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Abraham: Promises, Promises 
Readings: Genesis 15:1-7; Galatians 3:8-16; Matthew 1:1-17 

 
“The word of the Lord came to Abraham...” 
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if God would speak to each one of us?  If the word of the 

Lord came to you.  If each of us could hear God clearly speaking wouldn’t it make 
following God so much easier and remove all doubts.  It would lift us above the ordinary 
things of this world so that we could serve God as we should, then he would be really 
happy with us.  We would live lives of such faith and obedience if God would but speak 
to us. 

As we look at the life of Abraham, a man to whom God spoke to on at least 7 
occasions, sometimes at some length, we will see that what matters is not so much God 
speaking as us trusting.  God may speak but do we trust, for that above all is what God 
wants, that we stand on his promises. 

PROMISES OF GRACE (GENESIS 15:1-7) 

We are bit further in the story than when we last considered Abraham.  Genesis 
14 describes a battle which Abram as he is still known at this point has won but has 
taken none of the spoils.  He does not want others to be able to say that they have 
made him rich.  To this great warrior God appears and speaks the most common 
command in the Bible: “Do not be afraid” (v1).   

God promises to be his shield, the one who will look after him, be his king.  This 
is a wonderful promise of God fighting with him and keeping him safe.  Furthermore God 
promises to Abraham who has just refused reward from men that God himself is to be 
his reward. 

What wonderful words, coming from God himself.  Words of comfort, of protection 
and provision.  How would you respond to such words.  With thanks, with joy, with 
adoration and worship. 

Abram’s response is rather different.  His pitiful reply seems to just say promises, 
promises. (v2).  God has made some wonderful promises and yes Abram has become 
rich, yes he has had a success on the battlefield, but he doesn’t have a son and heir. 

Childlessness was seen as an unmitigated disaster in the ancient world.  Without 
children there was no one to carry on the family inheritance.  Children were your 
superannuation policy, looking after you in your old age, and your funeral directors, 
ensuring you had a good send off.  So for Abram to be without a son and heir was bad 
but it was made worse by these promises of God.  Because for the promises of God to 
come true, for a nation to come from Abram, for this nation to possess the land, for this 
nation to bring blessing to the world, there has to be a child. 

Abram indicates that he is considering taking matters into his own hand and using 
the ancient practice of adopting an heir from among his household servants.   

Promise reaffirmed 
While this may be socially accepted this is not what God intends and so he 

knocks Abraham’s plan on the head.  Abraham will have a son from his own body (v4) 
He directs Abraham to go outside and look at the sky and the see the stars.  I am 

sure that we have all done this at some time, especially when it is a clear night with little 
other light around, as there would have been in the desert.  Have you ever tried to count 
them?  Scientists have been doing it for decades with telescopes, satellites and 
computers and we haven’t counted them all yet.  Well, God says look up at that, this 
multitude of lights and so shall you offspring be. 

What a promise. 
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I find it wonderfully comforting that God responds to Abraham’s grumbling this 
way.  It is yet another sign of God’s understanding of us and his kindness and 
generosity towards us.  It encourages us to speak freely to God in prayer. 

It also shows his amazing grace.  God makes this promise despite the response 
of Abraham.  There is no reason given for this promise apart from the will of God, it is an 
unconditional promise, God just says he is going to do it.  Abraham can’t muck this up.  
As the New Testament will consistently argue this promise or covenant of God predates 
any kind of law or action.  God’s grace comes first. 

This same point is graphically portrayed in the second half of the chapter where  
a rather symbolic covenant ceremony with broken bodies is performed.  Usually when a 
covenant, a contract, was made both parties would take part in the symbolic act but here 
it is only God who acts unilaterally to say I, and I alone will keep this covenant (v17).  
Abram only has to keep the birds away.  This is God’s promise based on grace and he 
will keep it. 

Righteousness of Faith 
In v6 we have Abraham’s response to this.  His response is one of faith.  This in 

itself is remarkable.  Nothing has changed from v2 to v6 apart from God making the 
promise again yet we are simply told that Abraham believed the Lord, he now trusts 
God’s word although its fulfilment is still as far off. 

More importantly, as the New Testament repeatedly picks up, this faith is credited 
to him as righteousness that he is considered to be in the right by the one true judge.  
How do we get ourselves right with God?  Then as now salvation, being in the right with 
God is based not on what we do, but on faith in God’s promises.  God acts in grace and 
we respond in faith. This is the reason that Abraham is the example of faith 
extraordinaire because of his saving faith.   

Do you understand this, do you trust in what you do, or what you can see, or do 
you trust in God’s promises, this is saving faith.  It’s okay to ask questions, to have 
doubts but keep coming back to the promises. 

A NORMAL LIFE 

Now you could imagine from this, God speaking to him and his faith that Abraham 
would float through life.  But this is not so at all.  In the past week I have been reading 
through the full story of Abraham (Genesis 12-25), something well worth doing, and I 
have been struck by something. 

Abraham was a remarkable man who had some amazing experiences, but he 
also had the kind of problems that we all have, it was in one sense a very normal kind of 
life. 

Let me explain what I mean.  He suffers economic hardship, he fights with in-laws 
over money and property.  He gets shafted by a relative when he is trying to be 
generous and sensible, and ends up paying far too much for some property that he 
wants.  He has one member of his family who always seems to be getting himself into 
trouble and always needs rescuing.  Does this sound familiar life experience to any of 
you? 

He has problems in his marriage;he twice he treats Sarah dreadfully in a way that 
demeans her dignity and even safety because of his own fear and doubts.  He follows a 
suggestion of his wife, which he shouldn’t have done, it ends fairly disastrously and then 
she blames him for the outcomes.  He has unexpected guests.  He has to deal with 
arguments between his children.  Does this sound familiar to any of you.  Over all this he 
has the continuing heartbreak of remaining childless with his beloved wife Sarah 

Abraham is a wonderful example to us of how faith in the promises of God has to 
be lived out in the real world because as we have seen Abraham lived in the real world. 
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THE LAST LAUGH 

The other thing way in which these stories help us is that Abraham and Sarah’s 
faith is not always as strong as it could be. They thus remind us that the issue of faith is 
not how much faith we have but what we have our faith in. 

With Sarah and Abraham we discover that they both laugh at the nature of the 
promise.  Abraham when he again is promised children through Sarah laughs (Gen 
17:17).  He is a 100, Sarah is 90 and he is not sure how circumcision is going to help, it 
would seem to me to be a positive deterrent for a reasonable period of time. 

Sarah when informed that in a year’s time she will have a child also laughs 
although she denies it. (Gen 18:12).  But this is not the last laugh.  The joyous end of the 
tale is surrounded with laughter not of cynicism or doubt but of pure joy. 

Now the LORD was gracious to Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did 

for Sarah what he had promised. Sarah became pregnant and bore a son 

to Abraham in his old age, at the very time God had promised him. 

Abraham gave the name Isaac to the son Sarah bore him (which means 

he laughs). … Sarah said, "God has brought me laughter, and everyone 

who hears about this will laugh with me." Genesis 21:1-6 

Notice the emphasis on God keeping his promise despite the wavering faith of 
those to whom the promises were made. The issue is not how strong our faith is but how 
strong is that or in whom we have faith. 

God proves himself reliable again and again with his promises to Abraham and 
the outworking of his great plan of salvation.  From this one child will come a great 
nation whose lineage will flow through the ages to Jesus (see Matthew 1:1-17).   We see 
great joy in response to the coming of Jesus by those who understand who he is, and 
that again in his own time God is being faithful to his promises to Abraham.  (See The 
Song of Mary Luke 1:46-55 and The Song of Zechariah (Luke 1:69-75) 

Moreover in Jesus we have more promises, promises of rest, forgiveness, 
salvation, eternal life, new creation and there is again a sacrificial symbol of this new 
covenant that we symbolise in the bread and wine to remember a broken body.  As with 
with Abraham all of this is of God, it is not based on what we have done, rather it is 
despite us. 

In Jesus the word of God has come to each of us, to you and me, and he makes 
gracious promises of salvation to us and he want us to trust them and we are called to 
trust those promises by which we find salvation.  It is in our faith and those promises that 
we see in Jesus that we are in the right with God. We can have our doubts sometimes 
these promises may seem laughable in our circumstances but we can look to the 
symbol and remember that this God keeps his promises and the resurrection is reminder 
that in the end faith will have the last laugh, the laughter of joy. 

In the church I grew up on Sunday evening the young people of the church were 
allowed to choose a couple of the songs.  When the service leader asked which song 
we wanted we would invariably say “Number 13 in the red book”.  The music to the song 
may not have been much but the words of that song have stayed with me always. 

 
Standing on the promise of Christ my king 
Through eternal ages let his praises ring 
Glory in the hightest I will shout and sing 
Standing on the promises of God 
 
I’m standing on the promises of God. 
 
Abraham stood there before us, will you join him. 


