Sabbath Sermon of September 14, 2013

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

God’s Covenant With Abraham
Genesis Chapter 15

In the chapter we read that God appeared to Abram in a vision and spoke to him, saying Fear not, Abram: “I am thy shield, and thy exceeding great reward.” Could it be that Abram feared revenge from the kings he had just defeated? High times of success and prosperity are only too often followed by seasons of depression. Abram had indeed conquered the kings, but his very victory might expose him to their vengeance, or draw down the jealousy of those around him. 
Visions were not frequent and there is no reason to suppose that God cannot visit people in visions today, even though the revelation of God is complete in the Bible. God gave Abram two good reasons for courage: (1) He promised to defend Abram “I am thy shield,” and (2) He promised to be Abram’s “exceeding great reward.” When you fear what lies ahead, remember that God will stay with you through difficult times and that he has promised you great blessings. 
Abram says to the Lord “What will thou give me, seeing I go childless? Eliezer was Abram’s most trusted servant, acting as household administrator “steward.” According to custom, if Abram were to die without a son, his eldest servant would become his heir. Although Abram loved his servant, he wanted a son to carry on the family line. The Nuzu tablets indicate that childless couples often adopted a servant who would care for them, give them a proper burial, and then inherit their estate, unless a son was born after the slave’s adoption. In that event the slave heir was usually disinherited.
5-6. Abram was not promised wealth or fame, God had already given him that. Instead God promised descendants like the stars or the grains of sand by the sea, too numerous to count. To appreciate the vast number of stars scattered throughout the sky, you need to be, like Abram, away from any interfering lights or buildings. Or pick up a handful of sand and try to count the grains, it cannot be done! Just when Abram was despairing of ever having an heir, God promised descendants too numerous to imagine. God’s blessings are beyond our imaginations.

Although Abram had been demonstrating his faith through his actions, it was his belief and sincerity in the Lord, not his actions, that made Abram right with God (Romans 4 verses 1-3). We too can have a right relationship with God by trusting him with our lives. Our outward actions like church attendance, prayer, good deeds of faith, will not by themselves make us right with God. A right relationship with Go is based on faith and sincerity, the heartfelt inner confidence that God is who he says he is and does what he says he will do. Right actions follow naturally as by-products.
5-7. Under the Old Testament covenant, salvation was by grace through faith, just as under the New Testament. Abraham was saved the same way every believer is save today. Indeed, Paul uses Abram as a prime illustration of one who was justified by his faith, a new birth which occurred before his circumcision. Circumcision, then, was a seal that followed, not preceded faith. We have read of Abram’s mistakes, and we know he was only human. How could God call him righteous? Although human and sinful, Abram believed God. It was faith and his sincerity, not perfection, that made him right in God’s eyes. This principle holds for us: When we believe God, he declares us righteous.
8-9. Abram heard the voice of God and his promise. He wanted to be sure that he was not mistaken so he asked for outward corroboratory evidence to certify the promise to him. The smoking furnace and the burning lamp in verse 17, supply Abram with hard evidence. What Abram asked for is similar to the request of Gideon in Judges 6 verse 36. We have here the assurance given to Abram of the land of Canaan for an inheritance. God declares his purpose concerning it. Here Abram made no complaint in this matter, as he had done for the want of a child. Those that are sure of an interest in the promised seed will see no reason to doubt of a title to the promised land. If Jesus Christ is ours, heaven is ours. When Abram believed the former promise then God explained and ratified this to him. To him that has improved in what he or she has more shall be given. Three things God here remind Abram of, for his encouragement concerning the promise of this good land: What God is in himself: “I am the Lord Jehovah”; and therefore, "I may give it to thee, for I am sovereign Lord of all, and have a right to dispose of the whole earth.’’ "I can give it to thee, whatever opposition may be made, though by the sons of Anak’’ or Canaanites. God never promises more than he is able to perform, as men often do.  "I will make good my promise to thee.’’ Jehovah is not a man that he should lie.  What he had done for Abram. He had brought him out of Ur of the Chaldees, out of the fire of the Chaldees, so some, that is, either from their idolatries for the Chaldeans worshipped the fire, or from their persecutions.
10-12. Divided them in the midst. To confirm this faith Jehovah now gave to Abram a sign and a seal, which yet were such once more only to his faith. God directed Abram to bring an heifer, a she goat, and a young pigeon. These sacrifices were representatives of the kinds afterwards used as sacrifices, were to be divided, and the pieces laid one against the other, as the custom was in making a covenant, the covenanting parties always passing between them, as it were to show that now there was no longer to be division, but that what had been divided was to be considered as one between them. Thus, God “cut a covenant” with Abram, saying “to thy seed I will give this land.”  Here a full and particular disclosure was made to Abram of God’s purposes concerning his seed. The time when God came to him with this vision: When the sun was going down, or declining, about the time of the evening oblation, (1 King 18 verse 36; Daniel 9 verse 21). While it was still dark, before day, while the stars were yet to be seen, God had given him orders concerning the sacrifices, and we may suppose it was, at least, his morning’s work to prepare them and set them in order; when he had done this, he abode by them, praying and waiting till towards evening. God often keeps his people long in expectation of the comforts he designs them, for the confirmation of their faith; but though the answers of prayer, and the performance of promises, come slowly, yet they come surely. At evening time it shall be light.  
But here, at the first, no covenanting appeared at all to pass between the divided sacrifices. All day long as it seemed to Abram, he sat watching lonely only driving from the carcasses the birds of prey which came down up them.  So it seemed to the eye of sense! Presently even gathered around, and a deep sleep fell upon Abram, not a common sleep through weariness or carelessness, but like that which the Lord God caused to fall upon Adam (Genesis 2 verse 21), that, being hereby wholly taken off from the view of things sensible, he might be wholly taken up with the contemplation of things spiritual. The doors of the body were locked up, that the soul might be private and retired, and might act the more freely and like itself.  With this sleep, a horror of great darkness fell upon him. The age of each sacrificed animal, the long, lonely day, the birds of prey swooping around, and the horror that had come with the night, all betoken what Jehovah now foretold. But just before we had him solacing himself in the comforts of God’s covenant, and in communion with him; and here a horror of great darkness falls upon him. 

The children of light sometimes find that clouds and darkness are round about them. This great darkness, which brought horror with it, was designed, to strike an awe upon the spirit of Abram, and to possess him with a holy reverence, that the familiarity to which God was pleased to admit him might not breed contempt.  Holy fear prepares the soul for holy joy; the spirit of bondage makes way for the spirit of adoption. God wounds first, and then heals; humbles first, and then lifts up, (Isaiah 6 verse 5, 6).  To be a specimen of the methods of God’s dealings with his seed. They must first be in the horror and darkness of Egyptian slavery, and then enter with joy into the good land; and therefore he must have the foretaste of their sufferings, before he had the foresight of their happiness.  To be an indication of the nature of that covenant of peculiarity which God was now about to make with Abram. Then it was that the covenant was made; not, as usually, by both parties passing between the divided sacrifice, but by Jehovah alone doing so, since the covenant was that of grace, in which one party alone—God—undertook all the obligation, while the other received all the benefits. 
For the first time did Abram see passing between those pieces the smoking furnace and the burning lamp, signifying the Divine brightness enwarpt in a cloud, just as Moses saw it in the bush, and the children of Israel on their wilderness march, and as it afterwards dwelt in the sanctuary above the mercy-seat, and between the cherubim. This was the first vision vouchsafe to Abram, the first stage of the covenant into which God entered with him, and the first appearance of the glory of the Lord. At the same time, what may be called the personal promise to Abram was also enlarged, and the boundaries of the land.
13-15. God revealed some of his descendants’ future history to Abram. The bondage in Egypt is set forth and its length (400 years) specified.  The bondage was part of the divine plan for the numerical growth of the Hebrew nation. The book of Exodus tells the story of the enslavement and miraculous deliverance of Abram’s descendants. 
Here we read of would be the suffering state of Abram’s seed for a long time. 
God also lets us know the worst before it comes, that when it comes it may not be a surprise to us, (John 16 verse 4). God sends the worst first; we must first suffer, and then reign. Here are the particulars of their sufferings: They shall be strangers; so they were, first in Canaan (Psalm 105 verse 12) and afterwards in Egypt; before they were masters of their own land they were strangers in a strange land. The inconveniences of an unsettled state make a happy settlement the more welcome. Thus the heirs of heaven are first strangers on earth, a land that is not theirs. They shall be servants; so they were to the Egyptians, (Exodus 1 verse 13).  We see how that which was the doom of the Canaanites (Genesis 9 verse 25) proves the distress of Abram’s seed: they are made to serve, but with this difference, the Canaanites serve under a curse, the Hebrews under a blessing; and the upright shall have dominion in the morning, (Psalm 49 verse 14). 
They shall be suffers. Those whom they serve shall afflict them, (Exodus 1 verse 11). Those that are blessed and beloved of God are often sorely afflicted by wicked men; and God foresees it, and takes cognizance of it. The continuance of their sufferings shall be four hundred years. This persecution began with mocking, when Ishmael, the son of an Egyptian handmaid, persecuted Isaac, who was born after the Spirit, (Genesis 21:9; Galatians 4 verse 29). It continued in loathing; for it was an abomination to the Egyptians to eat bread with the Hebrews (Genesis 43 verse 32); and it came at last to murder, the basest of murders, that of their new-born male children; so that, more or less, it continued 400 years, and this was a long time, but a limited time as was appointed. 
The judgment of the enemies of Abram’s seed: “That nation whom they shall serve, even the Egyptians, will I judge.” This points at the plagues of Egypt, by which God not only constrained the Egyptians to release Israel, but punished them for all the hardships they had put upon them.  Though God may suffer persecutors and oppressors to trample upon his people a great while, yet he will certainly reckon with them at last; for his day is coming, (Psalm 37 verses 12, 13). The punishing of persecutors is the judging of them: it is a righteous thing with God, and a particular act of justice, to recompense tribulations to those that trouble his people. The judging of the Church’s enemies is God’s work: “I will judge” says the Lord. God can do it, for he is the Lord; he will do it, for he is his people’s God, and he has said, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay.”
16-17. Fourth generation. The iniquity of the Amorites is not yet full, that is, “the sickness of the Amorite nations living there now implied will not be ready for punishment until then” The deliverance of Abram’s seed out of Egypt. That great event is here foretold: Afterwards shall they come out with great substance. It is here promised, that they should be enlarged: Afterwards they shall come out; that is, either after they have been afflicted 400 years, when the days of their servitude are fulfilled, or after the Egyptians are judged and plagued, then they may expect deliverance. The destruction of oppressors is the redemption of the oppressed; they will not let God’s people go till they are forced to it. That they should be enriched: They shall come out with great substance; this was fulfilled, (Exodus 12 verses 35, 36). God took care they should have, not only a good land to go to, but a good stock to carry with them to their happy settlement in Canaan.           
They shall not only come out of Egypt, but they shall come hither again, hither to the land of Canaan, wherein thou now art. The discontinuance of their possession shall be no defeasance of their right: we must not reckon those comforts lost for ever that are intermitted for a time. The reason why they must not have the land of promise in possession till the fourth generation was because the iniquity of the Amorites was not yet full. Israel cannot be possessed of Canaan till the Amorites be dispossessed; and they are not yet ripe for ruin for all the abominations they commit. The righteous God has determined that they shall not be cut off till they have persisted in sin so long, and arrived at such a pitch of wickedness, that there may appear some equitable proportion between their sin and their ruin; and therefore, till it come to that, the seed of Abram must be kept out of possession.  The measure of sin fills gradually. Those that continue impenitent in wicked ways are treasuring up unto themselves wrath.  Some people’s measure of sin fills slowly. The Sodomites, who were sinners before the Lord exceedingly, soon filled their measure; so did the Israelites, who were, in profession, near to God. But the iniquity of the Amorites was long in the filling up.  That this is the reason of the prosperity of wicked people; the measure of their sins is not yet full. The wicked live, become old, and are mighty in power, while God is laying up their iniquity for their children who do not know him, (Job 21 verses 7, 19).
18-27. God says to Abram, “Unto thy seed I have given this land, from River of Egypt, that is, “Wadi-el-Arish,” or the Nile at the southern border of Judah to the river Euphrates in today’s Iraq. To thy seed will I give this land, (Genesis 12 verse 7; 13 verse 15). But here he says, I have given it; that is,  I have given the promise of it, the charter is sealed and delivered, and cannot be disannulled. God’s promises are God’s gifts, and are so to be accounted. The possession is as sure, in due time, as if it were now actually delivered to them. What God has promised is as sure as if it were already done; hence, it is said, He that believes hath everlasting life (John 3 verse 36), for he shall as surely go to heaven as if he were there already. A recital of the particulars granted, such as is usual in the grants of lands. God in this promise to Abram, specifies the boundaries of the land intended hereby to be granted. And then, for the greater certainty, as is usual in such cases, he mentions in whose tenure and occupation these lands now were. Ten several nations, or tribes, are here spoken of that must be cast out, to make room for the seed of Abram. However, they were not possessed of all these countries when God brought them into Canaan. The bounds are fixed much narrower, (Numbers 34 verse 2, 3) etc. But, in David’s time, and Solomon’s, their jurisdiction extended to the utmost of these limits, (2 Chronicles 9 verse 26). It was their own fault that they were not sooner and longer in possession of all these territories. They forfeited their right by their sins, and by their own sloth and cowardice kept themselves out of possession. The land granted is here described in its utmost extent because it was to be a type of the heavenly inheritance, where there is room enough: in our father’s house are many mansions. The present occupants are named, because their number, and strength, and long prescription, should be no hindrance to the accomplishment of this promise in its season, and to magnify God’s love to Abram and his seed, in giving to that one nation the possessions of many nations by Abram’s faith, so precious were the Hebrews in his sight, and so honorable (Isaiah 43 verse 4). 
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