What Does “The Fourth Generation Will Return Here” Mean?

Genesis 15:16 Explained — A Theological Perspective (NKJV)

Genesis 15:16 (NKJV)

“But in the fourth generation they shall return here, for the iniquity
of the Amorites is not yet complete.”

This verse is part of a powerful and prophetic covenant moment between
God and Abraham. To understand it properly, we must look at the
broader context:

0 Genesis 15:13-16 (NKJV)

13 Then He said to Abram: “Know certainly that your descendants
will be strangers in a land that is not theirs, and will serve them,
and they will afflict them four hundred years.

14 And also the nation whom they serve | will judge; afterward they
shall come out with great possessions.
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15 Now as for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall
be buried at a good old age.

16 But in the fourth generation they shall return here, for the
iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.”

Here, God reveals His long-term plan for Abraham’s descendants (the
Israelites). He declares that:

- They will be enslaved in a foreign land (Egypt) for 400 years (v.13).

- God will judge that nation (Egypt), and His people will come out with
great wealth (v.14).

- Abraham himself will die peacefully, not witnessing the future events
(v.15).

- The fourth generation of his descendants will return to Canaan, the
land God promised him (v.16).
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But why wait 400 years? Why not give them the land immediately?

[1 Understanding “The Fourth Generation”

In modern terms, a “generation” often refers to 20-40 years. However, in
ancient Near Eastern and biblical contexts, particularly in the patriarchal
age, a generation could be understood more broadly — around 100
years. This aligns with the 400-year timeframe God gave in Genesis
15:13. Therefore, the “fourth generation” would represent the end of
that 400-year sojourn in Egypt.

- Exodus 12:40-41 (NKJV) confirms this:

“Now the sojourn of the children of Israel who lived in Egypt was
four hundred and thirty years. And it came to pass at the end of the
four hundred and thirty years—on that very same day—it came to
pass that all the armies of the Lord went out from the land of

Egypt.”
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Although Exodus mentions 430 years, many scholars believe the 400
years refers to the period of oppression, while 430 includes the time they
lived peacefully before enslavement began (cf. Galatians 3:17).

0 Why the Wait? “The Iniquity of the Amorites is Not Yet Complete”

This phrase provides one of the clearest biblical examples of God'’s
justice and mercy in perfect balance. The Amorites were one of the tribes
inhabiting Canaan, and they were representative of the sinful Canaanite
nations.

God delayed the Israelites’ conquest of Canaan because:

[0 He was giving the Amorites time to repent.
[] But He also knew that their wickedness would eventually reach a
level that demanded judgment.

This is consistent with God’s character:

- Nahum 1:3 (NKJV)
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“The Lord is slow to anger and great in power, and will not at all
acquit the wicked.”

God is patient, but not indifferent. When sin reaches its “full measure,”
judgment comes. We see this also in:

- Matthew 23:32 (NKJV) - Jesus says to the Pharisees:

“Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers’ guilt.”

- Romans 2:4-5 (NKJV) - Paul warns:

“Or do you despise the riches of His goodness, forbearance, and
longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of God leads you to
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repentance?

But in accordance with your hardness and your impenitent heart
you are treasuring up for yourself wrath in the day of wrath and
revelation of the righteous judgment of God.”

[1 God’s Judgment Was Not Based on Israel’s Righteousness

God reminded Israel that the conquest of Canaan was not because of
their own righteousness but because of the wickedness of the nations
there.

00 Deuteronomy 9:4-6 (NK]V)

“Do not think in your heart, after the Lord your God has cast them
out before you, saying, ‘Because of my righteousness the Lord has
brought me in to possess this land’; but it is because of the
wickedness of these nations that the Lord is driving them out from
before you.

It is not because of your righteousness or the uprightness of your
heart... for you are a stiff-necked people.”
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This is a sobering reminder that God’s blessings are acts of grace, not
rewards for merit.

88 The Principle of Progressive Judgment

This passage in Genesis 15 highlights a biblical principle known as
“progressive judgment.” God allows nations time to repent, but if they
continue in rebellion, judgment becomes inevitable.

This is echoed in:

- 2 Peter 3:9 (NKJV)

“The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some count
slackness, but is longsuffering toward us, not willing that any should
perish but that all should come to repentance.”

Yet the warning is clear:
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- Hebrews 10:26-27 (NKJV)

“For if we sin willfully after we have received the knowledge of the
truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins,

but a certain fearful expectation of judgment, and fiery indignation
which will devour the adversaries.”

[1 A Call to Respond to God’s Mercy Today

The Amorites were given centuries to repent, but they did not.
Eventually, judgment came through the Israelites’ conquest under
Joshua.

Today, the world is similarly storing up wrath as it persists in sin. The

message is clear:

God is patient — but His patience has a limit.
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If you haven’t turned your life over to Jesus Christ, now is the time.

« Acts 17:30-31 (NKJV)

“Truly, these times of ignorance God overlooked, but now
commands all men everywhere to repent,

because He has appointed a day on which He will judge the world in
righteousness by the Man whom He has ordained.”

- 2 Corinthians 6:2 (NKJV)

“Behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of
salvation.”

[] Have You Responded to the Call of Jesus?
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Jesus is calling you today. The cup of iniquity in this world is almost full
— judgment is near. But before the wrath of God is poured out, He offers
you mercy through the cross of Christ.

t Jesus bore our judgment so we could be forgiven (Isaiah 53:5-6).

Will you receive Him? Will you turn from sin and trust in Christ alone for
salvation?

[] Final Encouragement

Let us not be like the Amorites, whose hearts were hardened until it was
too late. Instead, let us respond to God's patience with humility,
repentance, and faith.

And if this message has spoken to your heart, share it with someone
else. Someone you know may still be living in that window of grace —
and your word could help lead them to salvation.
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“He who wins souls is wise.” (Proverbs 11:30)
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