
Study 1 – Genesis 15 – God’s covenant brings assurance...  

Covenant – covenant is a fairly uncommon term these days.  We tend to use words like agreement, 

treaty or contract to mean similar things.  These words are mostly suitable.  The idea is that a pre-

existing relationship is formalised where two parties are bound to each other.  The relationship is 

sometimes between equals, but it’s often a relationship between a greater and a lesser person.  The 

ancient example was when victorious kings entered into a covenant (treaty) relationship with the 

people they had conquered. That, in a sense, is what happens when God makes a covenant with 

people. 

It’s worth noting the following.  A covenant is a pledge:  

• of peaceful community.  NB it’s often the means for treating non-family as if they are family. 

• for assurance.  Covenant is not the relationship itself.   Covenant pre-supposes and confirms 

an existing relationship. The purpose of the covenant is to objectively clarify the 

relationship.  By so doing a covenant establishes certainty in the relationship. 

• of commitment.  Being a party to a covenant means being bound to the terms of the 

covenant.  Whether explicit or implicit a covenant will always involve mutual obligations, 

responsibilities and benefits.  However, because covenants mostly serve to confirm a 

relationship between parties who are significantly different (e.g. greater/lesser; 

female/male; different tribes/nations) the obligations or roles may also be different.  When 

a party fails to fulfil their commitment they are covenant breakers.  This is very serious 

because it is to break peace with the other party.  A covenant can include details of the 

repentance and forgiveness through which covenant breakers can be restored, that is, make 

peace. Covenants may include terms of punishment for covenant breakers. 

• for open-ended relationship.  A covenant sets out the community, assurance, commitment 

and restoration that, ‘from this day forward’, characterises the relationship.  Covenant 

anticipates continuation of relationship.  Covenants are therefore not term contracts but 

remain binding until terminated (e.g. the difference between a contractor and a full-time 

permanent employee).  Covenants are however written with the possibility of termination at 

the discretion of the greater party.  Covenants are individual not perpetual, but may be re-

established by succeeding generations. 

Marriage as covenant 

I (N) take you (N) to be my wife/husband... according to God’s holy ordinance: to have and to hold 

from this day forward... for better for worse... for richer for poorer... in sickness and in health 

(H) to love and to cherish; (W) to love and to obey... until we are parted by death... And to this I 

pledge you my word. 

 

Discuss the elements of covenant that are explicit or implied in these traditional marriage vows: 

 

 

What feelings/thinking should covenant-making establish for each party?  

 

   



1. Taking God at his word...  

Read Genesis 15.1-6 

What is ‘the word’ that came to Abram? 

 

God had protected Abram in war (Ch 14) but what did Abram still lack? 

 

Abram doubted God’s previous word (Gen 12.2, 13.16) but what was God’s answer? 

 

What was Abram’s response? 

 

Read – Romans 4.3, 20-24; Gal 3.6-10 

What is ‘the word’ that God has spoken to you? 

 

Where do you place your trust now? 

 

In what way(s) is Christian faith like Abram’s faith? 

 

 

 

2. Covenant relationship  

Read – Gen 15.7-21 

What was the second part of God’s promise to Abram? 

 

What was Abram’s response? 

 

What did God do to assure Abram’s trust in his promise? 

  



The covenant ritual is notoriously difficult to understand.  It seems that it conveys the following: 

The covenant is established by a broken body and shed blood.  Each half animal represents each 

party.  The two parties walk between the animal substitutes to signify what will happen to them if 

they break covenant (self-malediction).  Verses 12-17 anticipate God’s plan and purpose for Israel 

when Abraham is truly ‘asleep’.  The imagery in verses 12 (darkness and smoke = Sinai) and 17 

(smoking fire-pot and blazing torch = leading Israel by fire and cloud) are bookends on the explicit 

reference to Israel in verses 13-16.  Abram’s non-participation in the walk between the broken 

animals might suggest that in this covenant God will accept animal sacrifice as a substitute for the 

death of a covenant breaker.  However, because God does pass between the pieces, if God failed to 

fulfil his commitment his punishment would be death.  Alternatively, God will only terminate his 

covenant with Abram by dying. 

Why might this ‘covenant’ give assurance to Abram in his relationship with God? 

 

A New Covenant 

The New Testament is the story of the establishment of a new covenant between God and his 

people. 

Read:  Luke 22.14-20; 1 Cor 11.23-26 

What echoes of the covenant with Abraham did you hear? 

 

Read: Rom 4.18-25; Gal 3.6-9, 3.26-29; Eph 2.11-13, 3.2-6; Heb 8;  

Who are the parties to the New Covenant? 

 

Would you say Jesus receives, fulfils and/or terminates the covenant with Abraham?  Why? 

 

 

 

Read: Heb 9.15, 10.16-25; 2 Pet 3.9-13 

In regards to the promises of the New Covenant do you relate to Abram’s question: ‘how can I know 

that I will gain possession of it?’ 

 

Do you have assurance in your relationship with God?  Why? 


