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 The fifteenth chapter of Genesis is a strange passage to be sure, but here God reaffirms 
his covenant promise to Abram (later to be named Abraham), that God would give to Abraham 
and Sarah a son of their own who would be their heir and also a land in which his descendants 
would dwell.  The chapter contains a puzzling covenant sealing ceremony involving a menagerie 
of animals, their gruesome dismemberment, and a smoking firepot and flaming torch passing 
through the severed parts. Today we will not bother with the gruesome aspects of the story, less 
they distract us. Suffice to say that the precise meaning of this ancient right, while 
incomprehensible to the modern mind, was probably an ancient way of indicating how serious 
the makers of this covenant agreement were, with regard to their determination to keep their 
part of the bargain, or promise. In other words, “May what is done to these animals be done to 
me if I fail to keep my word.”  
 
 But this morning I want us to look beyond the mysterious and gruesome aspects of the 
story and focus instead on the crisis of faith that confronts Abram and, in truth, all of us. If we 
can look beyond the gore, we may just discover in this story what is one of the more helpful and 
one of the more instructive lessons to be found in the story of the patriarchs. Walter Bruggeman, 
retired professor of Old Testament at Columbia Seminary, says that this chapter is pivotal for 
understanding the whole Abrahamic tradition. It exposes the trial of faith and the nature of faith. 
It was this chapter that later inspired the Apostle Paul and the writer of the book we call Hebrews 
as they tried to explain and articulate the substance of faith. How so? 
 
 It you go back a number of years in Abraham’s life (and some 3 chapters in Genesis) you 
will find that Yahweh, the Lord, had called Abram to leave his kindred and his country and journey 
to a land that the Lord would give to him, a land where his descendants would become a great 
nation, and where they would become a blessing to all the families of the earth. In chapters 12 
and 13 Abram is promised that he and his wife Sarah, despite their advanced years, will have a 
child who will inherit all the covenant promises, and that their offspring will be more than men 
could even number. In Genesis 13:16 God says, “I will make your offspring like the dust of the 
earth; so that if one can count the dust of the earth, your offspring also can be counted.”  
 
 And how does Abram respond? He believes God and he obeys God. He leaves his home, 
his kindred, his secure life in Haran and, believing that God would honor his promises, he and 
Sarah go in search of that land that was promised even as they anxiously await the child who was 
promised.  
 
 And so it is that Abram and Sarah walked and they waited. They waited and they walked.  
And the years continued to slip by, and the child of promise never comes, and their arrival in the 
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land of promise is delayed as well. As the years passed, the promises of God that had prompted 
their journey and had inspired their dreams seemed distant and doubtful at best. 
 
 We read in II Peter, “But do not ignore this one fact, beloved; that with the Lord one day 
is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day. The Lord is not slow about his 
promises as some think of slowness.” Well, I’m not so sure about that. And neither were Abraham 
and Sarah. But I guess that if finite time does not matter to an infinite God, if a thousand years 
can seem as a day, then perhaps the promise was not slow in being realized; but for mortal men 
and women God’s promises can seem painfully slow indeed. 
 
 After all, Abraham and Sarah were getting old. They were approaching one hundred. They 
didn’t want to doubt God’s promises or question God’s trustworthiness, but it is hard to give birth 
when you are suffering from arthritis. It’s hard to chase a toddler around when you are using a 
walker yourself! 
 
 All joking aside, Abraham and Sarah were being confronted with the ultimate test that 
comes to every person of faith eventually. Do we believe God? Can God be trusted to follow 
through on his promises? Is the Word of God reliable? Are our hopes in God in vain? Is there 
anything in it for me, any “Reward”, as God puts it in verse one, if I take the risk of faith and if I 
choose to believe God and to obey his Word? 
 
 That is what is going on in Genesis 15. That is what is in the mind of Abraham and Sarah. 
And whether we admit it or not, that is often what crosses our minds as well. When proof is not 
in hand, when the promises of God are not self-evident, when our hopes and dreams are slow in 
being realized, can God be trusted still, and is his Word to us reliable? 
 
 Without a doubt Abraham and Sarah were struggling with these issues. And so it is that 
the Word of God comes afresh to Abraham in a vision and he is told, “Do not be afraid, Abram, I 
am your shield (that is, your protector); your reward shall be very great.” 
 
 But do not overlook the fact that all Abraham receives from the Lord is simply another 
word, a promise restated, if you will. There is no tangible evidence, no symptoms of a pregnancy, 
no promised land on the horizon. “How can I know?” Abram asks in so many words; “I have no 
child, no heir but a slave.” So, the Lord brings Abram outside and invites him to scan the heavens 
and count the stars in the evening sky if he can, for his descendants will be as numerous. But 
does God offer any validating, verifying evidence that his promise will be kept? No! All God offers 
to Abraham is his Word, an old familiar promise restated and reaffirmed. What Abraham craves 
is a sign from God relative to the certainty of the promise, but the only sign is another word and 
a glance at the stars. 
 
 Once again, how does Abraham respond? Look with me now at verse six because it is one 
of the most significant in the whole of the Scriptures. It reveals what is at the core of the entire 
Judeo-Christian tradition. It exposes what lies at the heart of our relationship with our creator 
and redeemer. And it illustrates the character, the quality, and the challenge of biblical faith. 
Verse six states: “And he believed the Lord; and the Lord reckoned it to him as righteousness.” 
Centuries later when the writers of the New Testament were trying to explain and illustrate what 
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it means to live and to walk by faith, and how it is that we sinful mortals can receive God’s blessing 
and approval, they thought of Abraham and his decision to believe God and God’s decision in 
turn to count Abraham’s faith as righteousness.  
 
 Now what I am about to say may shock or upset some of you here today. But I would like 
to correct a popular misconception about our faith. Believers and non-believers alike, both the 
churched and the unchurched, operate very often on a faulty premise that I think is a distortion 
of Biblical truth. It can be stated in many ways but let me put is as succinctly as I know how: God 
is not so concerned as we might suppose with whether or not we believe in him as an article of 
faith. The purpose of the church is not to convince you that God is real. From the first chapter of 
Genesis to the close of Revelations, the Bible never seeks to prove God’s existence. And 
whenever a skeptic or an antagonist challenges Jesus to prove his divinity, he consistently refused 
to do so. We can speculate all day as to why this is the case. We can even regret that it is the 
case. But what we must conclude from the Biblical record is that believing in God is not nearly so 
important as believing God.  
 
 There is a sense in which nearly all religions believe in God and even many non-religious 
folk acknowledge the possibility, if not the probability, that there is a mind and a power behind 
this universe which might be called “God,” for lack of a better word. But so what? According to 
the book of James in the New Testament, even the demons believe in God (James 2:19). But while 
God’s existence may not be a matter of paramount importance in the Biblical narrative, there is 
a matter of central and critical significance. What ultimately matters is not whether we believe 
in God but whether we are willing to believe God, to trust his word, to stand on his promises and 
to obey his instructions, even though we cannot prove beforehand their value, their logic, their 
truth, or even their reliability.  
 
 So what I am really asking you this morning is do you believe God? Do you believe God 
when he tells you that he loves you and will never forsake you, even in those moments when you 
are feeling very much unloved and even Godforsaken? Do you believe God when he says that 
you will have more freedom as his servant than you will have as the master of your own fate? Do 
you believe God when he says that it really is better to give than to receive, even though the 
world may think you insane? Do you believe Jesus when he tells us that we should love our 
enemies and forgive those who wrong us, that we should treat others as we wish to be treated? 
Do you believe God when he tells us that our lives will be blessed and our world will be better 
served if we show compassion and work for peace and practice justice? Do you believe Jesus 
when he says that we cannot serve God and wealth, and that if we seek first God’s Kingdom then 
the other things will be given us, as well? Do you believe Jesus when he tells us that loving God 
and loving our neighbors are life’s greatest goals? Do you believe God when he tell us that lying 
and stealing and idolatry and infidelity and drunkenness and violence and all manner of sinful 
behavior will not only separate us from God, but will do untold damage to ourselves and to 
others? Do you really believe God? Do you believe the word of God spoken through Micah that 
we are to “do justice, love kindness and walk humbly with our God”?  
 
 Yes, of course, it is appropriate to believe in God. Every week in one of our creeds we 
profess that we believe in God the Father, God the son, and God the Holy Spirit. But it is believing 
God that constitutes the real test of faith. It is betting your life and risking all that you are and 
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have on the conviction that God will keep his promises, that God honors his Word, and that God 
blesses those who in faith believe and obey – even though the world might mock or belittle them, 
and even though, like Abraham, they themselves may never live to see the promises fulfilled. In 
God’s time and in God’s way all of God’s promises will be kept. 
 
 You realize that in the course of time Abraham and Sarah did give birth to Isaac, and the 
nation promised of God began to take shape. And yet, Abraham himself never lived to see the 
land that his descendants would call their own. But God kept his word, and even this promise 
was eventually fulfilled. Can’t you just imagine how back in Haran Abraham’s peers and maybe 
even some of his own kinsman thought him foolish to trust his life and his possessions to this God 
who had called him from a secure and safe place to venture out to an uncertain future and an 
unknown place. But in spite of everything, in spite of all of the voices within him and around him 
that questioned the wisdom and the logic of his decision, Abraham believed and obeyed, and 
God counted this enough. This belief and obedience would constitute Abraham’s righteousness. 
Maybe God was the only one who noticed or even cared that Abraham and Sarah believed and 
obeyed – but that was the only one whose approval ultimately mattered.  
 
 My friends, if we dare to take the risk of faith, if we dare to believe God and to obey his 
Word, to trust his promises and to look to him for our security today and our hope for tomorrow, 
the world will think us equally strange, if not deluded. But this is the trial of faith. This is what the 
Bible means when it talks about walking by faith and not by sight. And this is why Hebrews defines 
faith as being “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” 
 
 I wonder if anyone here today remembers the name of Scott Willis, a Baptist minister 
from Chicago. Ten years ago, he became something of a cause celebre. In a tragic highway 
accident, the Willis family car exploded, killing their six young children.  To the utter 
consternation of the media and USA Today in particular, the reaction of the Willises was labeled 
“bizarre.” They claimed that their tragic loss and their personal pain and grief had not diminished 
their faith in a loving God. They even confessed that it was the comfort and the companionship 
of God and God’s people that had seen them through this terrible, unthinkable ordeal. The 
psychiatrist who commented on the Willises’ reaction to their tragedy in USA Today was 
condescending at best, if not disbelieving. She felt that the Willises were in some kind of denial 
and that their response was indicative of some aberrant behavior. But what would have satisfied 
Dr. Dorothy Starr, psychiatrist? Would she have considered it more reasonable – even more 
healthy – if the Willises had cursed God and renounced their faith? Would she have been please 
if this awful tragedy had caused the Willises to doubt the existence of God or the promises of 
God? Was she angry that Mr. and Mrs. Willis continued to believe that God loved them and their 
children, and that God still cared for them despite this awful tragedy?  
 
 Or remember how the families of the so called “Charleston Nine” responded to the racist 
young man who had slaughtered their loved ones just a few days earlier as they welcomed him 
to their Bible Study at the  Mother Emanuel Church in 2015. They told Dylann Roof that they 
forgave him. How could they do such an incredible thing? I had minister friends from around the 
world, black and white, who called me asking that very question. My only answer was that 
apparently, they didn’t just believe in Jesus, but they actually believed the Lord when he said we 
are to forgive those who wrong us and pray for those who persecute us! 
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 My friends, the Christian faith will always be a scandal to those on the outside looking in. 
Frankly, it just doesn’t make good sense to those who demand proof or who require guarantees 
in life. But to those of us who choose to believe, who rest our lives on the promises and trust in 
his Word, faith is what finally sustains and equips us and makes all the striving worthwhile. And 
we dare to believe that God notices and that it makes a difference, and that our belief – not our 
believing in God but our believing God – is counted as righteousness and is finally preferable to 
all the alternatives in life. 
 
 In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


