Genesis 15
Outline from the Outline Bible:
THE COVENANT WITH ABRAM (15:1–21)
I.
Abram’s faulty assumption (15:1–3): Abram complains that upon his death all his goods
will be passed on to Eliezer, one of his servants from Damascus. Eliezer will then
become the heir to the covenant.
II.
God’s faithful assurance (15:4–21)
a. The revelation (15:4–5): God tells Abram that the promised heir will be Abram’s own
son and that Abram’s descendants will be as numerous as the stars in the heavens!
b. The response (15:6): “And Abram believed the LORD, and the LORD declared him
righteous because of his faith.”
c. The ratification (15:7–17)
i. The details (15:7–11): God ratifies his promise to Abram with a covenant
sealed by blood.
ii. The dream (15:12): At sunset Abram falls into a deep sleep and sees
troubling visions.
iii. The destiny (of Israel) (15:13–16): God speaks to Abram in his sleep, telling
him his descendants will be enslaved for four hundred years. God also tells
him that the oppressors will be punished, and that Abram’s descendants will
be set free and depart with great riches.
iv. The descent (of God himself) (15:17): A smoking firepot and a flaming torch,
probably symbolizing God himself, pass between the dead animals of the
blood covenant.
v. The real estate (15:18–21): God reveals to Abram the boundaries of the
Promised Land, from the border of Egypt to the Euphrates River.1

Verse by verse:
THE COVENANT WITH ABRAM (15:1–21)
I.
Abram’s faulty assumption (15:1–3): Abram complains that upon his death all his goods
will be passed on to Eliezer, one of his servants from Damascus. Eliezer will then
become the heir to the covenant.
a. “By his bold intervention and rescue of Lot, Abram exposes himself to the endemic
plague of that region—wars of retaliation.472 This fear of retaliation is the primary
reason for the divine oracle of 15.1 which could be translated: ‘Stop being afraid,
Abram. I am a shield for you, your very great reward.’ Yahweh’s providential care for
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Abram is to be seen as preventing the Mesopotamian coalition from returning and
settling the score.”4732
b. Genesis 15:1-3: After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a
vision: “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very
great.” 2 But Abram said, “O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I
continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 And
Abram said, “Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my
household will be my heir.”
c. Moody: In this chapter God affirmed, clarified, and “ratified” His promise of 12:1–3.
The concept of “ratification” is an inherent part of postfall (i.e., depraved) human
culture, since by definition it assumes that the word alone of the one(s) making the
promise/covenant is insufficient.3
d. NET Bible Notes: The noun “shield” recalls the words of Melchizedek in 14:20. If God
is the shield, then God will deliver. Abram need not fear reprisals from those he has
fought.4
e. Further: Heb “your reward [in] great abundance.” When the phrase ַה ְרבּה ְמֹאֵד
(harbeh méod) follows a noun it invariably modifies the noun and carries the nuance
“very great” or “in great abundance.” (See its use in Gen 41:49; Deut 3:5; Josh 22:8; 2
Sam 8:8; 12:2; 1 Kgs 4:29; 10:10–11; 2 Chr 14:13; 32:27; Jer 40:12.) Here the noun
“reward” is in apposition to “shield” and refers by metonymy to God as the source of
the reward. Some translate here “your reward will be very great” (cf. NASB, NRSV),
taking the statement as an independent clause and understanding the Hiphil
infinitive absolute as a substitute for a finite verb. However, the construction

ַה ְרבּה

 ְמֹאֵדis never used this way elsewhere, where it either modifies a noun (see the texts
listed above) or serves as an adverb in relation to a finite verb (see Josh 13:1; 1 Sam
26:21; 2 Sam 12:30; 2 Kgs 21:16; 1 Chr 20:2; Neh 2:2).5
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f. NET Bible Note: Abram has just rejected all the spoils of war, and the LORD promises
to reward him in great abundance. In walking by faith and living with integrity he
cannot lose.6
g. “after these things” is referring to the events of Genesis 14.
h. I find this comforting that God says, “fear not.”
i. God tells Abram that his reward will be great.
j. Verse 2: Abram asks what the Lord will provide for him. Abram’s heir is a servant.
ESV Study note: the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus. This individual, whose
name means “God is help,” is not named elsewhere. The context suggests that he is a
trusted member of Abram’s household, possibly a slave, who came from Damascus.
Yet the Hebrew text is somewhat obscure, and other interpretations are possible.
Abram could have acquired him on the journey from Haran to Canaan.7
k. Abram used a new title for God calling Him Master (Adonai) Yahweh. Abram had
willingly placed himself under the sovereign leadership of God.8
l. In verse 3 Abram continues speaking to the Lord.
m. Abram has not been given an offspring.
n. Remember that God is in charge of the womb and we see that here. Abram’s words,
“You ‘have give’ me…” Yet, this is also like an accusation from Abram to God.
o. It was a well known Mesopotamian custom to make a servant your heir.
p. ESV Study Bible: By rejecting the use of human wealth to achieve greatness (14:22–
24), Abram demonstrates his willingness to wait for God to provide. in a vision.
Although it is not certain, the initial vision may have taken place at night. In 15:5 God
brings Abram out of his tent to count the stars.9
q. I like what the CSB says: Abram’s role as a prophet (20:7) is shown here. Visions were
one of two standard means (the other was dreams) by which the Lord revealed his
word to people (Nm 12:6). The only other patriarch who is said to have received a
vision was Jacob (Gn 46:2). The content of Abram’s vision included a command (Do
not be afraid), an assurance (I am your shield), and a promise (your reward will be
very great). Though Abram turned down a reward from the king of Sodom, the Lord
would reward him richly.10 Further: Engaging in something of a “pity party,” Abram
made seven references to himself (in the Hb) in the space of twenty-two Hebrew
words and twice utters the complaint that he was childless.11
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II.

God’s faithful assurance (15:4–21)
a. The revelation (15:4–5): God tells Abram that the promised heir will be Abram’s own
son and that Abram’s descendants will be as numerous as the stars in the heavens!
b. Genesis 15:4-5: And behold, the word of the Lord came to him: “This man shall not
be your heir; your very own son shall be your heir.” 5 And he brought him outside and
said, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.”
Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.”
c. The Lord graciously responds.
d. Certainly, the Lord could have rebuked him, but that is not what He did.
e. The Lord gives Abram a visual image of how numerous his descendants will be.
f. Later we know that gentiles are grafted in which shows how even more numerous
Abram’s descendants would be, so he has the actual Jewish descendants and the
Christians are all his numerous.
g. The response (15:6): “And Abram believed the LORD, and the LORD declared him
righteous because of his faith.”
h. Genesis 15:6: And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness.
i. This is a critical verse to the idea that we are saved by faith alone. Abram is
reckoned/established/considered/credited as righteous before circumcision or the
law.
j. This key verse in Genesis is quoted four times in the NT (Rom. 4:3, 22; Gal. 3:6; James
2:23). 12
k. Moody Bible Commentary is helpful: The Hebrew grammar indicates this verse is
parenthetical—background information that Abram had previously believed God.
This harmonizes with Heb 11:8, which depicts Abraham expressing saving faith
previous to Gn 15, in response to God’s call to emigrate to Canaan (Gn 12:1).
Abram’s faith in Gn 15 reflects his growth of faith since that call. This verse presents
three facts about justification. (1) Justification is based on faith, not works, since
there is nothing that Abram had ever done to earn it. This was precisely Paul’s point
when he cited Gn 15:6 in Rm 4:3–5 as an example of one “who does not work, but
believes in Him who justifies the ungodly.” (2) The faith on which justification is
based need not be perfect, since Abram’s faith in God’s promise of a genetic heir is
also the very thing he continued to doubt (see, e.g., Gn 17:17). One can appreciate
the value of this for all believers, for who can claim his faith is truly perfect? (3)
Justification is not a matter of being “made” actually and practically righteous, but of
being “declared” righteous. Genesis 15:6 does not say God “made him righteous,”
but rather God reckoned it to him as righteousness. The expression “reckoned it”
may also be translated “considered it” or “credited it.” While believers are still sinful,
through justification, God has imputed righteousness to them. It is through
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l.

sanctification that, by God’s grace, believers can overcome their sinful inclinations
and grow in righteousness, a process not addressed in Gn 15:6.13
The ratification (15:7–17)
i. The details (15:7–11): God ratifies his promise to Abram with a covenant
sealed by blood.
ii. Genesis 15:7-11: And he said to him, “I am the LORD who brought you
out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess.” 8 But he
said, “O Lord GOD, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” 9 He said to
him, “Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a
ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” 10 And he
brought him all these, cut them in half, and laid each half over against
the other. But he did not cut the birds in half. 11 And when birds of prey
came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away.
iii. Notice how in verse 7 God reminds Abram of their history together. NET
note: The LORD initiates the covenant-making ceremony with a declaration of
who he is and what he has done for Abram. The same form appears at the
beginning of the covenant made at Sinai (see Exod 20:1).14
iv. 3rd time the Lord addresses the subject of land.
v. Key point: The phrase of the Chaldeans is a later editorial clarification for the
readers, designating the location of Ur. From all evidence there would have
been no Chaldeans in existence at this early date; they are known in the time
of the neo-Babylonian empire in the first millennium B.C.15
vi. Verse 8 is Abram’s response.
vii. CSB: Abram, the shrewd businessman who had once dealt with earth’s
mightiest human—the pharaoh of Egypt (12:14–19)—now negotiated with
the Lord GOD. How can he be assured of God’s promise? Verse 9 provides the
answer.16
viii. Verse 9 begins the ratification of the covenant.
ix. God has Abram bring the sacrifices and Abram cuts them in half and lays
them against each other.
x. Note that he did not cut the birds in half. Birds of prey came and Abram
scares them away.
xi. CSB: The cow … female goat, and ram were mammals later authorized for
sacrifice in the law of Moses; however, this is the only time that three-yearolds—specimens in the prime of their lives—were used. Turtledoves and
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xii.

xiii.

xiv.

xv.

young pigeons were permitted for certain Israelite sacrifices (Lv 5:7). The
ceremony here differs from other sacred rituals in the OT involving animals in
that no animal parts were burned.17
In an act unparalleled in the OT, Abram cut the animals in half, and laid the
pieces opposite each other, creating a clear central lane flanked by the
carcass portions. The birds, being smaller, were not cut; one was probably
placed on each side of this lane.18
MacArthur: The sign of ancient covenants often involved the cutting in half of
animals, so that the pledging parties could walk between them, affirming
that the same should happen to them if they broke the covenant (see Jer
34:18, 19).19
ESV Study Bible: The ritual described here is possibly a type of oath that
involves a self-curse if not fulfilled; God will become like the dead animals if
he does not keep his word (see Jer. 34:18–19). Another interpretation,
however, is that the ritual is an acted sign in which the sacrificial animals
symbolize Abram’s descendants (all of Israel), the “birds of prey” (Gen. 15:11)
signify their enemies (unclean nations), and the “fire pot” and “torch” (v. 17)
represent God’s presence. The promises of vv. 13–16 look forward to God’s
being in the midst of the Israelites after they come out of Egypt.20
Moody Bible Commentary: Having assured to Abram the promise of an heir,
God next affirmed His promise that Abram would possess this land (i.e.,
Canaan). Not unexpectedly, this prompted a new expression of doubt on the
part of Abram, who responded to God’s affirmation by asking, How may I
know that I will possess it? Again God responded with patience and grace. In
this instance, however, since the provision in view is abstract (the right of
possession/ownership) rather than material (such as an heir and
descendants), God affirmed His promise and assuaged Abram’s doubt by
condescending to participate in the human convention of covenant
“ratification” (i.e., establishing a “binding” agreement). In this act the
covenantee was “bound” to the conditions of the agreement by the blood of a
sacrifice—either by walking between the bloody parts, as here, or being
sprinkled by the blood, as in Ex 24:6–8, where both Israel and God
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xvi.
xvii.
xviii.
xix.

(represented by the altar) were sprinkled with the sacrificial blood. In this
instance, however, though God adopted the generally accepted form of
ratification, He altered it slightly to conform to the unconditional nature of
His promise to Abram. Thus, while Abram was waiting for God, as the
superior party, to pass between the pieces, he fell into a deep sleep (induced
by God), during which God passed between these pieces in the form of a
smoking oven and a flaming torch (v. 17), thereby ensuring that the pieces
were completely burned up in the process. When Abram awoke, he would
have perceived (1) that God had passed between the pieces, and (2) that He
had done so in such a way as to prevent Abram from doing so afterward.
Thus the only one to whom the covenant was “bound” for its fulfillment is
God, that is, the covenant was unconditional. This is also Paul’s point in his
comment on this event in Gl 3:17, in which he stated that the Abrahamic
covenant was “ratified by God” alone, hence justifying his designation of it as
a “promise” (an unconditional covenant) rather than “the Law” (a conditional
covenant).21
The dream (15:12): At sunset Abram falls into a deep sleep and sees
troubling visions.
Genesis 15:12: As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram. And
behold, dreadful and great darkness fell upon him.
In Genesis 2:21 Adam fell into a deep sleep. Maybe the original readers
thought of that.
A dreadful and great darkness fell upon him. Though Abram is in a deep
sleep.

xx. God is righteous and no darkness just means there is no sin (See 1 John 1:5).

Darkness is a metaphor of sin. In Gen 15:12 Abraham is in the presence of God and
the darkness is cloaking Him to see God. Also Ex 20:2122
xxi. Dr Michael Horton on White Horse Inn shared that even Jewish scholars say that this
is a Royal grant not a Suzerain treaty. Abraham was asleep.23 This means that this is
an unconditional treaty. A Suzerain treaty would be conditional. But notice how God
alone passes through the sacrifices.

xxii. The destiny (of Israel) (15:13–16): God speaks to Abram in his sleep, telling
him his descendants will be enslaved for four hundred years. God also tells
him that the oppressors will be punished, and that Abram’s descendants will
be set free and depart with great riches.
xxiii. Genesis 15:13-16: Then the Lord said to Abram, “Know for certain that 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. 14 But I will bring
judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out
v. verse
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with great possessions. 15 As for you, you shall go to your fathers in
peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16 And they shall come back here
in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.”
xxiv. This is obviously prophetic.
xxv. This is a round number, not exact and that is why we have a different number later
on.24 Ex 12:40 and Gal 3:17 says 430 years.

xxvi. Notice verse 16: the sin of the Amorite is not complete. God is giving the
people of that area time to repent. Leviticus 18:24-28 is about that.
xxvii. ESV Study Bible: The Amorites are one of the main population groups in
Canaan and are frequently listed alongside the Canaanites and others (see vv.
19–21). 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. 25
xxviii. NET: … in this context a generation is equivalent to one hundred years.26
xxix. The descent (of God himself) (15:17): A smoking firepot and a flaming torch,
probably symbolizing God himself, pass between the dead animals of the
blood covenant.
xxx. Genesis 15:17: When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a
smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces.
xxxi. This God passing through the sacrifices. God and God alone. See notes about
this earlier in this document. Since God alone passes through the sacrifices
this shows that this is a unilateral treaty.
xxxii. Renewing Your Mind: God was saying if I do not keep this promise may I be cut.
God is saying if I do not keep my promise may my immutability cease. God is putting
His Divinity on the line. Sproul so values Genesis 15 that if he had only one chapter of
the Bible it would be Genesis 15. He would want to read every day of God’s covenant
with Abraham.27

xxxiii. CSB: Both elements symbolized essential aspects of God; the smoke perhaps
representing divine inscrutability, and the flame God’s power. By going
between the divided carcasses, the Lord was solemnly obligating himself to
fulfill the terms of the covenant—symbolically indicating that he would
himself be split asunder if he failed to carry out his promises. Typically, both
covenant partners would walk between the pieces, but here God was
unilaterally obligating himself to fulfill his promise.28
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xxxiv. NET: A smoking pot with a flaming torch. These same implements were used
in Mesopotamian rituals designed to ward off evil (see E. A. Speiser, Genesis
[AB], 113–14).29
xxxv. ESV SB: Ultimately, Christ bears the penalty for our disobedience.30
xxxvi. Abram may have spent a large part of the day preparing the sacrifices.
xxxvii. The real estate (15:18–21): God reveals to Abram the boundaries of the
Promised Land, from the border of Egypt to the Euphrates River.31
xxxviii. Genesis 15:18-21: On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram,
saying, “To your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great
river, the river Euphrates, 19 the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the
Kadmonites, 20 the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21 the Amorites, the
Canaanites, the Girgashites and the Jebusites.”
xxxix. Verse 18: on that day… it sounds like this is happening the same day, in the
same night vision.
xl. Boundaries of the promised land.
xli. River of Egypt
xlii. The great river= river Euphrates
xliii. These boundaries have never totally been fulfilled. Though the ESV Study
Bible reads: While the location of the northern boundary is clear, the
designation “river of Egypt” is somewhat ambiguous. It could refer to the
Wadi el Arish (midway between Israel and the Nile; Num. 34:5, however, uses
a slightly different expression for this). Alternatively, “river” could refer to the
eastern branch of the Nile. (But the distinctive Hebrew term for the Nile is not
used here.) While others occupied the land when the divine covenant was
given, this promise was probably fulfilled for a time in the reign of Solomon
(see 1 Kings 4:21).32
xliv. CSB: The first explicit covenant in the Bible between God and a person was
with Noah (9:9–17). The second, with Abram, was expressed in 12:1–3 and
ceremonially confirmed here.33
xlv. CSB: The list of ten different people groups here is the longest list of Canaan’s
inhabitants in the Torah. This is the only list to include the Kenites, Kenizzites,
and Kadmonites; the Kenites and Kenizzites were probably groups living in
the Negev that coexisted peacefully with the Israelites (Nm 32:12; Jdg 1:16).
Perhaps the Kadmonites were the same as the Qedemites, a desert-dwelling
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enemy of Israel (Jdg 6:33). The Hethites were descendants of Heth, son of
Canaan (Gn 10:15). These were not the same as the Hittites, who lived further
north, from Syria to Anatolia, modern Turkey (Jdg 1:26; 1Kg 10:29).34

The Boundaries of the Promised Land

The original boundaries of the Promised Land as defined in Numbers 34 are somewhat
different from the boundaries of the land that the Israelites eventually occupied. The
original boundaries included the mountainous area north of Sidon and Damascus, but the
Israelites never occupied this area during the settlement period. Conversely, the original
boundaries did not include land east of the Jordan River, but the Israelites occupied this
land after capturing it from Og and Sihon.35
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