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8 And he said, “Lord God, how shall I know that I will inherit it?” 9 So He said to him,
“Bring Me a three-year-old heifer, a three-year-old female goat, a three-year-old ram, a
turtledove, and a young pigeon.” 10 Then he brought all these to Him and cut them in two,
down the middle, and placed each piece opposite the other; but he did not cut the birds in
two. 11 And when the vultures came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away.

12 Now when the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram; and behold,

horror and great darkness fell upon him. 13 Then He said to Abram: “Know certainly that
your descendants will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, and will serve them, and they
will afflict them four hundred years. 14 And also the nation whom they serve I will judge;
afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 15 Now as for you, you shall go to your
fathers in peace; you shall be buried at a good old age. 16 But in the fourth generation they
shall return here, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.”

17 And it came to pass, when the sun went down and it was dark, that behold, there
appeared a smoking oven and a burning torch that passed between those pieces. 18 On the
same day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying:

“To your descendants I have given this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the
River Euphrates— 19 the Kenites, the Kenezzites, the Kadmonites, 20 the Hittites, the
Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21 the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the
Jebusites.”
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Review — Gods' covenant with Abram — part 1

The plan for today is that we are going to finish looking at the covenant that God quite literally as
we shall see cuts with Abram. We refer to this very important covenant as the Abrahamic Covenant.
Before we do that however we need to spend some time recapping the main points from last week.
In chapter 14 we saw Abram as a man of decisive action. A courageous warrior and effective leader
of men. His nephew Lot had been kidnapped. Enemy forces were rampaging through the land of
Canaan. It was not the time to procrastinate. Abram gathered his men and went to war. He rescued
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Lot along with the other people of the plains cities who had been taken as war booty. Abram
returned a hero and was met by two kings. The first was Bera the king of Sodom. The second was
Melchizedek the king of Salem. Abram receives a blessing from Melchizedek and in return offers
him a tithe. This meeting brings the chapter to a close.

Chapter 15 picks up some time after these events. Since no time frame is given we are left to guess
at exactly how long. In this interval it seems that Abram has begun to have some doubts, to be
fearful. As I said last time I think this fear comes from two places. Abram has by his actions made
himself an enemy of the eastern kings. So understandably he may be worried that they will return
and exact their revenge. His second concern stems from the lack of a natural heir. God had
promised him an heir and yet here he was still waiting.

It's at this point that he experiences a divine encounter. This comes via a vision. One night whilst he
is resting in his tent the word of God comes to him. God tells him that his fear in unwarranted. This
is because God is acting as his shield. Think if you will back to your school days. I hope that you
never experienced bullying. But let's imagine that the school bully has targetted you. For whatever
reason his or her anger is directed at you. Every afternoon after school they are waiting for you by
the school gates. Now imagine that the biggest and strongest person in the school says they will act
as your bodyguard. They will shield you from this bully. All your fears and anxieties are now gone.
You can walk out of school with your head held high. This is in effect what God is offering Abram.
You don't need to worry about anyone attacking you Abram. I'm protecting you.

Abram then raises the issue of the lack of a natural heir. This is a major concern to him. Having all
this wealth and prosperity is meaningless if he has no son. He has assigned an indirect heir in his
chief servant Eliezer. But this is far from ideal. He doesn't really want this man, no matter how loyal
a servant he is to inherit his things. God reassures him that Eliezer is not going to be his heir. A son
conceived and born in the natural way will inherit his wealth. He then brings Abram outside and
shows him the night sky. As they looked up at the stars God asks Abram to count them. Such a feat
as we discussed last time is impossible. No one except God the creator knows the exact number.
God used this example to demonstrate to Abram that he would be the father of many descendants.
What a thought for a 75-year-old man who at this time had no offspring.

We then read that Abram believed God's promises and God counted this as righteousness. We might
say that he stepped out and put his faith to the test. Okay God, you called me out of Ur and guided
me here. You have told me this land is for me and my descendants. Now you tell me that I will be
the father of many. I believe you. My hope rests in you.

That brought us to where we will pick up today.
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8 And he said, “Lord God, how shall I know that I will inherit it?”

Now a surface level reading of this verse might make you think that Abram is doubting God's word.
We might quite wrongly think that Abram is unsure whether God can, or will do what he promised
in regard to the land. This is not the case. Abram is not expressing unbelief here but rather seeking a
sign or a token of assurance. He is not challenging God. Rather, Abram is admitting that he cannot
see a path from where he is now, to the promise God has made for him. What you may ask was
underlying this concern.

Well, as we know Abram was technically speaking residing in the promised land. But he was a
semi-nomad wandering around from place to place. This means that he hadn't as yet formally settled
down and taken possession of the land. Legally speaking he had no title deed to the land. He
possessed no certificate of ownership that any other person would recognize. Simply put Abram had
nothing to make anyone else believe that he truly owned the land. Had the land been vacant this
would not have been an issue. But, as we know the land was occupied. There were people living
there who disputed his claims and did not want to just give up their inheritance to Abram. So Abram
is seeking reassurance. In the future when he has gone (died) how can he be sure that this land will
be possessed and occupied by his descendants.

God as we shall see throughout the remainder of the chapter will give him a sign by cutting a
covenant with him. A covenant was a solemn and binding way of assuring someone that you were
serious and would honour the promise or agreement you had made.

Let us continue.
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9 So He said to him, “Bring Me a three-year-old heifer, a three-year-old female goat, a three-
year-old ram, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.”

Before the formal ritual of cutting a covenant could take place animals had to be collected. Now to
us today this whole ritual appears strange and weird. It seems on the surface to be something almost
paganistic. Animals, knives, cutting, blood it's all quite yucky! Why couldn't they just shake hands
or sign a piece of parchment.

Let's dig a little deeper and see what is going on. The first thing for us to note is that a blood
covenant ritual was a common way of agreeing or ratifying terms in the ancient world. Abram had
been born and raised in such a culture so to him this was not strange or unorthodox. So when God
commanded him to fetch five different animals it all seemed quite reasonable.

Why these particular animals and why did they have to be a specific age? Let's tackle each of those
questions in turn. The five animals mentioned here (female cow and goat, a male sheep, a turtledove
and a pigeon) are all animals that will later be considered clean and acceptable for sacrifice under
the Mosaic Law (Lev 1-5). Why did the cow, goat and ram have to be three years old? Is it just an
arbitrary number?

No, cattle goats and sheep reach their prime physical maturity, maximum growth and thus their
maximum economic value by the age of three. This means that an animal at this age was your most
valuable commodity. God would specify later in the Mosaic Law that the sacrifice was a solemn
and special event. Therefore God expected people to bring their best animal or produce. Animals to
be offered in the ritual were to be without blemish or defect. He knows all to well what would
happen if this requirement wasn't in place.

When it came time for a sacrifice people would bring their oldest, sickest most decrepit animals.

So Abram dutifully obeys the Lord and brings the animals. The next verse is not for the faint of
heart. If you are a little squeamish and flinch at the sight of blood cover your ears now.
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10 Then he brought all these to Him and cut them in two, down the middle, and placed each
piece opposite the other; but he did not cut the birds in two. 11 And when the vultures came
down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away.

The ritual or practice of making a covenant was called “cutting” a covenant. The idea survives
today in a popular idiom. We sometimes refer to “cutting a deal.” I cut a good deal with the car
salesman. There isn't usually any blood involved, unless you are sold a turkey!

When you read verse ten you realise where the cutting part of that idiom comes from. The animals,
cow, sheep and goat were cut in half and laid opposite one another with a space between. The birds
were not cut in half. This was all in keeping with the ancient methods of making a blood covenant
(see Jeremiah 34). The Mari Tablets, discovered in Syria and said to date back to around 1800 BC
state that to make a covenant was “to slay an animal.” Normally, when two men made a blood
covenant, only one animal was used. Here, a total of five animals were sacrificed. This underscores
the solemnity of this particular covenant. The divided carcasses laid out as they were created a
rather gruesome path. The idea was that the two parties making or ratifying the covenant agreement
would walk between the carcasses. The symbolism of this act was sombre and serious. By walking
between the split animals, each party was swearing that if they broke their part of the agreement,
they would meet the same fate as the sacrificed animal(s); they would be chopped into pieces.

We then read that the carcasses attracted the interest of vultures. Some wonder why Moses chose to
include this detail. On the surface it doesn't really seem like an important part of the story. Is it there
just to emphasise that this is a real account? It would be rather like me describing my summer
picnic and saying that wasps were attracted to my jam sandwiches. It's such an obvious thing to say
so why bother including it.

Vultures are carrion eating birds. They love to eat dead things. They are often referred to as being
nature's garbage collectors. Although they look ugly and ungainly they play an important role in the
eco-system. So it's quite natural that these dead animals would attract these birds. They are simply
doing what God created them to do. There may however be something symbolic going on.
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Some see the arrival of the vultures as signalling a bad omen. Vultures are unclean creatures. They
seldom wash their hands and always chew with their beaks open. So some interpret them here as
symbolically representing foreign nations or evil forces who will try to “devour” Abram's
descendants. In driving them away Abram is protecting his future offspring as demonstrated through
the ratification of this covenant.
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12 Now when the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram; and behold,

horror and great darkness fell upon him. 13 Then He said to Abram: “Know certainly that
your descendants will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, and will serve them, and they
will afflict them four hundred years. 14 And also the nation whom they serve I will judge;
afterward they shall come out with great possessions.

As the day drew to a close and the sun set Abram slipped into a deep sleep. No doubt all that animal
chopping had left him tired. This however was no ordinary sleep. This was a “visionary sleep.” This
means that Abram was fully conscious of what was taking place. The Hebrew word that is used here
for “deep sleep” is tardeimah (tar-day-maw).

It means “deep” or “sound sleep” or a “trance like state.” This same kind of “deep sleep” also fell
upon Adam (Gen. 2:21) and Saul (I Sam. 26:12, Dan. 8:18; 10:9). Unfortunately for Abram it was
not pleasant and restful sleep. His sleep was troubled by nightmares and unsettling thoughts. I'm
sure we have all woken up at night after experiencing a very vivid and troubling dream. Being
chased down the street by an irate gorilla or being unable to find a missing sock and being late for
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work. Oh, the horror!

God, we are told spoke to Abram. Whether this was in an audible way, or a “voice” only he could
hear in his head is unclear. The message however is crystal clear. God is speaking explicitly about
the enslavement of Abram's descendants Israel for 400 years in Egypt. As we know this prophecy
was wholly accurate. We should expect nothing less from an omnisicnet God who sits outside of
time. He knows the beginning from the end. Israel would indeed live as strangers or sojourners in a
foreign land (Egypt). Whilst they would not begin their time there as slaves this is what would
become of them. They would be forced into serving their Egyptian masters. This period of affliction
would last for a period of 400 years (1876-1476 BC). This figure is mentioned in the Book of Acts
(Acts 7:6).

But God spoke in this way: that his descendants would dwell in a foreign land, and that they
would bring them into bondage and oppress them four hundred years.

Some here raise an objection. In Exodus (12:40-41) and Galatians (3:17) a figure of 430 years is
given. Is this one of those dreaded biblical contradictions? I think not. We can reconcile this issue
quite simply. The Israelites were in Egypt for 430 years but the time of affliction only lasted for
400. In other words they were there for 30 years before things turned unpleasant.

The good news however was that after 400 years this affliction would come to an end. God's people
would be redeemed. God would judge the Egyptians. We know from scripture that He sent plagues
upon the Pharaoh in order to force him to release His chosen people. When the people of Israel did
finally leave they took many spoils (possessions) from the Egyptians.

In closing, we should remember who the first readers of this book were. As I told you back in the
introduction the first readers of the Book of Genesis were those very Egyptian exiles. Moses wrote
during the time of the wilderness wanderings. The people who first read and heard this book had
lived to see God's prophecy fulfilled. What great encouragement they must have taken from this.

Let us read on.
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15 Now as for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall be buried at a good old
age. 16 But in the fourth generation they shall return here, for the iniquity of the
Amorites is not yet complete.”

God as we saw has revealed to Abram the affliction his future descendants will suffer in captivity.
They will have the ignominy of having to serve another nation. However, God informs Abram here
that he will not personally live to see any of this. He will live in peace and “go to his fathers” at a
good old age. This as I'm sure you all appreciate is a euphemism for dying. In Genesis chapter 25
we are told that Abram died at 175 (Gen 25:7). At this time Abram was between 75 and 85 years of
age. So he still had many more years of life ahead of him. God's words about his immediate future
would be a comfort to him. But they also clearly let Abram know not to expect to possess the land
of Canaan in his own lifetime. Instead, it would one day belong to him through his descendants.

Verse number 16 is interesting. God concludes his prophecy about Abram's descendants by
speaking about the iniquity of the Amorites. The iniquity of the Amorites is described in Leviticus
(18:24-30 - 20:22-27) and in (Deuteronomy 18:9-14).

Simply put they were guilty, along with all the other Cannanite people groups of idolatry, pagan
worship, sexual immorality, corruption and violence. God's divine judgment was to fall upon them.
But, not until Joshua's conquest following the 400 year exile in Egypt. This means that the conquest
of the promised land would not only be militaristic. It would also be judicial. God's people would
serve as a divine instrument of justice. But that should not be the take-away here. The real take-
away 1s how generous and merciful God is. Consider the long delay He allows. These wicked evil
people whose sins so offended Him have 400 years in which to recognise their sin, repent and turn
to Him. This delay left them without excuse. They could not make the futile claim that they were
not adequately warned.

It is also of course highly applicable today. God grants us all a great deal of freedom and time. He
might, in His mercy allow us many years to live in open sin and rebellion against Him. However
one day a time of judgement will come. Where will we stand at such a time? Will we have
confessed our sins, repented and put our faith and trust in the Lord Jesus Christ? Or will we suffer
the same fate as the Amorites?
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17 And it came to pass, when the sun went down and it was dark, that behold, there appeared
a smoking oven and a burning torch that passed between those pieces.

Here in verse 17 God returns to the covenant ritual. We are told the the sun had descended and it
was now dark. This means that God's “shining glory” will be all the more spectacular. What we are
reading about here is the all important sealing of the covenant deal. This is the process that all
covenant rituals followed. The animals were cut and laid out. Both parties agreed the terms and
conditions of the agreement. The promises were affirmed by making them verbally known to any
witnesses. The final part, the sealing of the deal took place when both parties walked solemnly
between the dead animals. Something very different will happen on this occasion.

We are then told that quite suddenly and unexpectedly two items representing God in the form of
the “Shekinah Glory” appeared before Abram. That may be a word you've heard before but are
unsure about its meaning. The word “shekinah” does not appear in the Bible, but the concept
clearly does. It can be defined as the visible manifestation of God’s presence, usually appearing as a
light, fire, cloud, or some combination of these three things. The Jewish rabbis coined the term
“shekinah” which literally means “he caused to dwell.” It is used to signify a divine visitation of the
presence or dwelling of the Lord God on this earth. That is quite clearly what we have here. God's
appearance was represented through two forms. A smoking oven and a burning torch.

A smoking oven or furnace if translated literally from the Hebrew means a “smoking flower pot.” It
can refer to a number of different vessels used to cook or heat things (an oven for food, a kiln for
pottery). To break it down to its absolute essence we are speaking here about a pillar of smoke. I'm
sure your thoughts are drawn to the smoke that covered Mount Sinai when the Lord came down to
speak with Moses (Exo 19:18-19).
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The “torch” is a portable, hand-held object used for bringing light or a fire source from one place to
another. When I say the word “torch” or “pillar of fire” what comes to mind. Perhaps you think of
the pillar of fire which led Israel in the wilderness (Exodus 13:21-22). Maybe you recall the burning
bush displaying the presence of God before Moses (Exodus 3:4). Or perhaps you think of the fire
that came down from heaven at times to consume sacrifices that were pleasing to the Lord (1 Kings
18:38, 1 Chronicles 21:26, 2 Chronicles 7:1).

A “torch” also appears on a number of occasions in the bible as part of a prophetic description of
the awesome, and at times eerie presence of God (see Ezek 1:13; Dan 10:6). The bible does not
specifically tell us why these two items represent God at this particular time.

We next read that the smoking oven and the torch passed between the animal pieces. Please note
that there is no mention of Abram. As I explained before the ritual of covenant cutting was sealed at
the point that both parties processed between the animals. On this occasion only one party; God
performed this solemn part of the ritual. Why, was this? Well, listen very carefully. Both parties
typically went between the pieces because they were making a conditional agreement. I will do this,
and you will do that. If either of us break our end of the deal we will end up like these animals. But
God was not making such a deal with Abram and his future family. The Lord was making an
unconditional covenant with Abram and his descendants. It makes no difference what you do, there
are no obligations upon you, I (God) promise that I will always uphold my end of the bargain. It
was for this reason that only God passes between the animals.

Let us conclude our study today by looking at the following verses.
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18 On the same day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying:

“To your descendants I have given this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the
River Euphrates— 19 the Kenites, the Kenezzites, the Kadmonites, 20 the Hittites, the
Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21 the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.”

Our passage today concludes with the divine declaration. The covenant that today we label the
Abrahamic Covenant is now sealed with Abram. What was promised verbally in Genesis chapters
12 and 13 is now visibly sealed. God then outlines what the geographical borders of the promised
land will be.

You may be wondering exactly how much of this vast expanse Israel has ever occupied. At the time
of the conquest led by Joshua much of the land of Canaan was brought under Israelite control. Later
during the time of David and his son Solomon (400 years after Joshua), a considerably wider area
of land came under Israel’s control or influence. However the entire territory promised to Israel in
Scripture has yet to be fulfilled. But as I often tell you God is a promise keeper. This land will all
one day be Israel's.

On the screen you can see a map depicting the full extent of the land promised to Israel. You are
probably a little shocked at just how much territory God promised Abram.

The southern boundary is referred to as the “river of Egypt.” One might naturally conclude that this
is referring to the River Nile. When you think of an Egyptian river this is the one that automatically
comes to mind. This however is not the case. Had it been the River Nile then the Israelites dwelling
in Egypt would have already been in the promised land. It is actually referring to the eastern most
branch of the Nile Delta. Today this is known as the Pelogiac branch or more commonly as the
River Shihor. The northern boundary is the Euphrates River. God then goes on to define what will
be Israel's based on the ten people groups who were at that time occupying the land. All of these
groups mentioned will eventually be dispossessed. Let me say a few brief words about each.

The Kenites inhabited the Arabah south of the Dead Sea and also spread to the west. The exact
location of the Kenizzite and the Kadmonite people groups is unknown. The Kenizzites may well
have occupied an area directly south west of the Dead Sea.

The Hittite people originally came from Asia Minor (Turkey) but some of them migrated to Canaan.
They settled along the Mediterranean coast in what is today the Gaza strip. The precise location of
the Perizzite peoples is also unknown. Its probable that they made their home around the area of
Shechem. The Rephaim lived in northern Israel around the Sea of Galilee. They occupied both sides
of the Jordan River. “Amorite” is a word in Hebrew that means “western.” These western people
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flooded the Land of Canaan around 2000 BC. They settled to the west of the Dead Sea.

We come next to the Canaanites. This term may as I have previously said refers to the inhabitants of
the land in general. Here however it is referring to those particular tribes that settled in the
Phoenician area. The Girgashite may be the same as the Karkisha of Asia Minor that migrated south
and settled in northern Israel and Lebanon. The Jebusite people inhabited the area of Jerusalem.

All of these pagan people groups will eventually be driven from the land so that it may be occupied
by God's chosen people.

Next week, Lord willing we are going to look at the birth of Ishmael and all that preceded that. It's a
fascinating story.
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Lessons to learn
I have drawn three lessons from today's study.
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1 God meets us in our doubts

As we progress along in our journey of faith we occasionally stumble and have doubts. We might
wonder why God is allowing a particular thing to take place. We might have a degree of uncertainty
about where we are heading and what God wants for our lives. These are all natural and
understandable parts of our Christian walk. Even the strongest and most devout believers have been
through such times. A famous example of this can be seen in the Disciple Thomas. Thomas initially
doubted the resurrection of Christ, saying,

“Unless I see in His hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the print of the nails,
and put my hand into His side, I will not believe.” (John 20:24)

Jesus, in His grace, appeared to Thomas, inviting him to see and believe.

In our account today Abram suffered such a moment. He wondered when his promised heir would
come. He even questioned God about his situation. Now we might think it wrong to go to the Lord
with such a question. Doesn't that underscore our doubt. Isn't it saying to God that we are not sure
about what He is doing. Not at all. God doesn't see it like that. As we noted in our study today God
doesn't rebuke or scold Abram for a “lack of faith.” Instead, He offers him comfort through
reassurance.

This teaches us a very important lesson. It's perfectly okay to bring our doubts and questions to
God. He is patient and understanding, ready to meet us where we are and provide the assurance we
need. Our relationship with God is strengthened when we are honest with Him. Even when this
comes in the form of doubt.
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2 The power of God's covenant

Have you ever been let down by someone? Of course, you have. It is sadly a regular part of the
human condition. We all make and then break promises. We say we will do something and then
forget or do the opposite. We have all experienced such things. Perhaps you were promised a
promotion at work, only to see it go to someone else. Maybe someone told you that you had a future
together and then they left. Simply stated other people often disappoint. It's good therefore to know
that when God makes a promise it is rock solid. He never forgets or goes back on what He has said.

In Genesis 15:18, God makes a covenant with Abram, saying,
"To your descendants I have given this land."

This covenant is a powerful reminder of God's commitment to His people. This lesson encourages
us to trust in the unbreakable nature of God's word and His eternal commitment to us. Although
there are many uncertainties in life God is not one of them. God has made a covenant with His
people and by His power He will fulfil it.
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3 God's timing is perfect

When my grandparents celebrated their 50™ wedding anniversary the family decided to throw them
a surprise party. We hired a function room at a local restaurant and invited all their friends.

The plan was very simple. But as with many plans the timing had to be perfect. All of the guests
were to arrive between 7:00-7:15pm. My grandparents were to be driven to the restaurant and were
to arrive no earlier than 7:30pm. A carefully concealed lookout would alert all of us waiting in the
room as to their arrival. We would turn out most of the lights and cower in the shadows. As my
grandparents were guided into the room the light switch would be flicked and we would all shout,
“Surprise.” The whole plan rested on them having no idea about what was about to happen. I'm
pleased to say the plan worked. The were totally unaware of the surprise and went on to enjoy a
wonderful evening.

God's planning and timing is also perfect. Though at times it may not seem so to us. Abram had to
wait many years to see the fulfilment of God's promise. A period of time during which perhaps he
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felt frustrated and annoyed. Why isn't God doing what I want right now? We must learn, though at
times it is hard to have patience and trust in God's perfect timing. While we may not always
understand His schedule, we can be confident that He is working all things for our good. As we
wait, we grow in faith and character all of which is preparing us for the blessings to come.
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