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ABRAHAM #10 GENESIS 15:7-21  1-3-16 

THE COVENANT AND FIRE 

(Genesis 15) Today we listen in on in a conversation between God Almighty and Abraham 

the father of the Hebrew nation and also of all who believe the word of God. We pick up the 

conversation in verse 6 where God is speaking to his servant. 7-8 And He said to him, “I am the 

Lord who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess it.” 8 He 

said, “O Lord God, how may I know that I will possess it?” We beging our ponderings today 

with the great question. The great question. And the great question asked in our text is the 

epistemological one. Did you know that when I went to the University of Florida that I studied 

philosophy? Most of you thought I majored in basketball and minored in football. There is 

some truth to that, but I also squeezed in a BA in philosophy. I would never recommend the 

University of Florida as a place to study philosophy. I had only one good professor. I went to 

UF to major in broadcasting or journalism, but decided early on that seminary was in the works 

for me and a philosophy major seemed a good preparation. Thankfully, I got connected to the 

ministry of RC Sproul, who was hardly known back then outside of Pittsburgh, but had an 

audio cassette ministry which included a huge collection of his tapes on philosophy. I learned 

more from Sproul tapes than I did from all my UF professors put together. But one thing I did 

get out of my philosophy studies was a nice assortment of fancy words. One we used often was 

the term “epistemology.” Modern philosophy, starting with Descartes and Kant, has centered on 

epistemology which is the study of how we can know.  Or the philosophy of knowledge. What 

Abram the philosopher is posing in our text is the epistemological question - how can I know?  

Like many other biblical characters, when Abraham hears a promise from God he does not 

accept it without question. He is marked by a normal curiosity and by a normal doubt. We 

sometimes figure that if God would just show up and speak to us once we would be rid of all 

our doubts. But here he does that and Abram is still unsure. He wants more. In verse 7 God says 

I plan to give you the land and Abram says in verse 8, Convince me. Now, that is the kind of 

thing you can say to the Lord in defiance or you can say it as a humble plea. Given the 

favorable response he got I have to believe that Abram’s request was of the humble plea 

variety. Verse 6 tells us that he believes the Lord. But belief does not mean there is no doubt at 
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all. In chapter 6 of Judges an angel appears to an Israelite named Gideon and tells him that he is 

appointed as a military savior for Israel, to deliver them from the Midianites. Gideon didn’t say, 

“Ha, I don’t believe in angels.” But he did ask the angel for a sign and the angel gave him one 

by extending his staff and consuming by fire some meat and some bread. But still Gideon 

wanted more. He put out that fleece that got wet on a dry night and stayed dry on a wet night. 

God tolerated that from Gideon. In II Kings 20 there is the story of King Hezekiah who became 

ill and cried out to God for help.  The Lord sent him Isaiah who announced to him that he 

would be healed. Now, I don’t know about you, but if Isaiah came to me with that kind of word 

I think I would believe him, but Hezekiah asked for more. He asked for a sign to convince him 

that God would heal and the Lord gave him that sign. Again, these were not men who were 

skeptical, who didn’t want to believe, who refused to believe. Their doubt is not commendable 

but it is normal. What is commendable is their desire for more faith. They are saying, as a man 

in the gospels said, “Lord I believe, help thou my unbelief.” The prayer is that doubt would be 

driven away and that certainty and confidence would grow strong.  That is a prayer I believe the 

Lord is willing to answer.  

He does so for Abram, but he does it in a very unusual way. So, secondly today we see the 

butcher, the beasts and the birds. The butcher, the beasts and the birds. 9-11 So He said to him, 

“Bring Me a three year old heifer, and a three year old female goat, and a three year old ram, 

and a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” 10 Then he brought all these to Him and cut them in 

two, and laid each half opposite the other; but he did not cut the birds. 11 The birds of prey 

came down upon the carcasses, and Abram drove them away. This is kind of strange. God 

sounds sort of like the witch in the basement mixing some kind of magical potion with the eye 

of a newt and the liver of a blind owl.  He gives specific orders about three beasts and two 

birds. Somehow Abram seemed to know what to do with them. And he did know because what 

was being done here was common practice in the making of important covenants or contracts. 

As odd as this sounds to us it was not that odd 4000 years ago in the middle east. They would 

have thought it odd to sit around at a desk with lawyers, signing papers for half an hour. But 

from our vantage point this is definitely unusual and it was not a pretty sight unless you enjoy 

butcher shops, the smell of dead animal flesh and the oozing of blood. The scene here is 

certainly a bloody mess. But it was setting the stage for God to come in a special and powerful 
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way. Initially however, it didn’t attract angels, it attracted buzzards. The text calls them birds of 

prey. Want to hear my birds of prey joke? I have a great birds of prey story and the Bible just 

doesn’t give you many chances to use it, so I’m not going to waste my opportunity. 1981 I was 

working in the planters at my church. It was a church workday and we were talking as we 

worked when two hawks flew overhead. The conversation turned to hawks and eagles and 

someone in the group noted that birds of prey are unusual among birds in that they tend to mate 

for life. To this piece of trivia I responded by saying, “It all goes to show you, the family that 

preys together, stays together.” That line got the same reaction 40 years ago.  

Back to the story. The coming of the birds is understandable. I grew up on a cattle farm and 

the sight of buzzards swarming a dead animal, or the afterbirth of a calf was a common sight for 

me. If you want to know where the beef is, just ask a vulture. He will know. They can smell 

dead flesh from miles away and Abram had set out plenty, but it wasn’t for the birds.  It was for 

God, but for some reason the Lord was making Abram wait and in the interim he had to chase 

the birds away.  

Then there is the darkness before the dawn. 12 Now when the sun was going down, a deep 

sleep fell upon Abram; and behold, terror and great darkness fell upon him. This is a hard verse 

to know what to do with. It seems that God is doing something important in Abram here, but 

who can say what it is. About twilight Abram gives up his battle with the birds and dozes off. 

With a little divine sleeping aid he goes into a deep sleep and has what seems to be a very 

emotional, wrenching dream. Ever have those? A dream that is so vivid and intense that it 

leaves you shaken for several hours once you’re awake? The content we don’t know but it made 

him tremble. The description is interesting. The Bible calls it a great darkness, very likely an 

emotional condition. There is something in our souls that corresponds to literal darkness. You 

may have heard folks talk of the dark night of the soul, that season in which there is a certain 

hopelessness and emptiness.  Some of God’s greatest servants have been through times like 

that. For Abram, this dreadful sleep was the prelude to one of the most incredible and 

empowering experiences of his life. It was truly the darkness before the dawn.  

Point four is the plan of the omniscient. ® 13-16 God said to Abram, “Know for certain that 

your descendants will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, where they will be enslaved and 

oppressed four hundred years. 14 But I will also judge the nation whom they will serve, and 
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afterward they will come out with many possessions. 15 As for you, you shall go to your fathers 

in peace; you will be buried at a good old age. 16 Then in the fourth generation they will return 

here, for the iniquity of the Amorite is not yet complete.” Abram had asked, “Lord, how can I 

really know that this land will be mine?” He had already asked about the promise of a child. 

God answers both questions here first by displaying his omniscience. The word omniscient 

simply means “all-knowing.” God knows the past perfectly and he knows the future every bit as 

well as he does the past. By giving this amazing, detailed description of the future of Abram’s 

children he is showing off to build up Abram’s faith.  In the Scriptures the Lord is forever 

predicting, no, foretelling the future. God knows it all for the simple reason that He planned it 

all. As much as some would argue it today this was as plain as could be for Abraham.  

God told him two things about the future. The first pertained to the history of Abram’s 

people. He lets Abram in on what happens at the end of Genesis and the first part of Exodus - 

the move to Egypt, the enslavement there, and the deliverance by God. It is so detailed that He 

mentions the amount of time there - 400 years, and the plundering of Egypt that occurred as 

they permanently borrowed Egyptian gold. The 400 years is likely a ballpark figure. Exodus 

calls it 430 years. Not all of this time was spent in slavery. That was likely just the last century 

of their sojourn in Egypt. But God chooses to let Abram in on the bad news portion of the 

future. Already we are seeing the Biblical principle that Paul affirms in Acts 14:22 that we 

must, thru many tribulations enter the kingdom of God.  

The second thing God tells Abram about the future pertains to the land. 18 On that day the 

Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your descendants I have given this land, From 

the river of Egypt as far as the great river, the river Euphrates.  Has this promise ever been 

fulfilled? Never. Some claim its fulfillment because during the reign of Solomon Israel would 

have received tribute from lands this far and wide, but never has all this property fallen within 

the boundaries of national Israel. This is a promise yet to be fulfilled, but I have argued already 

that in the glory to come the entire earth will belong to the spiritual descendants of Abraham, 

and to good old Abe himself. In Genesis 15 then God is speaking to Abram about the distant 

future. Distant in the sense of four centuries and distant in the sense of at least four millennia as 

well. This is the plan of the omniscient. 
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Next we come to the pledge of the oath-maker. ®. The only verse we haven’t covered is 

verse 17 so let’s go there now. And I’ll introduce it by referring again to Dr. RC Sproul. RC 

says that if he were stranded on an island and could only take one book the book he would take 

would be the Bible. No surprise. He then said that if he could only have one book from the 

Bible the book he would take would be Hebrews. Kind of a surprise. He said if he could only 

take one chapter from the Bible, the chapter he would take would be Genesis 15 and if he could 

only have one verse he would take Genesis 15:17. Who would have guessed that? 17 It came 

about when the sun had set, that it was very dark, and behold, there appeared a smoking oven 

and a flaming torch which passed between these pieces.  Do you have the picture here? You 

have the four split animals and the two birds lined up parallel. You have a very dark night. And 

the darkness was shattered by the appearance of a smoking oven or firepot and a flaming torch. 

What is that? That is God! God’s favorite way to manifest His presence in the Old Testament 

was with fire - a pillar of fire, a burning bush and so on. God descended to Sinai to give the law 

in fire. Fire represents God well because it does two things. It gives light. Scripture say God is 

light. By Him we are enabled to see. The other thing fire does that God also does is refine or 

purify. The firepot or oven described in our text is likely the kind used in Abram’s day to purify 

metals. As the ore was heated in the furnace the dross separated from the metal and rose to the 

top. It was the refiner’s work to skim off the dross until the metal appeared. He looked into the 

smoking furnace until he could see his face in the surface of the molten metal. Peter had such a 

furnace in mind when he wrote of the trials of faith being of greater worth than gold which 

perishes even though refined by fire. Malachi wrote 3:3 (ESV) He will sit as a refiner and 

purifier of silver, and he will purify the sons of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, and 

they will bring offerings in righteousness to the Lord.  Malachi means that God will refine his 

people until he can see himself in them. He is a Refiner’s fire and in that form He appears to 

Abram. 

But what is He doing passing between the animal flesh? He is, by this act, establishing, 

sealing, confirming His covenant with Abram. This is how they would do it back then. 

Jeremiah 34:18-20 (ESV) The men who transgressed my covenant and did not keep the terms of 

the covenant that they made before me, I will make them like the calf that they cut in two and 

passed between its parts— 19 the officials of Judah, the officials of Jerusalem, the eunuchs, the 
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priests, and all the people of the land who passed between the parts of the calf. 20 And I will 

give them into the hand of their enemies and into the hand of those who seek their lives. Their 

dead bodies shall be food for the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth.  In the Hebrew the 

word for covenant is the word “berit.” “Berit” literally means a cutting. In the ancient world 

they didn’t seal covenants with notaries or lawyers they did it with a rite of cutting like we read 

of here. The language of covenants even expresses this. You didn’t sign covenants you cut 

them. You didn’t make covenants, you cut them and sealed them with a literal cutting of living 

flesh. Circumcision is a rite of cutting. It symbolized the cutting away of sin. It symbolized 

God’s cutting Israel out as a special and holy people. On the negative side circumcision was 

also meant as a symbol of judgment for covenant breaking. It says, “if I don’t keep the covenant 

may I be cut off from your people.”  This is the symbolism God has Abraham apply to himself 

in chapter 17. But before Abram does that, before there is the sealing of the covenant on his 

end, God does it. And God does it alone. God commits Himself to faithfulness first. When 

covenants were cut in the midst of dead animals like this what each party said was, “if I violate 

my side of this may I be like these beasts.” There in Jeremiah 34 God said that he would hand 

the covenant breakers over to become food for scavengers. Those were the terms of the 

covenant. In our text, the Almighty Creator, astonishingly, passes thru the pieces by Himself as 

a unilateral oath and a commitment to do all that He says to Abram. By condescending to this 

human form of covenant cutting the Lord powerfully conveys to his man this thought: “If I do 

not keep my promise to you, may I be cut asunder, like these animals, may I cease to be God.” 

This is something Abraham could never, ever forget.  

And neither should we. God has made with us a covenant as well. It is one with the covenant 

He made with Abraham and yet, in some ways, it is better. Think about how God introduced 

the new covenant to His church. It began in the upper room where He sat with his disciples and 

in the midst of bread that was broken, His broken body, came the announcement of a new 

covenant, cut not in the blood of animals but in the blood of Christ. Then what was symbolized 

there became reality at Calvary where the son of God Himself became the covenant sacrifice. 

But the new covenant still was not complete. From there we go to Pentecost. In Genesis 15 God 

shows up in the form of fire to ratify his covenant;  how does He come on the day of Pentecost?  

The people there saw tongues of fire. In all these ways our God is saying, “Yes, I am with you. 
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I have promised my presence, my Spirit, my pardon, my glory.” We say, “Lord, how can we 

know?” In I Kings 18 Elijah is there on Mt. Carmel taunting the prophets of Baal. He said, 

“You call on your god and I will call on the Lord and the God who answers by fire He is God.” 

The Lord answered the doubts of Abram, the doubts of Moses, the doubts of Israel and the 

doubts of his church with fire that mightily testifies that He is with us and His covenant 

promises He will never, no never, no never forsake. Some of you recognize that line as the 

finish to the great hymn which we will sing in a moment. How firm a foundation speaks of the 

utter confidence that we can have in the promise and presence of our Lord.  That is God’s 

message to Abraham and it is God’s message to us.  


