
“Justified By Faith” (Genesis 15:1-21) 

Many people believe man’s greatest need is to have good health, long life, wealth, and success in this 
world. However, thousands of  years ago one man asked the most important question that revealed 
man’s greatest need, “how should a man be just with God?” (Job 9:2) There is no more basic or 
important question in life. All throughout history men have asked the same question. Man has tried 
to provide the answer by trusting in his own self-righteousness or by denying the need of  perfect 
conformity to God’s Law. 

There are many questions you can die without knowing the answer concerning. But the 
answer to this question posed by Job will affect your whole eternal destiny. It cannot and should 
not be ignored. Here in Genesis 15, God gives the eternal answer to this question. This answer is 
the perfect, complete, everlasting righteousness of  Jesus Christ. This is the same in the OT as well 
as the NT. Sola Fide or justification by faith alone did not begin with Martin Luther! 
 

After these things the word of the Lord came unto Abram in a vision, saying, Fear not, Abram: I am thy 
shield, and thy exceeding great reward. (v1) 

 
Abraham has just turned his back on Sodom’s fortune and faced down the kings of the East in 
order to rescue Lot. He now must come home from this emotional high. Doubtless, there may 
have been natural fears of reprisals from the powerful Eastern kingdoms. He had no army of 
fenced city to protect him. May be the devil whispered in his ear that he had made a great 
mistake in turning his back on the fortune of Sodom. So this is a spiritually vulnerable time for 
Abraham.  

At this point, the Lord comes to reassure any fears of Abraham by a vision. Often in 
times of crisis the Lord reveals something of Himself to His anxious children. Truly Abraham’s 
refusal to be enriched by the king of Sodom is now more than compensated by a series of 
revelations from God, which would greatly increase the joy of His servant. The Lord promises 
His sovereign protection to Abraham, “I am thy shield.” This is still true for us. As the old saying 
teaches, “A Christian is immortal till his work on earth is done.” 

It is important to note that the Lord does not quell Abraham’s fears by encouraging him 
to look to Abraham for confidence. Rather He points Abraham to God’s great Person, “I am thy 
shield, and thy exceeding great reward.” On the basis of God’s attributes, the Lord then counsels, 
“Fear not.” This method of encouraging the saints of God is the same throughout Scripture (cf. 
Psa. 46:1). For instance, as Joshua contemplated the great task of leading Israel as Moses’ 
successor the Lord points to Himself for encouragement, “There shall not any man be able to stand 
before thee all the days of thy life: as I was with Moses, so I will be with thee: I will not fail thee, nor forsake thee” 
(Joshua 1:5). Boice makes a pertinent application,  

 
“Are you shielded as Abram was? Is God your shield? Do you trust Him? Many men and 
women trust other things. They trust the government or their investments, their friends, 
family, wealth, or popularity. but these things ultimately disappoint the one who trusts 
them. If you want a real shield, trust God.” 
 
God is also teaching Abraham to be satisfied with Him alone. F. B. Meyer observed, “To 

have God is to have all, though bereft of everything. To be destitute of God is to be bereft of 
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everything, though having all” The first thing we need to do in times of discouragement and 
crisis is to meditate on the promises of God’s word, especially those that describe His Person.  
 
And Abram said, Lord God, what wilt thou give me, seeing I go childless, and the steward of my house is 

this Eliezer of Damascus? And Abram said, Behold, to me thou hast given no seed: and, lo, one born in my 
house is mine heir. (v2-3) 

 
Although God’s promises here must have comforted Abraham, there was still an ache in his 
soul. For God had previously promised that Abraham’s seed would be as “the dust of the earth” 
(Gen. 13:16), he noted that he was still “childless.” As both he and Sarah were not getting any 
younger, he pours out this fear to the Lord. Time was running out. He even seems to have 
accepted that Eliezer would be his heir by means of a legal adoption.  
 

And, behold, the word of the Lord came unto him, saying, This shall not be thine heir; but he that shall 
come forth out of thine own bowels shall be thine heir. And he brought him forth abroad, and said, Look 
now toward heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to number them: and he said unto him, So shall thy 

seed be. (v4-5) 
 
The Lord graciously steps in again with this second assurance.  He tells Abraham that his “heir” 
will not be his servant Eliezer but one that comes from his own physical body, “he that shall come 
forth out of thine own bowels shall be thine heir.” The Lord illustrates this by an object lesson in the 
Middle Eastern sky. He promised Abraham that his descendants will be more numerous than the 
stars of the heavens, “So shall thy seed be.” No doubt from that moment the stars shone with new 
meaning for Abraham in his life of faith, as the figures of Divine promise.  

There are times that the Word of God will test our faith in the promises. God’s delays 
are not necessarily His denials. God will fulfill His promises in His time and in His way. Joseph 
had to wait many years for God’s promises to be fulfilled in his life. The Psalmist gives us this 
insight into this, “Until the time that his word came: the word of the LORD tried him” (Psa. 105:19). 
There was no human reason for Abraham to believe. He was an old man with an old wife and he 
only had the bare promise of God. But that would be enough.  
 

And he believed in the Lord; and He counted it to him for righteousness. (v6) 
 
It is at this point that we come to a great climax in Abraham’s faith: “And he believed in the Lord; 
and He counted it to him for righteousness.” In other words, Abraham said “Amen” to the Lord’s 
revelation. By doing so, Abraham acknowledged the truth of God’s Word and trusted on them.  

This verse 6 is one of the most important verses in the Bible. It is frequently used in the 
NT to illustrate the nature of saving faith. Some have called it the John 3:16 of the OT. Although 
this is not the first time in the Bible that God declared anyone righteous, it is the first verse in 
Scripture that succinctly brings three vital subjects together - faith, justification and righteousness.  

The New Testament gives a further commentary on this passage. We are told by the 
Holy Spirit that although Abraham’s body was “as good as dead” (Heb. 11:12), nevertheless, “he 
staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in faith, giving glory to God; and being fully 
persuaded that what He had promised, He was able also to perform” (Rom. 4:20, 21).  
 
TIMING OF ABRAHAM’S JUSTIFICATION 
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Now Hebrews 11 teaches that Abraham’s faith predates this incident in Genesis 15, “By faith 
Abraham, when he was called to go out into a place which he should after receive for an inheritance, obeyed; and 
he went out, not knowing whither he went” (Heb. 11:8). So why does Moses bring up Abraham being 
declared righteous at this point? The Lutheran commentator Leupold explains, “We feel our 
answer must take the same form as Luther’s, who points out that justification by faith is first 
indicated in the Scriptures in a connection where the Saviour is definitely involved, in order that 
none might venture to dissociate justification from Him.” 

Luther’s explanation is a valid one, as God never speaks of justification outside of the 
Person and Work of Jesus Christ. We know that Abraham understood much of the Coming 
Saviour from his seed, 

 
Your father Abraham rejoiced to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad (John 
8:56) 
 
And the scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through faith, 
preached before the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations be 
blessed……..Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith 
not, And to seeds, as of many; but as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ (Gal. 
3:8; 16) 

 
BASIS OF ABRAHAM’S JUSTIFICATION 
 
So the NT makes clear that Abraham knew the gospel, he knew the day of Christ, and he 
believed in the promised Seed for righteousness. Now, Abraham was not justified because he 
believed God’s promise that he would be a father of a great nation (although Abraham certainly 
did believe that). What justified Abraham was the promised “seed” that would come to save him 
from his sins. He knew that through this “seed”, blessing would come to all the families of the 
earth (cf. Gen. 12:3). Abraham’s faith in Christ as the “seed” was the foundational step in 
believing everything else relating to his physical offspring.  

The object of Abraham’s personal faith was Christ and it was this faith that was “counted 
to him for righteousness” (Rom. 4:3). Righteousness in this context is the perfect conformity to God’s 
holy standards.  Someone defined it well as, “the sum total of all that God commands, demands, 
approves, and Himself provides.” The Bible repeatedly asserts that no man on this planet can 
conform to God’s perfect standard. All of  us fail when the mirror of  God’s word is held up before 
us. No man or church can therefore provide any righteousness for us. No amount of moral 
reformation can change that truth. As we cannot provide our own righteousness the only hope for 
man is for God to provide righteousness for us. This righteousness is the perfect obedience of  the 
Son of  righteousness whom the Father declared, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.” 
(Matt. 3:17)  

Faith is not the ground of justification but the bare instrument that he received the grace 
of Christ through. Indeed, faith is a gift of God also (cf. Eph. 2:8; 2 Peter 1:1). Now, it was not 
the mere exercise of faith that made Abraham righteous, but the object. The object of faith 
determines the value of faith. Herman Kuiper explained, “As little as a beggar, who puts forth 
his hand to receive a piece of bread, can say that he has earned the gift granted him, so little can 
believers claim that they have merited justification, just because they have embraced the 
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righteousness of Christ, graciously offered them in the Gospel.” By the instrument of the gift of 
faith, Abraham “believed God” concerning the promise of a coming Saviour. When God saw that, 
then He declared Abraham justified by crediting Abraham’s life with the righteousness of Christ.  

The word “counted” in Romans 4:3 is an accounting term of crediting someone’s account. 
So God places in Abraham’s spiritual account the deposit of Christ’s righteousness. This credit 
column reached all the way to heaven and out into eternity. In just a moment in time, Abraham 
inherited the riches of Christ’s righteousness forever.  
 
And He said unto him, I am the LORD that brought thee out of Ur of the Chaldees, to give thee this land 

to inherit it. And he said, Lord GOD, whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it? (v7-8) 
 
The Lord having promised protection and a physical heir to Abraham, then further adds 
promises related to the physical land. This is a re-statement of previous promises relating to 
Canaan (cf. Gen. 13:14-17). The Lord begins with “I am the LORD” to emphasise that He was 
Jehovah the unchangeable and covenant keeping God. Abraham asks for further information, 
“whereby shall I know that I shall inherit it?” This should not be seen as indicating he is necessarily 
doubting God’s promise. It may be that he is asking in wonderment of God’s grace so that he 
can understand this even better (cf. Luke 1:34). He is approaching God in a submissive state of 
confusion seeking clarification.  
 
And He said unto him, Take me an heifer of three years old, and a she goat of three years old, and a ram of 
three years old, and a turtledove, and a young pigeon. And he took unto him all these, and divided them in 
the midst, and laid each piece one against another: but the birds divided he not. And when the fowls came 

down upon the carcases, Abram drove them away. And when the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell 
upon Abram; and, lo, an horror of great darkness fell upon him. (v9-12) 

 
The Lord answers Abraham by the ancient way of formalising a covenant, which was by means 
of an animal sacrifice known as “cutting the covenant.” Before the advent of written contracts, 
two parties would divide one or more sacrificial animals in two and then ratifying any covenant 
by both parties walking between the split halves of the animals.  

Abraham demonstrates his faith by obeying this command to prepare the sacrifices. He 
does not argue or question God’s request. A period of time seems to have passed between the 
preparation of the animals and the final ratification. No doubt Abraham’s faith was tested 
throughout as he was made to wait beside these sacrifices for many hours for the Lord to appear 
to ratify the covenant.  
 
And He said unto Abram, Know of a surety that thy seed shall be a stranger in a land that is not theirs, and 

shall serve them; and they shall afflict them four hundred years; And also that nation, whom they shall 
serve, will I judge: and afterward shall they come out with great substance. And thou shalt go to thy fathers 
in peace; thou shalt be buried in a good old age. But in the fourth generation they shall come hither again: 

for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet full. And it came to pass, that, when the sun went down, and it 
was dark, behold a smoking furnace, and a burning lamp that passed between those pieces. In the same 
day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, Unto thy seed have I given this land, from the river of 

Egypt unto the great river, the river Euphrates: The Kenites, and the Kenizzites, and the Kadmonites, And 
the Hittites, and the Perizzites, and the Rephaims, And the Amorites, and the Canaanites, and the 

Girgashites, and the Jebusites. (v13-21) 
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Out of the darkness of this long vigil, God (symbolized by the smoking furnace and the flaming 
lamp) ratifies unilaterally the covenant by passing through the animal pieces. This is unilateral to 
emphasise that it is an unconditional covenant that is dependent only on the Lord. 

As God vindicated Abraham’s patience and faith, He declared to which peoples and 
which lands He will give Abraham. Many commentators feel that this land promise has never yet 
been completely fulfilled. Therefore, premillennialists see this to be fulfilled in the future, as God 
can be trusted to keep His promise. Forty centuries later and despite the pogroms and genocide 
campaigns of men like Hitler to destroy the Jewish people, we see that God’s promises cannot be 
overthrown. The language implies that this is a fixed fact, “Unto thy seed have I given this land.” F. B. 
Meyer wrote,  

 
“Somehow the descendants of Abraham shall yet inherit their own land, secured to them 
by the covenant of God. Those rivers shall yet form their boundary lines: for ‘the mouth 
of the Lord hath spoken it.’” 
  
These lands were described more generally in Genesis 13:14-18, but now the peoples 

who are to be replaced are named in Genesis 15:18-21. The Lord additionally informs Abraham 
that although the land of Canaan will become the possession of his descendants, it will not be for 
another 400 years or so. This is because, “the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet full.” God has a 
sovereign understanding of the future sins of the Canaanite people. He has decreed at which 
point Israel will take over the land from them. In grace, the Lord gave the Canaanite peoples 
four centuries to repent.  

Abraham was not a mere optimist. He was a man who lived by faith in God’s promises. 
He judged that God was always faithful. Promises are of little use if we do not believe and act on 
them. The Bible is saturated with promises for every believer. When God makes a promise He 
keeps it. Are we living by faith in those promises? Can you trust God? The spiritual success of 
your life is linked to how much you believe in God’s promises. There is not much we can be 
certain in this world, but we can be certain about God’s faithfulness.  
 

Though dark be my way, since He is my Guide,  
’Tis mine to obey, ’tis His to provide;  

Though cisterns be broken, and creatures all fail,  
The Word He has spoken shall surely prevail. 

 
His love in time past forbids me to think  
He’ll leave me at last in trouble to sink;  
Each sweet Ebenezer I have in review,  

Confirms His good pleasure to help me quite through. 
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

1. How does God direct us to seek encouragement in the Bible? 
 
2. Did Abraham’s faith save him or the object of his faith?  
 
3. Why does God sometimes appear to delay fulfilling His promises?  
 
4. How have you been challenged by this passage? 

 

 


