
Sept. 20, 2020 -- (Pentecost 16, God’s Promise to Abraham) 

Sermon Text – Genesis 15:1-6 

 
- [God] brought [Abraham] outside and said, "Look toward heaven and count the   

stars, if you are able to count them."  Then he said to him, "So shall your descendants 

be." And he believed the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness. -  

 

I suppose you might have guessed this was coming, at least, if you were paying 

attention to last week’s sermon, when I was talking about our human need to judge 

between good and evil, to choose between this and that.  It seems that because the 

first humans reached out their hands and ate the fruit from the tree in the middle of 

the garden, we have the ability to make distinctions between good and bad, better 

and worse, greatest and least.  So, it should come as no surprise that there are two 

kinds of people in the world.  An old joke based on “the Law of Distinction” puts it like 

this: “There are two kinds of people in the world: those who believe there are two 

kinds of people and those who don't."  I’m on the side of the two kinds.  There are 

people who believe this and people who believe that.  There are people who prefer 

these things and people who prefer those.  There are people who want things one 

way and people who want them another.  It gets us into a lot of trouble.  We’ve hinted 

at it already – man against woman, brother against brother, humanity against 

creation.  Eventually, God gets so fed up with it all that God decides to try for a “do 

over,” erasing most of humanity with a flood, except for Noah and his family.  We’re 

skipping over several of those early stories and moving on to Abram and Sarai, who 

are chosen to become the parents of God’s special people, and are promised land, 

descendants and blessings.   

 

 As we pick up the story in today’s reading, Abram and Sarai have the land and 

they have the blessings, but they have no children.  And without children, it will be 

very hard for them to become the father and mother of a great nation.  In addition, 

when they are first called by God, three chapters earlier, Abram is already 75 years 

old.  And the years in between haven’t made him any younger.  When St. Paul 

decides to talk about this story in the New Testament, he will say that Abram is 

already “as good as dead!”  And Sarai is no spring chicken either.  And besides, she 

is thought to be barren.  They have left everything behind – home, family and land – 

to go to a new place, and now it appears that their lineage will die there with them.  

Not all of God’s promises have come true.  Abram clearly believes this, so he can’t 

possibly believe that.  When the Lord comes to him and says, “Do not be afraid…your 

reward shall be very great,” we can’t blame Abram for showing a high level of 

frustration.  As far as he can see, there is simply no way that God’s promise is ever 
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going to be fulfilled.   

 

 So, God must become a persuader, convincing Abram that the promise is still 

good.  He takes him outside and challenges him to count the stars.  In a dark place, 

you can see very many.  According to the best source I had available when I looked 

it up, the internet, there are about 5,000 stars visible to the human eye.  Because the 

earth gets in the way and blocks out our view of half of them at any given time, that 

means we can see approximately 2,500 under the best of conditions.  It’s still a lot to 

count.  Using modern telescopes, of course, that figure can be multiplied many times 

over.  And, it seems, the further that astronomers are able to peer into the distance, 

the more and more stars they are discovering.  The number seems almost unlimited.  

In Genesis, chapter 22, God will add another image to the argument.  There God tells 

Abram, now renamed Abraham, “I will indeed bless you, and I will make your off-

spring as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore.”  

Count the grains of sand on a seashore.  Now, that’s a really big number.  And, while 

it’s impressive, I have to wonder if it was really persuasive. 

 

 It seems to me that, if we keep reading, we come to the really convincing part 

of God’s argument.  In the verses that immediately follow our reading, God makes a 

covenant with Abram.  God asks him to gather “a heifer three years old, a female 

goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.”  Then 

God tells him to cut the animals in half and lay their carcasses on the ground, “over 

against one another,” matched up.  It’s quite a grisly scene.  But, we have to 

remember that, in the ancient world, it was standard practice for people to literally 

“cut a covenant,” when they were in agreement with one another.  They would 

sacrifice an animal, cut it in half, and walk between the halves, literally signifying 

their wish that the same thing happen to them, as has happened to this animal, 

should they not keep the promises of their agreement.  The amazing part of this story 

is that it’s not Abram who passes between the carcasses of the animals, but God.  As 

a “deep and terrifying darkness descended upon him,” Abram falls into a deep sleep 

and hears again the words of promise, and then see a smoking pot and a flaming 

torch pass between the halves of the animals.  (And this is what makes the Narrative 

Lectionary so much fun – here we have a bit of foreshadowing.  We will see this again 

in the story – fire and smoke – as a symbol of God’s presence when God leads the 

Israelites out of slavery in Egypt, accompanying them in a pillar of cloud during the 

day and a pillar of fire at night.)  God cuts the covenant.  God pledges to make good 

on God’s promises.  God gives Abram the guarantee that God is serious about 

making him and Sarai the parents of a great nation. 
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 Of course, this is all about faith.  Our reading ends with the statement: “He 

[Abram] believed the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness.”  In the 

end, Abram believed God’s promise.  The proof appears to be centered in what it is 

that eventually happens.  In its famous chapter on faith, the Letter to the Hebrews will 

reflect on this story.  “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of 

things not seen,” it begins.  Then it goes on to talk about Abram.  “By faith [he] 

obeyed when he was called to set out for a place that he was to receive as an 

inheritance…By faith he stayed for a time in the land he had been promised…[and] 

By faith he received [the] power of procreation, even though he was too old—and 

Sarah herself was barren…[so that, putting it all together,] from one person, and this 

one as good as dead, descendants were born, “as many as the stars of heaven and 

as the innumerable grains of sand by the seashore.”  I think it’s important to point out 

that faith is not simply believing anything and everything, no matter what.  Faith is, 

rather, believing on the basis of relationship.  Abram believes because he trusts God.  

Abram believes because he has experience with God’s faithfulness.  Abram believes 

because God is bound by sacred vow to fulfill the terms of the covenant.  It all 

depends on God.   

 

 For us to have faith, we need to believe that God is trustworthy.  When the 

future looks empty for us, when our present reality overwhelms us, when our future 

hopes give way to skepticism and the promises of God seem unlikely or impossible, 

that is when faith has to take over.  On our own, we will never be able to believe this, 

when all the world looks like that.  But God shows us that God is faithful.  God does 

not give up.  God will stick with God’s promises.  Abram and Sarai will have a child.  

They will become the parents of a great nation.  Their descendants will eventually 

possess the land.  They will become a blessing to all the world.  Eventually, they will 

give birth to Jesus and to a new covenant and provide for an ongoing relationship 

between God and God’s people that stretches beyond the limits of our mundane 

existence to embrace a world beyond, as glorious as all the stars of the sky and as 

vast as the grains of sand on all the beaches. 

 

          Amen. 


