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“God promises Abram an heir and land” 
 

We run by clocks and calendars, by schedules and timetables, so we assume 

God does, too. And we want him to tell us when, what time, what day, what 

year - forgetting that God does not limit himself to our puny plans and 

schedules. He has eternity and our days and minutes and years are not 

binding to him. Of course we argue and say, “But God, if you don't do it now, 

or by Tuesday, or next year, it will be too late.” But that is putting human 

limitations upon God, saying, “He can't fix it,” except in our time frame.1 

   Abram was about 75 years old when the LORD called him to leave his 

homeland of Ur and sent him on what seemed to be a forever wild goose 

chase into Who Knows Where Land. He still wasn’t quite sure about that land, 

and, the LORD had upped the ante, or should it be called an antic, a trick, a 

shenanigan? by promising old Abram 25 years earlier that he and Sarai—who 

were childless—would give birth to a child. Old Abram, now about 100 years 

old, was wondering, or shall I say, doubting, whether the LORD could deliver 

on those promises made so long ago. Time was running out, how much longer 

did Abram and Sarai have to wait? Abram and Sarai’s heir was nowhere in 

sight. Was the promise only a dream—a dream that was never meant to be? 

With Abram at 100 years old and Sarai at 90 years old, how much longer 

would they be around? How could they possibly conceive and raise a child at 

this old age? So Abram now figures that his heir was going to be their slave, 

Eliezer of Damascus. Eliezer would get the whole kit-n-caboodle of Abram and 

Sarai’s earthly belongings—and yes, maybe even the land and offspring that 

the LORD had promised to Abram would go to Eliezer too. At least by making 

Eliezer his heir, Abram thought that he and Sarai would be looked after when 

they were no longer able to look after themselves.  
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   Suddenly the LORD interrupted Abram’s doubts, questions and complaints. 

“Let’s go for an evening stroll Abram,” the LORD said in an inviting, and 

irresistible tone of voice. So they did. 

   “Count the stars, if you are able,” was the Lord's challenge to Abram. 

Abram, of course, couldn't and for good reason. There are an estimated 100 

billion stars in our galaxy, the Milky Way. If you were to count them, aside 

from the problem of keeping them straight so as not to double count or 

missing any, how long would it take? If you counted one star per second, it 

would take you about 100 billion seconds, or about 3,000 years. Depending on 

the date of Abram's life, if he started counting in Genesis 15, he would be just 

finished or just finishing today. That's a long time. 

   And that is just our galaxy. Astronomers tell us that there are at least 100 

billion galaxies in the observable universe. If each have 100 billion stars, that 

makes…10, followed by 21 zeros [number of stars]. That's a lot of stars. 

   “So shall your descendants be,” said God in obvious hyperbole! In any 

event, God was assuring Abram that he and Sarai would become parents of 

countless descendents.2 And God delivered on that promise. Abram and Sarai 

did give birth to their own child Isaac, who becomes their heir. God also 

provided many, many other heirs-offspring.  

   In response to this vision, this dream God gave to Abram, our Genesis 

narrator tells us this: “And he—i.e. Abram—believed the LORD; and the LORD 

reckoned it to him as righteousness.” As I pondered those words, I was 

curious about what they mean, so I asked Rabbi Dr Raymond Apple. In his e-

mail reply to me, he answered like this: “The Hebrew verb [translated as 

“reckoned”] means “to think”—the sense is “considered” (or regarded) it. 

“Believed” means “believed in.” So Abram believed in [trusted in] God; and 

God thought/considered/regarded Abram’s belief/trust as righteousness/right 

relationship.  

   Does this encounter between Abram and God remind you of a similar 

circumstance in your life as an individual or as a congregation? Perhaps you 

too, like Abram were or still are haunted by the clock tick-tocking away—time 
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is passing, how much time do I, do you, do we have left? How long do you, do 

I, do we have to wait on God to deliver on his promises to us? Has he 

forgotten about you, me, and us? What needs to happen to you, to me, to us in 

order to believe in/trust in God and God’s promises so that God 

thinks/considers/regards our belief/trust as righteousness/right relationship? 

   In our Genesis passage, the story continues as one of grace; of God 

reassuring Abram by making a covenant with him. Abram does his part in this 

covenant too; he performs an ancient ritual of preparing animals and birds 

and positioning them in a special way. God then shows his presence in the 

symbolic forms of a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch, which passed 

between the layed out pieces of the animals.  

   One biblical scholar, John S Kselman, makes the following comments on this 

ritual and covenant: This ritual, described as a covenant (v. 18), is the “royal 

grant” type, in which a king rewards a servant or vassal for past loyalty and 

faithful service and in which the obligations of the covenant do not fall upon 

the inferior party, but are self-imposed by the king. Since such royal grants 

often involved grants of land, boundaries had to be precisely and exactly 

drawn, as in v. 18….The boundaries of v. 18 are the ideal limits of the Davidic-

Solomonic state in the tenth century B.C.3 In other words, it is the LORD God, 

not Abram, here in this covenant who is making the commitment and taking 

the responsibility to deliver on his promise that Abram’s future descendants 

shall be given land. Abram trusted, was in right relationship with God, and 

God delivered on his promises at the appointed time. 

  As Christians, we too by God’s grace in and through Jesus, inherit a covenant 

promise. Lent is a good time for us to be reminded of the high price of God’s 

covenant promise to us. Like the covenant God made with Abram, we too are 

reassured with a symbol, a sign of God’s initiative, God’s self-imposed 

obligation, God’s commitment and responsibility to deliver the covenant 

promise. The sign and symbol of the cross is God’s reminder of his covenant 

promise to us. Jesus, who willingly took on the cruel suffering and death by 

crucifixion speaks to us and tells us: “I love you unconditionally. Your sins are 
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forgiven. Walk in newness of life. Follow me by taking up your cross. My love 

in you is real and alive when you serve me by serving others. Trust me to lead 

you into the future just as Abram trusted and, in my appointed time made the 

promise a reality. Your future is in my hands. I will fulfil my promise just as I 

did for Abram long ago. So learn from Abram, trust me, and live in right 

relationship with me. This is my gift to you. My grace is sufficient in all times, 

all places, and all circumstances.” Amen.     
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