiting for Abram to complete some
stipulated set of duties. God makes the promise alone, seals the covenant alone, and
becomes the guarantor alone.

Perhaps this is the reason for verse 12:  "As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on
Abram.  And behold, dreadful and great darkness fell upon him."  That's when the vision
of the future was given.  That is when the flaming torch, the fire pot passed between the
pieces of the animals signifying the covenant promise.  Dreadful things would happen. 
There would be great darkness and lack of comprehension.  But God would be
accomplishing his plan.   If Abram had been awake, he probably would have tried to
walk  in between the pieces of flesh.  Only God can carry out this covenant promise.

It's a good thing that Abram fell into a deep sleep and that a dreadful and great
darkness fell upon him. Otherwise, he likely would have tried to walk through the pieces
of flesh. He would have tried to be the hero. In God's way, he was saved from his own
tendency.

We too are saved from our tendencies, in other words, our blindspots. In that way too,
God is our shield. He protects us from ourselves, our blindspots. If we paid attention to
feedback, we might see some of our blindspots, but often we don't really pay attention
to it.

This is so amazing!  This is a contract like no other contract.  But actually, this is what our
salvation is like.  We sinned by turning away from God.  We absolutely broke his laws. 
However, in spite of this, God sent his Son Jesus Christ, who through the cross became
our salvation.  Jesus shed his blood for our sins, he hung on the cross and he died there. 
Three days later he was resurrected and appeared to more than 500 people.  If we
believe that in our hearts and confess it with our mouths, then we like Abram are justified
by our faith.

While this is happening, God foretells the future to Abram in a vision.  Verses 13-15.  "Your
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.  But I will bring judgment on the nation that they
serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions.  As for you, you shall go
to your fathers in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age."

This promise applies to us as well.  All the promises of God will be consummated in the
coming Christ. He will bring heaven to earth, and all the tears we wept wondering if God
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would keep his word will be wiped away by the nail-pierced hands of Jesus. We will see
him as he is, and we will be like him. All the questions of our heart will be satisfied in a
moment. We will be like Abram: safe in the covenant-making God’s hands.

Let's pray.
Father in heaven, I praise you that you are our shield. You save us from ourselves. You
save us from that situation which we cannot save ourselves. I thank you for Jesus Christ
who carries out the covenant promise. May we have faith like Abram.


