


Encountering
the Book of Genesis



Encountering Biblical Studies
Walter A. Elwell, General Editor and New Testament Editor
Eugene H. Merrill, Old Testament Editor

Encountering the Old Testament: A Christian Survey
Bill T. Arnold and Bryan E. Beyer

Readings from the Ancient Near East: Primary Sources for Old
Testament Study
Bill T. Arnold and Bryan E. Beyer, editors

Encountering the New Testament: A Historical and Theological
Survey
Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbrough

Readings from the First-Century World: Primary Sources for
New Testament Study
Walter A. Elwell and Robert W. Yarbrough, editors

Encountering the Book of Genesis: A Study of Its Content and
Issues
Bill T. Arnold

Encountering the Book of Psalms: A Literary and Theological
Introduction
C. Hassell Bullock

Encountering the Book of Isaiah
Bryan E. Beyer

Encountering John: The Gospel in Historical, Literary, and
Theological Perspective
Andreas J. Kostenberger

Encountering the Book of Romans: A Theological Survey
Douglas J. Moo

Encountering the Book of Hebrews: An Exposition
Donald A. Hagner



Encountering
the Book of Genesis

Bill T. Arnold

Dl
DrBakerBooks




© 1998 by Bill T. Arnold

Published by Baker Academic

a division of Baker Book House Company
P.O. Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www.bakeracademic.com

Printed in the United States of America

All rights reserved. No part of this publication
may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any
means—for example, electronic, photocopy,
recording—without the prior written permis-
sion of the publisher. The only exception is
brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication
Data is on file at the Library of Congress,
Washington, D.C.

ISBN 0-8010-2638-5

Photo acknowledgments:
Alfred J. Hoerth: p. 127

Biblical Illustrator Photo/David Rogers/The
British Museum, London, England: p. 47

Biblical Itlustrator Photo/David Rogers/The
Louvre, Paris: p. 61

Biblical Illustrator Photo/James McLemore:
pp- 59, 63

Chris Miller: pp. 22, 71, 80, 82 (2), 107, 183

Darwin Archive/Syndics of the Cambridge
University Library: p. 26

Phoenix Data Systems: pp. 34, 38, 45, 79 (2), 85,

91, 108, 110, 111, 122, 153, 172, 177


http://www.bakeracademic.com

For my parents
Reverend and Mrs. Walter L. Arnold
Who prove the truth of Wisdom’s counsel:

Hear, my child, your father’s instruction,
and do not reject your mother’s teaching;
for they are a fair garland for your head,
and pendants for your neck.

—Prv 1:8-9



Contents in Brief

Editor’s Preface 11
Publisher’s Preface 13
To the Student 15
Author’s Preface 16
Abbreviations 17
Before You Begin... 17

PART 1:
Encountering God’s Creation
(Genesis 1-11)

1. The Grandeur of God’s Perfect
Creation (1:1-2:3) 21

2. The History of the First Human
Family (2:4-4:26) 31

3. What’s Wrong with This
Picture? 43

4. Sin’s Contamination of Creation
(5:1-11:26) 55

PART 2:
Encountering Abraham: God's
Faithful Servant (Genesis 12-25)

5. The Beginning of Our Faith
Heritage (11:27-14:24) 69

6. Tracking Abram and His
Family 77

7. “Then God Gave Him the
Covenant” (15:1-17:27) 89

8. Standing on the Promises of God
(18:1-25:18) 99

PART 3:
Encountering Jacob: God's
Troubled Servant (Genesis
25-36)
9. Jacob Struggles with His Family
(25:19-31:55) 117
10. Jacob Struggles with God
(32:1-37:1) 131

PART 4:
Encountering Joseph: God’s
Model Servant (Genesis 37-50)
11. Joseph in Egypt (37:2—41:57) 143
12. Joseph over Egypt
(42:1-50:26) 155

PART 5:
Encountering the Authorship
of Genesis
13. Evidence for Authorship
14. Interpretations of
the Evidence 181
Conclusion: Genesis
and Beyond 199

167

Notes 207
Bibliography
Glossary 221
Subject Index
Scripture Index

219

225
231



Contents

Editor’s Preface 1
Publisher’s Preface 13
Author’s Preface 15
To the Student 16
Abbreviations 17
Before You

Begin... 17

PART 1
ENCOUNTERING GOD's
CreatioN (Genesis 1-11)

Who Were Israel’s
Neighbors?

¢ The Mesopotamians

¢ The Egyptians

¢ Peoples of Syria—Palestine

Ancient Theories of
Creation and Early
Human Histo

* Ancient Near E;stem
Parallels to Genesis 1
o Egypt
© Mesopotamia

* Ancient Near Eastern

1. The Grandeur of God’s

Perfect Creation

(1:1-2:3) 21

OQutline

Objectives

How Did It All Begin?

Details of Genesis 1

¢ The Recurring Creation
Formula

* The Symmet
of Gexesis 1 v

¢ The Role of Genesis 1:1-2

Siéniﬁcance of Genesis 1

* Sovereignty of God

¢ Goodness of Creation

¢ Role of Humankind

Key Terms

Study Questions

. The History of the First

Human Family

(2:4-4:26) 31

Outline

Objectives

What's Different about
Genesis 2-4?

Events inside the Garden
of Eden (2-3)

¢ Adam and Eve in the
Garden (2)

¢ Adam and Eve Expelled
from the Garden (3)

Events outside the Garden
of Eden (4)

Key Terms

Study Questions

. What's Wrong with This

Picture? 43

Outline

Objectives

Parallels to the Themes of
Genesis 2—4

Israel: A Picture, a Mirror,
or a Window?

Significance for Modern
Christians

Key Terms

Study Questions

4. Sin’s Contamination of

Creation (5:1-11:26) 55

Outline

Objectives

So, What Happened Next?
The Children of Adam
and Eve (5:1-6:8)

The Flood (6:9-9:29)

* Review of the Narrative

¢ Parallels with Ancient
Literature

¢ Problems after the Flood
(9:18-29)

Where Did All These
Nations Come From?

Shem Again?

Postscript on Genesis 1-11

Key Term

Study Questions

PART 2
ENCOUNTERING ABRAHAM:

Gob’s FAITHFUL SERVANT
(Genesis 12-25)

S. The Beginning of Our
Faith Heritage
(11:27-14:249) 69
Outline
Objectives

Terah’s Family (11:27-32)
The Call of Abram and the

Promises of God (12:1-9)
Abram in Egypt (12:10-20)
Trouble with Lot (13-14)
Study Questions

6. Tracking Abram and His

Family 77
Outline
Objectives
Where in the World Are
These Places?
* Mesopotamia
o Ur of the Chaldeans
o Haran
¢ Canaan
o Shechem
o Qak of Moreh
Bethel and Ai
The Negev
Hebron
Oaks of Mamre
Gerar and Beersheba
Looking for Mr. Abram
» Categories for Ancient
History
© The Early Bronze Age
o The Middle Bronze Age
o The Late Bronze Age
o The Iron Age
Possible Dates for the
Patriarchs
© A Date in Early Bronze Il
© A Date in Middle Bronze 1
© A Date in Middle Bronze 11
© A Date in the Late Bronze Age
o A Date in the Iron Age
¢ Religion of the Patriarchs

Key Terms
Study Questions

0 0 o o ©o

. “Then God Gave Him

the Covenant”

(15:1-17:27) 89

Outline

Objectives

Melchizedek and the King
of Sodom (14:17-24)

Defining Abram’s Special
Relationship with God
(15)

* “I Am Your Shield”
(15:1-6)

¢ “T Am the Lord” (15:7-21)



Contents

Hagar and Ishmael (16)

Signs of God’s Covenant
a7)

Study Questions

8. Standing on the

Promises of God

(18:1-25:18) 99

Outline

Objectives

Promised Son and Problem
Nephew (18-19)

¢ Abraham and Sarah
Entertain Guests (18)

¢ Sodom and Gomorrah
(19

Abraham and Abimelech
20

The Promised Son—At
Long Last! (21:1-21)

Agreement with Abimelech
(21:22-34)

Abraham’s Great Test (22)

Family Matters (23:1-25:18)

¢ The Death of Sarah (23)

¢ A Suitable Wife for Isaac
(24)

¢ The Death of Abraham
(25:1-18)

Key Term

Study Questions

PART 3
ENCOUNTERING JACOB:

Gob’s TROUBLED SERVANT
(GeNEesis 25-36)

9. Jacob Struggles with His

Family (25:19-

31:55) 117

Outline

Objectives

Of Twins and Birthrights
(25:19-34)

¢ Birth of the Twins
(25:19-28)

* Stolen Birthright
(25:29-34)

Isaac and Abimelech (26)

Jacob Steals the Blessing
(27)

The Ladder (28)

¢ Jacob’s Escape from Esau
(28:1-9)

¢ Jacob’s Dream (28:10-22)

Jacob and Laban (29-31)

¢ Jacob Marries the
Daughters of Laban
(29:1-30)

10.

¢ Jacob’s Children
(29:31-30:24)

¢ Jacob’s Prosperity
(30:25-43)

¢ Trouble with Laban (31)

o Jacob Leaves Mesopotamia
(31:1-21)

o Laban Pursues Jacob (31:22-42)

o Jacob and Laban Make a Parting
Covenant (31:43-55)

Study Questions

Jacob Struggles with

God (32:1-37:1) 131
Outline

Objectives

Jacob Meets God, Jacob

Meets Esau (32-33)

¢ Jacob Prepares to Meet
Esau (32:?—21)

¢ Jacob Meets God
(32:22-32)

¢ Jacob Meets Esau (33)

The Violation of Dinah (34)

Back to Bethel (35)

Esau Epilogue (36)

Key Term

Study Questions

PART 4
ENCOUNTERING JOSEPH:
Gob’'s MODEL SERVANT
(Genesis 37-50)

1.

Joseph in Egypt

(37:2-41:57)

Outline

Objectives

The Context of the Joseph
Narrative 143

¢ Contrast between Esau
and Jacob

e What Is Different about
the Joseph Narrative?

¢ What Is the Same about
the Joseph Narrative?

Joseph and His Brothers
(37)

¢ A Tale of Two Dreams
(37:2-11)

¢ Joseph in the Pit
(37:12-24)

* Joseph in Potiphar’s
House (37:25-36)

The Judah Interlude (38)

¢ Judah and Tamar
(38:1-30)

e The Place of Genesis 38

Joseph’s Rise over Egypt
(39-41)

12.

¢ Joseph in Charge of
Potiphar’s House (39)

 Pharaoh’s Cupbearer and
Baker (40)

¢ Pharaoh’s Dreams (41)

Key Term

Study Questions

Joseph over Egypt

(42:1-50:26) 155

Outline

Objectives

The Rationale for the
Joseph Narrative

The Sons of Jacob Are
Reunited (42—45)

o First Trip to Egypt (42)

¢ Second Trip to Egypt
(43-45)

Settling in Goshen (46—47)

¢ Vision at Beersheba
(46:1-4)

o In Egypt (46:5-47:12)

¢ Joseph during the Famine
(47:13-31)

The Deaths of Jacob and
Joseph (48-50)

¢ Jacob Blesses Ephraim
and Manasseh (48:1-22)

¢ Jacob Blesses His Sons
(49:1-28)

¢ The Death and Burial of
Jacob (49:29-50:21)

¢ The Death of Joseph
(50:22-26)

Key Term

Study Questions

PART 5

ENCOUNTERING THE
AUTHORSHIP OF GENESIS

13. Evidence for Author-

ship 167

Outline

Objectives

Evidence on the
Authorship of the
Pentateuch

 Biblical References

¢ Jewish and Christian
Tradition

¢ Grammatical Evidence
¢ Sociopolitical Evidence
* Manuscript Evidence
¢ Redactional Evidence

¢ Ancient Near Eastern
Parallels

¢ Religious Perspective



Contents

14,

10

Requirements of the
Evidence

¢ A Word about Words

¢ What Is the Most That
Could Be Said?

¢ What Is the Least That
Could Be Said?

Possibilities of the

Evidence
¢ Moses, the Yahwistic
Innovator

* Moses, the Delegator of
Authority

* Moses, the Fountainhead
of Prophecy

¢ Scribes of Israel’s
Monarchy

* The Role of the Exilic
Community

Key Terms

Study Questions

Interpretations of the

Evidence 181

Outline

Objectives

Nature of Biblical
Criticism

Survey of the Methods

e Textual Criticism

® Source Criticism and
Redaction Criticism

¢ Form Criticism and
Tradition Criticism
e Historical Criticism
e Literary Criticism
¢ Canonical Criticism
Survey of Scholarship on
the Book of Genesis
* Eighteenth Century
o Jean Astruc
o Johann G. Eichhorn
* Nineteenth Century
o W. M. L. de Wette
o Heinrich Ewald
o Wilhelm Vatke

o Herman W. Hupfeld and Eduard
Riehm

© K. H. Graf and Abraham Kuenen
o Julius Wellhausen
* Conservative Responses
o Ernst Wilhelm Hengstenberg
o James Orr
Early and Mid-twentieth
Century

o Archaeology and the Ancient
Near East

o William F. Albright
o Hermann Gunkel
o Albrecht Alt and Martin Noth
o Gerhard von Rad
¢ Recent Developments

© Thomas L. Thompson and John
Van Seters

© Rolf Rendtorff
o Canonical and Literary Criticism
¢ Conclusions

Key Terms

Study Questions
Conclusion:
Genesis and
Beyond 199
Outline
Objectives

From Paradise to the

Patriarchal Promises
¢ The Problem with
Paradise

¢ The Promises to Abraham

¢ The Promises to Isaac

® The Promises to Jacob
and Joseph

From the Patriarchs to
Moses

From Moses to Jesus

Study Questions

Notes 207
Bibliography 219
Glossary 221
Subject Index 225
Scripture Index 231



Editor’s Preface

The strength of the church and the vital-
ity of the individual Christian’s life are di-
rectly related to the role Scripture plays in
them. Early believers knew the importance
of this and spent their time in fellowship,
prayer, and the study of God’s Word. The
passing of two thousand years has not
changed the need, but it has changed the
accessibility of many of the Bible’s ideas.
Time has distanced us from those days,
and we often need guidance back into the
world of the Old and New Testaments.
To that end Baker Book House is pro-
ducing two separate but related series of
biblical textbooks. The design of these new
series is to put us back into the world of
the biblical text, so that we may under-
stand it as those early believers did and at
the same time see it from and for our own
day, thus facilitating the application of its
truths to our contemporary situation.
Encountering Biblical Studies consists
of undergraduate-level texts, and two sur-
veys treating the Old and New Testaments
provide the foundation for this series. Ac-
companying these survey texts are two
collateral volumes of readings, which il-
luminate the world surrounding the bib-
lical text. Built on these basic survey texts

are upper-level college texts covering the
books of the Bible that are most frequently
offered in the curriculum of Christian col-
leges.

A related series, titled Engaging Bibli-
cal Studies, provides graduate-level treat-
ments for introduction and theology
courses.

Complementing both levels of text-
books is a set of standard reference books
that may be consulted for answers to spe-
cific questions or more in-depth study of
biblical ideas. These reference books in-
clude Baker Commentary on the Bible, Baker
Topical Guide to the Bible, Baker Encyclope-
dia of the Bible, Baker Theological Dictionary
of the Bible, and Evangelical Dictionary of
Theology.

Encountering and Engaging Biblical
Studies series are written from an evan-
gelical point of view, in the firm convic-
tion that the Scripture is absolutely true
and never misleads us. It is the sure foun-
dation on which our faith and life may be
built because it unerringly leads willing
readers to Jesus Christ.

Walter A. Elwell
General Editor
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Publisher’s Preface

Bible courses must be considered the heart
of the curriculum for Christian colleges
and evangelical seminaries. For Christians
the Bible constitutes the basis for both our
spiritual and our intellectual lives—indeed
for all of life. If these courses are funda-
mental to Christian education, then the
textbooks used for these courses could not
be more crucial.

Baker Book House is launching two sep-
arate but related series of volumes for col-
lege- and seminary-level Bible courses. En-
countering Biblical Studies consists of
undergraduate texts, while Engaging Bib-
lical Studies represents graduate-level
treatments.

Encountering the Book of Genesis is part of
the college-level Encountering series, and
it attempts to build on the basic survey
text, Encountering the Old Testament: A
Christian Survey (Bill T. Arnold and
Bryan E. Beyer). While the survey text is
written for college freshmen, this Genesis
volume is intended primarily for upper-
level collegians.

Rather than providing a sustained ex-
egetical analysis of each verse in Genesis,
this volume surveys the entire book with
an emphasis on drawing out its theologi-
cal message and its practical significance.
It consists of appropriate introduction and
survey material with the necessary his-
torical, literary, hermeneutical, and back-

und concerns woven within the expo-
sition of the biblical text. For the most part,
introductory critical issues are reserved for
the end of the volume.

Guiding Principles
As part of the developing of this vol-

ume, the series editors, author, and pub-
lisher established the following principles:

1. It must reflect the finest in evangelical
scholarship of our day.

2. It must be written at a level that most
of today’s students can understand.

3. It must be pedagogically sound.

4. It must include appropriate illustrative
material such as photographs, maps,
charts, graphs, figures, and sidebars.

5. It must seek to winsomely draw in the
student by focusing on biblical teach-
ing concerning crucial doctrinal and
ethical matters.

Goals

The goals for Encountering the Book of
Genesis fall into two categories: intellectual
and attitudinal. The intellectual goals are
to (1) present the factual content of each
book of the Old Testament, (2) introduce
historical, geographical, and cultural back-
grounds, (3) outline primary hermeneuti-
cal principles, (4) touch on critical issues
(e.g., why some people read the Bible dif-
ferently), and (5) substantiate the Christ-
ian faith.

The attitudinal goals are also fivefold:
(1) to make the Bible a part of students’
lives, (2) to instill in students a love for the
Scriptures, (3) to make them better people,
(4) to enhance their piety, and (5) to stim-
ulate their love for God. In short, if this
text builds a foundation for a lifetime of
Bible study, the author and publisher will
be amply rewarded.

Overarching Themes

Controlling the writing of Encountering
the Book of Genesis have been three essen-
tial theological themes: God, people, and
the gospel as it relates to individuals. The
notion that God is a person—one and
three—and a transcendent and immanent
Being has been woven throughout the text.
Moreover, this God has created people in
his image who are fallen but still the ob-
jects of his redemptive love. The gospel is
the means, the active personal power that
God uses to rescue people from darkness
and death. But the gospel does more than
rescue—it restores. It confers on otherwise
hopeless sinners the resolve and strength
to live lives that please God, because they
walk in the love that comes from God.

13
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Features

The publisher’s aim has been to provide
an exceptionally unique resource on the
one hand but not merely trendy on the
other. Some of the distinguishing features
we hope will prove helpful to the profes-
sor and inspiring to the student include
the following:

e Liberal use of illustrations—pho-
tographs, figures, tables, charts.

* Sidebars exploring ethical and theolog-
ical issues of interest and concern to
modern-day collegians.

¢ Chapter outline and objectives pre-
sented at the opening of each chapter.

¢ Study questions at the end of each chap-
ter.

¢ A helpful glossary.

The publisher is convinced that this text-
book should be as pedagogically sound
as possible and that it should reflect the
best insights from educational psychol-
ogy. Encountering the Book of Genesis has
benefited from the work of two educa-
tional specialists. Donald E. Ratcliff, Ph.D.,
prepared the chapter objectives and re-
viewed the study questions. Klaus Issler,
Ph.D., developed the instructor’s manual
(with assistance from Dr. Ratcliff). The
publisher extends heartfelt thanks to both.



To the Student

Encountering the Book of Genesis in a sys-
tematic way for the first time is an excit-
ing experience. It can also be overwhelm-
ing because there is so much to learn. You
need to learn not only the content of this
book of beginnings but also important
background information about the world
in which the patriarchs lived.

The purpose of this textbook is to make
that encounter a little less daunting. To ac-
complish this a number of learning aids
have been incorporated into the text. We
suggest you familiarize yourself with this
textbook by reading the following intro-
ductory material, which explains what
learning aids have been provided.

Sidebars

Sidebars isolate contemporary issues of
concern and show how the Book of Gen-
esis speaks to these pressing ethical and
theological issues.

Chapter Outlines

At the beginning of each chapter is a
brief outline of the chapter’s contents.
Study Suggestion: Before reading the chap-
ter, take a few minutes to read the outline.
Think of it as a road map, and remember
that it is easier to reach your destination if
you know where you are going.

Chapter Objectives

A brief list of objectives is placed at the
outset of each chapter. These present the
tasks you should be able to perform after
reading the chapter. Study Suggestions:
Read the objectives carefully before be-
ginning to read the text. As you read the
text, keep these objectives in mind and take
notes to help you remember what you

have read. After reading the chapter, re-
turn to the objectives and see if you can
perform the tasks.

Key Terms and Glossary

Key terms have been identified through-
out the text by the use of boldface type.
This will alert you to important words or
phrases you may not be familiar with. A
definition of these words will be found at
the end of the book in an alphabetical glos-
sary. Study Suggestion: When you en-
counter a key term in the text, stop and

read the definition before continuing
through the chapter.

Study Questions

A few discussion questions have been
provided at the end of each chapter, and
these can be used to review for examina-
tions. Study Suggestion: Write suitable an-
swers to the study questions in prepara-
tion for tests.

Further Reading

A helpful bibliography for supplemen-
tary reading is presented at the end of the
book. Study Suggestion: Use this list to ex-
plore areas of special interest.

Visual Aids

Ahost of illustrations in the form of pho-
tographs, maps, and charts have been in-
cluded in this textbook. Each illustration
has been carefully selected, and each is in-
tended not only to make the text more aes-
thetically pleasing but also more easily
mastered.

May your encounter of the Book of Gen-
esis be an exciting adventure!

15
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Author’s Preface

This book has been designed from its in-
ception as a textbook, which means that
it differs in many ways from the standard
genre of biblical commentaries. Encoun-
tering the Book of Genesis attempts to in-
troduce the student to the major themes
of the first book of the Bible, without com-
menting on every verse or passage. For
this reason the volume has a selective feel
to it. Professors using it for classes can sup-
plement the contents with their own lec-
tures, recapitulating certain themes and
highlighting others that may have been
omitted from the text. Also, the notes are
replete with references to the best com-
mentaries on Genesis, and all who are in-
terested in pursuing more detail on indi-
vidual passages should turn to the many
excellent and recently published resources
available. The book is intended to be read
together with the text of Genesis in a mod-
ern translation. Students should read the
selections from the Bible listed at the be-
ginning of each chapter before continuing
with the chapter itself.

I am grateful to the trustees and adminis-
tration of Asbury Theological Seminary

for a sabbatical in the spring of 1997, and
for making it possible for me to spend
three months at Tyndale House, Cam-
bridge, in order to complete the manu-
script. I am also indebted to the Warden
of Tyndale House, Dr. Bruce Winter and
his able staff for making my time there
both enjoyable and productive.

My student assistant, Christopher F.
Morgan, ably and expeditiously produced
the study and review questions, and
helped with the editorial process. I am
grateful to the Old Testament series edi-
tor, Dr. Eugene H. Merrill, who improved
the manuscript at several points with help-
ful suggestions. Jim Weaver and his staff
at Baker Book House have been most ef-
ficient, as usual.

Finally, I would like to dedicate this vol-
ume to my parents, Rev. and Mrs. Wal-
ter L. Arnold, who have always been mod-
els of faith for me. The grace of God is
evident in their lives, much as it was in the
lives of the giants of faith portrayed in
Genesis.



Abbreviations

Before You Begin . ..

There are a couple of things you should
know about the structure of the Book of
Genesis before you begin. First, the book
itself gives explicit guidelines for reading
it. Few books of the Bible mark their indi-
vidual units more clearly than does Gen-
esis. The term tdlédét (“generations”) is
used eleven times to mark the individual
units, most often in the expression “these
are the generations of. . . .” Each of these
occurrences introduces the subject matter
of either a genealogy or a narrative that
follows.! If the following material is nar-
rative, the phrase is typically translated
something like “This is the account of
X...."” If tolédét is introducing a geneal-
ogy, as happens five times, a translation
such as “The descendants of X . . .” may
be expected.

The tdlédot occurrences serve as catch-

Song of Songs

words to arrange the book into eleven pan-
els or sections. The creation account of
Genesis 1 is the only panel not introduced
with t6léddt, and it serves as a prologue for
the whole.

1:1-2:3 Prologue

2:4-4:26 toleédot of heaven and
earth

5:1-6:8 tolédot of Adam’s line

6:9-9:29 tolédot of Noah

10:1-11:9  toleédét of Noah's sons
(Shem, Ham, and
Japheth)

11:10-26  tolédot of Shem

11:27-25:11 tolédot of Terah (Abraham
narrative)

25:12-18  télédot of Ishmael

Sg John
(Song)  Acts of the Apostles

Old Testament
Genesis Gn

Isaiah

Is

Romans

Jeremiah

Jer

1 Corinthians

Exodus Ex

Lamentations

Lam

2 Corinthians

Leviticus Lv

Ezekiel

Ez

Galatians

Numbers Nm

Daniel

Dn

Deuteronomy Dt

Hosea

Ephesians

Philippians

Joshua

Joel

A

Colossians

Judges

Amos

Am

1 Thessalonians

Ruth

Obadiah

Ob

1 Samuel

Jonah

2 Samuel

Micah

Mi

1 Kings

Nahum

Na

2 Kings

Habakkuk

Hb

2 Thessalonians

1 Timothy

2 Timothy

Titus

Philemon

1 Chronicles

Zephaniah

2 Chronicles

Haggai

Hg

Ezra

Zechariah

Nehemiah

Esther

Job

Psalms

Makachi

New Testament
Matthew

Hebrews

James

1 Peter

2 Peter

1 John

2 John

3 John

Proverbs

Mark

Ecclesiastes

Luke

Jude

Revelation
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25:19-35:29 tdledot of Isaac (Jacob nar-

rative)

36:1-37:1  tdledot of Esau (used
twice)?

37:2-50:26 toledot of Jacob (Joseph
narrative)

Notice the toledot catchphrases as you
move through Genesis. You might look at
them as literary hinges for linking various
types of material together.

The second thing you should keep in
mind is that these eleven units in Genesis
are grouped into four larger sections. The
first five tolédot catchphrases have been
collected together with the prologue into
a section devoted to the history of the

world from creation to the call of Abra-
ham (1:1-11:26). This is often called the
Primeval History, since it deals with the
first ages prior to the appearance of Israel’s
patriarchs.

The remaining t6lédét panels in Genesis
are grouped according to patriarchal his-

tory.

1:1-11:26  Primeval History
11:27-25:18 Abraham

25:19-37:1 Abraham’s Family: Isaac
and Jacob

37:2-50:26  Joseph

I have followed this outline in the struc-
ture of this book.3
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By the word of the Lord were the

heavens made,
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Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1 Compare the issues of process and

products in the creation account, and
how these relate to the theories of
origins.

. Outline two literary patterns in Genesis

1 the creation formula and the
symmetry between the two units of
three days each.

. State several possible translations of

Genesis 11 and how they impact the
central issues conveyed in the chapter

. Summarize the doctrine of God's

sovereignty and the ways it is conveyed
in Genesis 1

. Describe the implications of humans

being created in God's image.
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Genesis 1 puts
the beauty and
grandeur of
creation in
perspective.
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How often do you think about begin-
nings—the beginning of life, the begin-
ning of the world, the beginning of civi-
lization? Such questions were a constant
source of speculation among all ancient
peoples, including the Israelites. These
guestions have occupied the human mind
since earliest civilization.

The Bible opens with a book of begin-
nings, Genesis. The word "genesis" itself
is the Greek title of the book, meaning "ori-
gins." The Jews called it by the first He-
brew word, bere’stt, "In the beginning." As
a book of beginnings, Genesis deals with
the beginning of the world, the beginning
of history, the beginning of sin, salvation,
and God's people.

How Did It

All Begin?

We humans have always been impressed,
even awestruck, by this spectacular world
around us. From the first primitive obser-
vations of celestial movements recorded

by the ancient Babylonians to the re-
markable photographs of earth taken by

NASA's shuttles—all of us recognize the
splendor of this universe.

It is surprising how little we actually
know about the process of creation. After
all, the Bible itself makes this one of the
central issues of Christian thought. Here
in the opening books of the Bible, creation
is the foundation of Mosaic law. Later, cre-
ation becomes the psalmists' reason for
praising God (Pss 19:1-6; 104:24-30) and
Job's answer to the problem of evil (Jb 38).
The grandeur of God's creation became
the prophetic paradigm for restoration (Is
66:22-23) and the opening salvo in the
Gospel of John (Jn 1:1-5).

Yet as important as creation is theolog-
ically, the precise details of the process of
creation seem unimportant in the open-
ing chapters of Genesis. As one author has
put it, "The question, what was created,
precedes the question, how did creation
take place."1

Our lack of information leads to many
controversies related to creation. Many
Christians get caught up in debates about
the "day-age theory," the "gap theory," or
the ever troublesome question of evolu-
tion. If modem geologists are correct and
the earth is 4.5 billion years old, did God
suddenly create an earth thatjust appears



The Day-Age Debate

Genesis 1 presents a perplex-
ing question about the nature
of the seven creation days,
centering around the Hebrew
word yém, “day.” Are the six
days of creation literal,
twenty-four-hour days, which
describe an actual week in
which God created the world?
Or do the “days” represent
ages of indeterminate length,
the so-called day-age theory?
Unfortunately the Hebrew
term for “day” can be used in
both ways, and the question
cannot be resolved on the
basis of the term itself. The ex-
pression “In the day that the
Loro God made the earth and
the heavens” in Genesis 2:4b

(NRsv) is an example of “day”
in the immediate context that
certainly means an age of in-
definite length.

The question of how the
word is used in Genesis 1 is dif-
ficult enough. But to make
matters worse, the issue is re-
lated to another controversial
question. If one believes the
days were twenty-four hours
each, one must also accept the
“young earth” theory, which
must then be squared with the
evidence of modern geology.
Current geological evidence
suggests the earth is around
4.5 billion years old. The day-
age approach is easier to mesh
with the geological evidence.

The Grandeur of God’s Perfect Creation

But many Christians fear it
opens the door to evolution-
ary theories.

We should not be too con-
cerned with the issue of how
long it took God to create the
universe. Nor should this de-
bate be used as a litmus test to
determine who is really serious
about Christ. This is not a faith
issue. If it were important to
know how long it took God to
create the world, the Bible
would have made it clear. The
important lesson from Genesis
1 is that he did in fact create
it, and that he made it orderly
and good in every respect.

old, or is some form of theistic evolution
appropriate? Can one accept an old earth
while rejecting evolution? Though these
questions are important and necessary to
address, they are not the main concern of
the biblical accounts of creation.

So why do we not have more informa-
tion on the details of creation? Apparently
the Bible is more concerned with some-
thing besides these controversial issues.
We must conclude, as Christian readers,
that God intends us to glean something
else from these chapters, something more
obvious. Though we will address these
controverted questions briefly, our pur-
pose will be to seek to determine the cen-
tral messages of the Bible’s accounts of
creation.

Details of Genesis 1

Genesis 1 is the overture of what may well
be called the world’s greatest literary mas-
terpiece. Its elevated style is more like po-
etry and the unit is unique when com-
pared to the narrative sections you will
read elsewhere in Genesis. We shall begin

by looking at the recurring pattern and the
symmetry of the chapter, and then ask
how the first two verses relate to the whole.

The Recurring Creation Formula

As you read Genesis 1 (or, more specif-
ically, Gn 1:1-2:3), you should note the re-
curring pattern that gives structure to the
whole.2 A characteristic feature of the
chapter is the author’s use of this literary
pattern to introduce each day of creation.

1. Introduction: “And God said . . .”

2. Command: “Let there be/let it be gath-
ered/let it bring forth”

3. Report: “And it was so”

4. Evaluation: “And God saw that it was
good”

5. Time sequence: “And there was
evening, and there was morning”

There is some degree of variation in the
use of this recurring formula. But one con-
stant is the divine evaluation that each el-
ement of God'’s creation is “good” (He-
brew tdb). In its use in chapter 1, the term
does not seem to have moral or ethical con-
notations, as in “good” as opposed to
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The Days of Creation

Form Fullness
Object created

One work: luminaries
One work: birds, fish

Two works:
land animals and humans

Object created
One work: light
~ One work: sea and expanse

Two works:
earth and vegetation
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“bad” or “evil,” such as is the case in Gen-
esis 2. Here the idea is approval and ac-
ceptance. The object created is just as it
should be, with no flaws or blemishes. On
each creation day, God is the gifted artist
who steps back to admire and approve his
own work. When God considers his hand-
iwork, he is pleased with it.

The role of humankind in creation is em-
phasized by the activity of God on the sixth
day of creation (1:24-31). This time the re-
curring formula includes the divine eval-
uation with a subtle change. When God
inspects his creation of man and woman,
he deems them not just “good,” but “very
good” (v. 31). The recurring formula gives
the impression that humankind is the cli-
mactic moment of creation, and that God
is more than well pleased with humans.

The Symmetry of Genesis 1

The use of the creative formula to intro-
duce and conclude each day also creates
an interesting symmetrical structure for
Genesis 1.3 The contents of the first three
days of creation correspond to the last
three days in a way that accentuates the
third and sixth days. Days three and six
correspond because they both contain two
acts of creation: earth and vegetation on
day three (vv.9-13) and land animals and
humans on day six (vv. 24-31). This cor-
respondence of content is matched by lit-
erary form, since key elements of the cre-
ation formula are repeated for days three
and six: the introduction (“And God said,”
vv. 9,11, 24, 26) and the divine evaluation
(using téb, vv. 10, 12, 25, 31).

Similar correspondences of content pair
each of the other days of creation. The lu-
minaries of day four correspond to the cre-

ation of light on day one. The birds and fish
created on day five match the sky of day
two. Furthermore, it may be that each set
of three days was God’s response to the
chaos and disorder of verse 2 (“formless
and empty”), providing form and fullness.
The first three days gave the earth shape
and the last three filled it. If so, God’s bless-
ing to animals and humans (“be fruitful
and increase in number,” vv.22 and 28) are
ways in which we are to continue his cre-
ative activity. The “formless and empty”
stage of creation simply means the earth
was bare, an uninhabited place that now is
to be populated and inhabited by hu-
mankind and the animals God has created.*

The recurrence of the creation formula
and the symmetrical structure of the days
of creation highlight the uniqueness of day
seven (2:1-3). As the climax of creation,
God’s Sabbath rest is not what we nor-
mally think of as “rest,” as though God
needed a break from an exhausting job.
Rather, the term fundamentally means
“cessation,” and implies also the celebra-
tion and completion of an accomplish-
ment. The concept became important for
national Israel, and still holds hope for the
Christian believer, since the creation story
builds to this point and testifies that “with
the living God there is rest.”> God pro-
nounced the activity of each of the other
days of creation as good, but this one he
sanctified: “And God blessed the seventh
day and made it holy” (2:3).

The Role of Genesis 1:1-2

As the important seventh day stands out-
side the purview of the creation formula,
so do the first two verses of Genesis. These
opening words of the Bible pose two in-
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creatio ex nihilo

terconnected questions, resulting in two
mutually exclusive interpretations. First,
we have to deal with the meaning of the
first word of verse 1, bérésit, traditionally
translated “in the beginning.” Second, the
answer to this question will impact how
the first three verses relate to each other.

The issues involved in interpreting
béré’sit are complicated and require some
knowledge of Hebrew to understand
fully.® In sum, the noun has a prefixed
preposition in a form that would often take
a definite article, especially for a phrase
such as “in the beginning.” Without the
definite article, this particular spelling of
the word would normally occur in a
bound or construct form with a following
noun, a genitive. However, in Genesis 1:1
there is neither a definite article nor an-
other noun bound to it as we would ex-
pect. For this reason, some scholars have
argued the term is a dependent temporal
clause: “In the beginning when God cre-
ated. . .,” or “When God began to cre-
ate...” In this case, verse 1 would be de-
pendent on the main clause of verse 2:
“When God began to create . . ., the earth
was formless and empty ...” Another pos-
sibility is that verse 1is dependent on verse
3, assuming verse 2 is parenthetical:
“When God began to create . . . (now the
earth was formless and empty . . .), God
said . . .” In either case, God set to work
with preexistent, primordial substance.
He created the world out of preexistent
matter.

Though these translations are possible,
they are not required by the rules of He-
brew grammar. There are other examples
in the Old Testament of similar temporal
designations without the definite article,
and there is no need to take the first word
as a dependent clause at all. Instead, all
the ancient translations of the Old Testa-
ment and the vast majority of contempo-
rary translations and commentaries as-
sume the traditional understanding of the
opening words as an independent main
clause: “In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth.” But that is far from
the end of the matter.

Of those who assume this traditional
understanding of verse 1, there is further
variety. Some have taken verse 1 as de-
scribing an original, perfect creation. Be-
tween verses 1 and 2, the fall of Satan oc-

curred, resulting in the contamination of
God’s creation. Verse 2 thus describes the
condition of earth as a result of Satan’s fall.
Verse 3 then begins a description of God’s
“re-creation” or reconstruction of the
chaotic world. This is commonly referred
to as the “gap theory,” since verse 2 de-
scribes a gap of an indeterminable period
of time. Many who hold this view place
dinosaurs and pre-Homo sapien anthro-
poids in this nebulous gap of time.

However, the gap theory does literary
and linguistic injustice to the text of Gen-
esis 1:1-3.7 A more balanced approach
takes verse 1 as an independent main
clause summarizing the events of verses
2-31.8 Verse 1 is a title or superscription
for the entire chapter. The expression “the
heavens and the earth” is Semitic meris-
mus, a rhetorical device expressing total-
ity (like alpha and omega, and everything
between). Verse 1 then explains that every-
thing that exists does so as a result of God’s
creative activity about to be described in
the chapter. Verse 2 describes the situation
prior to creation, the preexisting chaos.
Though this interpretation presupposes
the prior existence of chaotic matter, it does
not necessarily portray chaos that is be-
yond God’s control or antagonistic to his
creative processes. Elsewhere in the Bible,
it is clear that God created the universe
from nothing and did so without taxing
his powers or energy (Pss 33:6, 9; 148:5;
Heb 11:3).

In addition to taking the first verse as a
superscription, it is also possible to see it
as describing the first act of creation.” This
would also take verse 1 as an independent
main clause, and has the advantage of
being the most ancient and traditional way
of reading Genesis 1:1-3. This approach
interprets the first three verses synchron-
ically: verse 1 is the first creative act, verse
2 is the consequence of verse 1, and verse
3 is the first creative word. This interpre-
tation has the support of ancient transla-
tions and modern scholars, and is most
compatible with the biblical teaching of
creatio ex nihilo (that is, the teaching that
God created the universe from nothing
and did so effortlessly).

Regardless of our interpretation of Gen-
esis 1:1-3, the importance of the preexis-
tence of God is central. As we shall see,
other ancient peoples had an interest not
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mythology

sovereignty

magic

fiat

omnipotence

Charles Darwin's
theory of
evolution offers
a scientific
explanation of
origins.
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only in the creation of the world, but also
in the creation of the gods! By contrast, Is-
rael never tried to explain the origins of
God. God always has been, and before he
created, he was alone. He simply spoke
and the rest of the universe came into ex-
istence. This was a radical and new con-
cept in the ancient Near East, as it is for
modem believers. Indeed, this is the first
step in our journey of faith. If we can ac-
cept this great biblical tmth, the rest will
be easy.

Significance
of Genesis 1

As we said at the outset of this chapter,
guestions about the beginnings of life and
the world have constantly occupied the
human mind since history began. As we
shall illustrate in chapter 3 below, all other
ancient cultures used mythology to jus-
tify whatever seemed essential to human
life and society by relating it to some pri-
mordial, foundational act.10 But the
Bible's answers to such questions are dif-
ferent. Already in Genesis 1, we see that
the Israelites were uninterested in mytho-
logical explanations of what seemed im-
portant. Rather, the essentials for human

life were determined by a sovereign, cre-
ator God.

We have also called the Book of Gen-
esis the "world's greatest literary mas-
terpiece." Yet Christian readers for two
thousand years have recognized in it
more than literary artistry. It is also God's
Word for contemporary believers. As
such, the theological significance of Gen-
esis 1can hardly be overemphasized. Our
reading of the rest of the Bible would be
impoverished, indeed impossible, with-
out first learning the lessons of creation.
Of the many important concepts here, |
will highlight just three: the sovereignty
of God, the goodness of his creation, and
the role of humankind in creation.

Sovereignty of God

Other ancient cultures of the Old Testa-
ment period had creation accounts (see
ch. 3, below). These various depictions
of creation shared at least two features.
First, the god(s) created the world with
great difficulty. Typically, the creation of
the universe was the result of some great
cosmic struggle, and often a deity used
magic to create. Second, the creating
deity always began with some preexis-
tent matter.

The early church recognized the im-
portance of the creation formula's com-
mand: "Let there be light." The Latin trans-
lation of that phrase (fiat lux) gave rise to
the expression "creation by fiat," empha-
sizing God's method of creating by divine
order or decree. The implication is that cre-
ation did not require a great deal of effort
on God's part. He simply spoke, and
things happened. This doctrine of creation
by fiat teaches God's omnipotence and
sovereignty.

Though the precise significance of the
first three verses of Genesis 1 is uncer-
tain, the implication of the word "cre-
ated" in verse 1is interesting.22Through-
out the Old Testament, the God of Israel
is always the subject of this Hebrew verb
(baray), never pagan deities or humans.
Furthermore, the object of this verb never
refers to the materials used in creation,
but to the object of creation itself. Though
this verb itself could not prove the doc-
trine of creatio ex nihilo ("creation out of
nothing"), it certainly implies God's free-
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Did God Use Evolution to Create the World?

How does the Genesis account
of human origins relate to
modern science, specifically,
the theory of evolution? This
question has been answered in
different ways since Charles
Darwin’s publication of The
Origin of Species in 1859.1 |
offer a brief overview of three
positions here.

1. “Theistic evolutionists”
believe the Bible is trustwor-
thy and accept the biblical
teaching that God created the
world. But Genesis explains
only who created, not how he
did it. Theistic evolutionists
also accept the processes de-
fined by modern science as the
means God used to create
human beings. They accept
concepts such as organic evo-
lution (from molecule to
human) and macroevolution
(from ape to human) as expla-
nations for the origin of life.
Most theistic evolutionists
view Genesis 1 as an allegori-
cal or figurative explanation
of humankind’s dependence
on the creator God.

Though the theistic evolu-
tionary approach is possible, it
is difficult to harmonize Gene-
sis 1-2 with certain evolution-
ary ideas. The theory of evolu-
tion teaches that humans
resulted from chance events,
the outcome of natural selec-
tion and the survival of the
fittest. On the other hand,
Genesis portrays a first human
couple as parents of the whole
human race. Adam and Eve
were intentionally created by
God in his image. This impor-
tant doctrine, which is con-
firmed elsewhere in Scripture,
is difficult to harmonize with
the randomness of evolution.

The still poorly attested the-
ory of organic evolution (the
development from molecule
to human) creates even
greater problems for the theis-
tic evolutionists. Genesis 2:7
seems to convey a special cre-
ation from inorganic material
rather than through some pre-
viously existing life form: “the
Lorp God formed the man
from the dust of the ground.”

2. In reaction to evolution-
ary theories, some accept a
view that may be called “in-
stantaneous creationism” (oth-
erwise known as “fiat cre-
ationism”). This view accepts a
literal interpretation of
twenty-four-hour days in Gen-
esis 1, which requires a young
earth. Most geologists believe
the earth is around 4.5 to 5 bil-
lion years old. But instanta-
neous creationists question
the conclusions of modern
dating techniques. Assuming
the genealogies of Genesis 5
and 11 are intended to be
used for precise chronology,
instantaneous creationists
adopt essentially the chronol-
ogy of Archbishop James
Ussher (1581-1656), in which
case the earth is no more than
ten thousand years old. A uni-
versal flood accounts for the
sedimentary deposits and fos-
sils, giving a partial explana-
tion for the appearance of the
earth’s great age.

3. Another option is “pro-
gressive creationism.” This
view recognizes the problems
of using the biblical genealo-
gies for precise chronology. In
light of the overwhelming evi-
dence in support of the antig-
uity of the earth, progressive
creationists accept the tradi-

tional day-age interpretation
of the creation days in Genesis
1, assigning the days to vari-
ous geological periods. In this
way, progressive creationists
emphasize the complementar-
ity between Genesis and mod-
ern science.

Though there are several
varieties of progressive cre-
ationists, all accept an old
earth and some degree of mi-
croevolutionary theory. In
other words, differences
among biological species are
explained as mutations involv-
ing natural selection over a
long period of time. Such mi-
croevolution explains present-
day varieties of organisms
from the prototypes created
by God "“according to their
various kinds” {(Gn 1:11). But
progressive creationists reject
macroevolution and organic
evolution because of a lack of
scientific evidence.

The Bible does not discuss
evolution. Modern science at-
tempts to explain the origin
of life with a “how" question,
while the Bible begins by an-
swering the “who” and
“what” questions. Genesis be-
gins with a personal God who
deliberately created the uni-
verse and made humankind in
his own image. Human beings
are not the result of blind
chance and natural selection.
The Bible and objective sci-
ence are never in conflict with
each other. But any scientific
approach that denies God’s
Creator role quickly finds it-
self in conflict with the Bible
and those who hold it as
trustworthy.
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I
covenant

dom and power and his effortless sover-
eignty in creating. It must be left to other
passages of the Bible to prove that God
created the universe without the benefit
of preexistent substance (Pss 33:6, 9; 148:5;
Heb 11:3).13

The opening verse of Genesis establishes
the theological foundations for all true bib-
lical religion. Yahweh, Israel’s Lord of the
covenant, is also the sovereign God of cre-
ation. This is the opening assertion of
Scripture, and serves to complement Is-
rael’s later assertions that Yahweh is the
God of salvation.!4

Goodness of Creation

As we have seen, God evaluated each el-
ement of creation and pronounced it
“good.” The recurring creation formula

built to a climax on day six, when God
created the humans and gave them veg-
etation to eat. When God saw everything
that he had made, he was pleased (“it
was very good”). At this juncture in the
biblical account, there has been no men-
tion of anything bad, or evil. There ex-
isted only the goodness of God and his
creation.

As will become clear soon enough,
God'’s creation was contaminated by the
actions of the humans. The rest of the bib-
lical story is one of redemption from sin
and brokenness. But through it all, the
message of Genesis 1is the conviction that
God'’s creation is innately good, and that
sin and evil have somehow invaded where
they do not belong and are unwelcome
guests.
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The Trinity in Genesis 1?

On the climactic day six, God
created humankind (1:26-27).
The divine decree of that day
was unlike the others, in
which God addressed the
earth or some part of it: “Let
the water . . . be gath-
ered...,” “Let the land pro-
duce...,” and “Let the water
teem .. .” Rather, on day six,
God used first-person plural
pronouns “Let us make hu-
mankind in our image, accord-

ing to our likeness” (1:26 NRsv).

This unique manner of divine
speech emphasizes the exalted
position of human beings over
all of creation.

There are at least six possi-
bilities for understanding the
plural pronouns in 1:26. 5
First, some have argued the
verse refers to other gods, and
is a remnant of the author’s
polytheistic and mythological
sources. Second, the plurals
may refer to a heavenly court,
comprised of an angelic host.
Third, God is speaking to

something he has recently cre-
ated, most likely the earth.
Fourth, the plurals are the
“plural of majesty,” most com-
monly used by kings. The lack
of a Hebrew plural of majesty
used with verbs and pronouns
has led most scholars to aban-
don this argument. Fifth, the
pronouns may be an example
of the “plural of delibera-
tion,” in which an individual
speaks to himself or herself
with the determination to
take action. An example is said
to be the divine speech of
Genesis 11:7: “Come, let us go
down .. ."” Sixth, the plurals
may be a “plural of fullness,”
in which God speaks to the
Spirit, mentioned in 1:2. The
Spirit then, becomes a partner
with God in creation.

We should be careful about
reading trinitarian theology
into the plural pronouns used
here and elsewhere in divine
speech (see also Gn 3:22; 11:7;
Is 6:8). On the other hand,

Genesis is sophisticated
enough to deal with the con-
cept of plurality within unity.
The very next verse (1:27) por-
trays the singular human
being created as a plurality,
“"male and female” (see also
Gn 5:1-2a). The divine plural-
ity of 1:26 anticipates and pre-
pares for the human plurality
of 1:27.16 just as the one God
created from an expression of
his plurality, human beings
exist in their plurality. In this
sense, the relationship be-
tween man and woman re-
flects the role of how God re-
lates to himself.

Though we should not turn
to Genesis to prove the exis-
tence of the Trinity, neither is
this passage contradictory to a
Christian understanding of the
Triune God. That which ap-
peared only as suggestion and
inkling in Genesis had to wait
for mature expression until
“the time had fully come” (Gal
4:4),
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Study Questions

1. How could one say that God's six days
of creative activity relate to the state-
ment in verse 2 that the earth was
“formless and empty”?

. Explain two possible understandings
of the first Hebrew word in Genesis,
and indicate the theological implica-

tions of each of these understandings.

ment that “humans are created in the
image of God.”

. Describe three ways of interpreting

Genesis 1 in light of the claims of mod-
ern science.

. Explain several possibilities regarding

the use of the first-person plural pro-

. In what ways does the creation ac-
count in Genesis differ from the cre-
ation accounts of other ancient cul-
tures?

noun “us” in Genesis 1:26.

. Identify two definitions for the He-
brew word yém (translated “day”)
and discuss how these definitions im-

pact the interpretation of Genesis 1.

4. Explain the significance of the state-

——
imago Dei

Role of Humankind

At the climax of this creation account, the
dignity of humankind and the importance
of the first human couple are highlighted:
“Let us make humankind in our image,
according to our likeness” (1:26 NRsv).

It is impossible to overstate the theo-

Key Terms

Semitic
creatio ex nihilo

mythology
sovereignty

magic

fiat
omnipotence
covenant
imago Dei

logical significance of being created in
God’s image (in the imago Dei, in the
words of the early church). There are at
least three implications. First, the com-
mand to be fruitful and multiply surely
implies the humans are to continue the
creative activity of God (1:28). They are to
carry on what he has begun. Second, hu-
manity was to have dominion over all cre-
ation as a result of bearing God’s image
(1:26). Adam and Eve were the visible rep-
resentatives of God in creation. Third,
being created as divine image-bearers also
implies that humans were created specif-
ically for relationship with God. Unlike
the rest of creation, human life is not an
end in itself. It bears the privilege of re-
lating to God.!”

This first chapter of the Book of Gene-
sis is crucial for establishing who God is,
who we are, and how we relate to the
world around us. Your study of this chap-
ter should lead you to join the hosts of cre-
ation in praising God, “for he commanded
and they were created” (Ps 148:5).
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The History of the
First Human Family

Genesis 2:4-4:26

After the first blush of sin comes

its indifference.

—Henry David Thoreau

(1817-62)1

Supplemental Reading: James 1:12-15

Outline

e What's Different about Genesis 24 7
» Events inside the Garden of Eden
(2-3)
Adam and Eve in the Garden (2)
Historicity of Adam and Eve
Sex as a Gift of God
Adam and Eve Expelled from
the Garden (3)
What Is the Origin of Satan's Evil?

Are Women Supposed to Be Subservient
to Men?

* Events outside the Garden of Eden (4)

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1 Contrast the literary style of chapter 1
with the style in chapters 2-4.

6.

. Describe the significance of the change

in terms used to designate God.

. From Genesis 2, list the distinctions

between God's creation of humans and
the rest of his creation.

. Summarize the moral implications of

Adam and Eve eating the forbidden
fruit.

. Identify the characteristics of temptation

from Genesis 2.

Specify the pattern of falling into sin and
the consequences of that fall that are
illustrated in Adam and Eve's
transgression.

. State the possible motivation for the first

murder, and the significance of God's
interactions with Cain.
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All was bright and beautiful in Genesis 1.
God began by bringing light onto the
scene, and continued by speaking into ex-
istence a flawless and perfect world. This
ideal world was capped off with ahuman
couple made in his image and living in
perfect harmony with him. But how
quickly the Bible moves to the tragic turn-
around! This next unit of Genesis is just
as dark and dismal as Genesis 1 was bright
and beautiful.

What's Different
about Genesis 2-4?

Asyou read these chapters, you may have
noticed some big differences compared to
Genesis 1. Gone are the tight symmetry
and the recurring formulas. Gone, too, is
the elevated prose style, with its almost
poetic quality. Instead, we find a narrative
style that is down to earth, almost folksy.
This narrative now tells the story of what
happened to God's “good” creation, with
special attention given to the zenith of his
creation, human life. Humankind becomes
“the pivot of the story, as in chapter 1 he
was the climax.”2

You will also notice that the universal,
panoramic view of Genesis 1 is now re-
placed by the description of a specific gar-
den. Instead of detailing the creation of
the universe and everything in it, Genesis
2 relates the loving construction of the Gar-
den of Eden, including its rivers and trees.
The grand universal scene of Genesis 1 is
replaced in Genesis 2 with a smaller stage,
where an important dramais about to un-
fold. So, too, the tempo slows down. Chap-
ter 1 took us through six days of creation
in breathtaking rapidity. Now the pace
slows dramatically in chapter 2, and even
more in chapter 3 as the author relates the
intimate details of a chat between Eve and
her unwelcome conversant. It should be
obvious that the details of this conversa-
tion, and the events that are about to fol-
low, are of great interest to the author. In
fact, we may conclude that God is more
concerned that we learn from the tragic
human choices made in the Garden of
Eden than he is that we understand the
details of how he created the universe. Ap-
parently, our response to a crisis of temp-

tation is more important than arguing over
the day-age theory or theistic evolution.

Events inside
the Garden
of Eden (2-3)

As I said in the prologue, the Book of Gen-
esis has eleven occurrences of the t6ledét-
expression, “These are the generations
of . ..” You will notice the first of these in
2:4, usually translated something like
“This is the account of the creation of the
heavens and the earth” (NLT). The next oc-
currence is in 5:1, tying together chapters
2-4 as a literary unit on the first human
family.? Genesis 2 describes the creation
of the family in their paradisaical garden,
and Genesis 3 tells of its ruin.

Chapters 2 and 3 are further linked by
asudden shift in the way the author refers
to God. In Genesis 1:1-2:3, we encountered
the designation “God” when the author
wanted to describe the majestic God who
simply spoke the world into existence. But
Genesis 2 and 3 suddenly use “the LorD
God” (or Yahweh God), which curiously
occurs only once more in the Pentateuch
{(Ex 9:30).4 The author has combined the
word for God with the more personal, in-
timate name of God (“Yahweh”) in Gen-
esis 2-3 probably because he wanted to
reveal that the majestic, sovereign creator
is the same personal, loving God who
speaks directly to Adam and Eve and
seems to have such an intimate relation-
ship with them. This use of divine names
in Genesis 1-3 has also played a major role
in modernscholarly discussions about the
authorship of Genesis, as we will see in
chapter 14 below.

Adam and Eve in the Garden (2)

Genesis 2 (actually 2:4-25) has often been
taken as a second creation account. It is
true that the lofty creation of humankind
in Genesis 1:27 is mirrored by the intimate,
personal details of Genesis 2:7, and there
are other parallels between these chapters.
But in reality, this passage has a much dif-
ferent scope and function than Genesis 1.
The Bible moves quickly from the uni-
versal creation to a garden in the east (2:8).
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Historicity of Adam and Eve

The names used in this narra-
tive for the first human couple
and their garden-home have
symbolic significance.”
“Adam” is both a proper
name and the generic term for
“humankind.” In the opening
chapters of Genesis it may not
be a personal name at all, but
may refer to the creation of
humanity collectively. Old Tes-
tament authors often used
paronomasia (or wordplay),
and the expression “the Loro
God formed the man [>adam]
from the dust of the ground
Padama]” emphasizes human-
ity’s relationship to the land
(Gn 2:7). There is grammatical
evidence for reading “Adam”
as a personal name for the
first time in Genesis 4:25-26
(or perhaps 5:1-2).8

Likewise, the names “Eve”
and “Eden” have symbolic sig-
nificance for our narrator.
“Eve” (hawwd) is a wordplay
on the verb for “live,” and
therefore explains the man’s
comment that she would “be-
come the mother of all the liv-
ing” (Gn 3:20). The garden's
name “Eden* should be associ-
ated with the Hebrew word
“pleasure” or “delight.” It is
also likely that other names in
the Genesis narrative, such as
Cain and Abel, have symbolic
significance.

The obvious symbolism in-
tended by these names and

certain other features have led
many to assume the events de-
scribed here are not historical.
It is often asserted that the
narrative is a metaphorical ac-
count of humankind’s origins
and a paradigm of the effects
of sin in human life. In this
sense, Adam and Eve represent
humanity in general, but they
were not historical figures in a
literal place called the Garden
of Eden. Furthermore, many
deny that humans descended
from a single set of parents or
a first human couple (mono-
genism). They believe instead
that humans emerged gradu-
ally from perhaps several be-
ginning points {polygenesis).
But there are several prob-
lems with this approach. There
is no doubt that a garden of
God in the east named Eden
was symbolic of God's pres-
ence in a perfect environment.
But the mention of the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers by name,
and other details of the de-
scription of the garden (Gn
2:10-14), demonstrate that the
narrator saw it as a real and
historical place, probably lo-
cated in Mesopotamia. Our in-
ability to locate the garden
today is not a reason to doubt
its ancient reality.
Furthermore, the Garden of
Eden episode (Gn 2:4-4:26) is
linked by its té/&dét introduc-
tion (“This is the account of

the heavens and the earth,”
2:4a) to those of Adam’s line
(5:1-6:8), Noah's (6:9-9:29),
and so forth, all the way to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob’s
sons, the ancestors of the
twelve tribes of national Israel.
In other words, the text of the
Bible uses genealogies and
narratives to draw a straight
line from Adam to Moses and
the Israelites, and to the rest
of the figures of Old Testa-
ment history. At what point
along this continuum would
key individuals suddenly be-
come mythical or metaphori-
cal? Answering this question
would require a subjective im-
position on the text. The bibli-
cal text has no indication that
these individuals are anything
but historical figures.

The narratives of Genesis
1-11 are written with great lit-
erary artistry, and this is the
likely source for the symbolism
and wordplays. There is no
basis for assuming the narra-
tor saw the characters as any-
thing but historical. It is more
likely that the symbolic names
and wordplays are intended
for the telling—a result of the
narrator’s literary skill. Thus
the account is a paradigm of
the nature of sin and its conse-
quences. But it is also a histori-
cal account of our first parents
and the consequences of their
rebellion.?

In the opening scene, the world is a total
desert (2:5). The problem was that God
was not yet sending rain, and there were
no humans to care for the earth. But then,
the Lord God “formed” the man as a gifted
potter lovingly forms a new jar. The Lord
took the lifeless body of the man and

“breathed” his own breath into his lungs,
which distinguishes the man from all the
other creatures. Humankind is much more
than a God-shaped piece of earth.> He has
within him the gift of life, which is a gift
of God himself. The act of breathing life
into the clay creature has the face-to-face
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intimacy of a kiss, and portrays the per-
sonal intimacy of relationship between hu-
mans and God.6All of us were created to
live in peaceful and loving harmony with
our Maker.

The passage then describes the garden
prepared by God for the first human cou-
ple (2:8-14). The beautiful garden was a
perfect place, with pleasurable trees and
four productive rivers. The garden was in
a place called Eden, which should be as-
sociated with the Hebrew word for "plea-
sure" or "delight." God provided all
Adam's needs for an ultimate, ideal life.
This included a tree in the middle of the
garden, which was the source of life it-
self—the "tree of life" (2:9). Adam and Eve
will quickly learn that they are not the cen-
ter of their universe and that life does not
revolve around them. Even in an ideal
world where all is paradise and God has
provided all things necessary for blissful
life, humans must learn that God and his
gifts of life and his own personal presence
are at the center.

A second tree is provided, "the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil" (2:9).10
Everything we know about God's creation
has been "good," as was emphasized by
Genesis 1. Now for the first time, we hear
of the possibility of "evil." The precise
meaning of the knowledge one attains by
eating this fruit has attracted much schol-
arly attention.1l 1t appears the significance
of the tree of knowledge has to do with
moral autonomy, or deciding what is right
without regard for God's will. The com-
mand not to eat of this fruit is a prohibi-
tion against deciding on one's own what
is best for one's future. Any human en-
deavor that determines a course of action
without any God-given frame of reference
or moral guidelines is moral mutiny, a
usurpation of God's authority.

All that Adam and Eve really needed to
know was the command, "you must not
eat from the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil" (2:17). The law of God (his Word
to them) was sufficient knowledge for an
abundant life in the Garden of Eden. God's
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own knowledge of good and evil is ab-
solute and independent, like a doctor who
understands a terrible disease without ac-
tually contracting it. A human does not
necessarily have to encounter evil in order
to understand it. We only have to accept
God'’s Word about the nature of evil. Jesus
was the world’s greatest expert on sin,
though he himself never committed it.
This is the kind of life-giving knowledge
our first human parents acquired by hear-
ing and obeying God’s command, ac-
cepting his Word regarding what was in
their own best interest.

Eating the forbidden fruit provided an-
other kind of knowledge altogether.
Human knowledge of good and evil is rel-
ative and dependent. Once God’s Word
regarding what is best for us is rejected,
we are left to our own devices. We take
and eat for ourselves, and suddenly, to our
dismay, we have acquired a wholly dif-
ferent kind of knowledge of evil. When a
human being attempts to decide for him-
self or herself what is right, independent
of God's revealed knowledge, that person
is trying to replace the role of God in his
or her life; trying to replace God. God's

Sex as a Gift of God

The first human couple was
created in the image of God as
“male and female” (Gn 1:27).
These terms emphasize their
sexuality in a way the phrase
“man and woman” would not.
Notice that the image of God
was stamped on them both;
neither is more in the image
of God than the other. This di-
vine image distinguishes Adam
and Eve from the rest of the
animals of God's creation. The
contrast between the human
couple and the animals is
heightened when we realize
the Genesis account makes no
mention of sexuality among
the land animals, as in the
phrase “male and female.”
They were each created "ac-
cording to its kind” (1:24), but
no particular mention is made
of their gendered sexuality, as
with the humans.

This distinction implies that
human sexuality is of a differ-
ent sort from animal procre-
ation. Human sexuality is not
merely a God-given mecha-
nism for reproduction, or even
a means for expressing human
passion. It is all of this, and
more. Human sexuality in

God's order becomes an instru-
ment for covenantal blessing,
both in one’s relationship with
God and with one’s partner.12
For humans, unlike for the ani-
mals of creation, sex is more
than an intrinsically physical
act for reproduction and sen-
sual enjoyment. In Genesis, sex
is elevated to an expression of
love and commitment be-
tween a man and a woman
who are mutually and exclu-
sively devoted to each other.

Marriage was instituted by
God as the bond that brought
the man and woman together
in a singular solidarity (Gn
2:24). They were perfectly
suited for each other, and in
marriage they took responsi-
bility to work for each other’s
welfare in exclusive devotion
to one another. Sex was God’s
gift to Adam and Eve, and is
intended for their mutual en-
joyment (Prv 5:18-20).

Though eating the forbid-
den fruit was not a sexual act
(as some have suggested), sex
has been one way in which hu-
mans have most often at-
tempted to usurp God’s au-
thority. Outside marriage, sex

destroys relationships. Within
marriage, it is God's joyous
way of building relationships
(1 Cor 7:3-5). Sexual tempta-
tions are difficult to withstand
because they appeal to our
normal and natural God-given
desires. But God has assured us
we will not be tempted be-
yond our ability to resist, with
the help of his Holy Spirit

(1 Cor 10:13).

Today, God wants Christians
to enjoy sex within the con-
fines of marriage. Sex remains
part of God’s good creation, as
a blessing for those who live in
faithful, monogamous rela-
tionships. We might think of it
as God's special wedding gift.

But as with any of God’s
gifts, sexuality becomes
tainted if we misuse it. The
Bible’s guidelines on sex are
meant to protect us from mis-
using God's gift and abusing
each other. Premarital and ex-
tramarital sex hurt us and con-
tinue the effects of sin in our
lives. God's grace can forgive
and heal, but the conse-
quences of sexual sin can last a
lifetime.
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word for such rebellion was clear: “when
you eat of it you will surely die” (2:17).

The Garden of Eden is not only about
the paradisaical place where God lives in
perfect harmony with humans. It is also
about the way humans relate to each other.
The Lord God intended the man to enjoy
loving companionship in the garden as
well. But no suitable companion was
found among the creatures of the garden
(2:18-20).

God has created the man to be a social
being. The garden where he lives is not re-
ally the Garden of Eden until he learns to
love. The man has a need to give himself
to someone of his own standing in creation,
to someone of equal status. The expression
“I will make a helper suitable for him” (NIv)
in no way implies the woman is somehow
subservient to the man; rather, she is a cor-
responding equal to the man in contrast to
the inferior animals of creation. The sexes
are complementary and share full and
equal partnership in the garden.

Genesis 2 ends on a profound statement
about marriage and innocence (vv. 24-25).
These equal partners are bound to each
other in a permanent relationship (they
become “one flesh”). In the future, this
marriage relationship will transcend every
couple’s immediate childhood families.
They are in perfect harmony and peace
with each other sexually, and have no rea-
son for shame. This portrayal of Paradise
is a foil that illustrates just how much was
lost when our first human parents lost the
garden. Yet it also reminds us of what is
possible in our relationships with God and
with each other through his restoring and
redeeming grace.

Adam and Eve Expelled
from the Garden (3)

Any of us who have ever felt a sense of
guilt for something we should not have
done will understand the events of Gen-
esis 3. This chapter relates how sin entered
the world and ruined the perfect Paradise
God had provided in the Garden of Eden.

The opening paragraph (3:1-5) reveals
much about the serpent. This creature was
more subtle and crafty than any other in
creation. His leading question (“Did God
really say . ..”) is not an innocent conver-
sation starter. This is a malicious challenge

to God’s authority. The serpent begins by
calling into question the good intentions of
God. Yet the remainder of the question stops
short of actually accusing God of wrong-
doing, and leaves it to Eve to draw her own
conclusions: “Did God really say, “You must
not eat from any tree in the garden’?”

Eve’s answer indicates that she clearly
understood God’s prohibition stated in
2:17. She cannot plead ignorance. It also
indicates naiveté, for it assumes the ser-
pent did not already know the answer.
Though her response seems to cast her
vote for God, she adds something to the
prohibition (“you must not touch it” is not
in God’s original command), which shows
that she had already contemplated the
prospects of eating the forbidden fruit. Her
actions were premeditated. Many have
followed in her footsteps!

The serpent’s next statement reveals his
motives and teaches us how Satan works:
“You will not surely die. .. for God knows
that when you eat of it your eyes will be
opened, and you will be like God, know-
ing good and evil” (3:4-5). This is an ar-
rogant lie, substantiated by a distorted
truth. First, it is a lie because it certainly
contradicts what God said in 2:17. One of
Satan’s methods is to boldly and confi-
dently challenge the truthfulness of God’s
Word (Jn 8:44). He will consistently rise
up to challenge God'’s truth, and try to
make us believe a lie. Second, his state-
ment is a partial truth because, in a sense,
Adam and Eve did discover good and evil.
In the serpent’s twisted logic, this discov-
ery made them more like God.

In one of the great ironies of the Bible,
the serpent claimed to be watching out for
Adam and Eve while challenging God’s
true intentions. He wanted them to ques-
tion whether God was actually holding
something back from them, preventing
them from attaining what was rightfully
theirs. At the same time, he wanted them
to believe that he, the serpent, had their
best interests at heart. In a sense, his ques-
tion, “Did God really say . . . ?” echoes
through time as the serpent’s voice can be
heard throughout the rest of the Bible, and
indeed, the rest of history. This is also the
choice all who read the Bible must face:
the authority of God versus the challenge
of the world as sponsored by Satan.

The use of half-truths was his most dev-
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What Is the Origin of Satan’s Evil?

The problem of evil is a diffi-
cult and complex philosophical
question. Evil is extraneous to
God’s perfect creation, which
we are told repeatedly is
“good” (t6b, Gn 1). Evil was a
foreign invader into God's per-
fect Paradise of Genesis 2,
since it does not originate

with God. So the sin of Genesis
3 always raises the questions,
“"Where did evil come from?”
and "Why did evil make an ap-
pearance in the Garden of
Eden at all?”

The narrative of Genesis 3
makes no attempt to explain
the origin of evil, since this is
not its purpose. But it does illus-
trate the universal human prob-
lem of sin. The narrator wants
only to explain the origin of
human sin, so that he speaks
“not of evil invading, as though
it had its own existence, but of
creatures rebelling.” 13

The presence of demonic sin

in the Garden of Eden pre-
ceded human sin and provided
the occasion for human trans-
gression. Christian theology
speaks of a fall of the angels
prior to the fall of Adam and
Eve. Like the first human sin,
this fall of the angels is attrib-
uted to the abuse of the di-
vine gift of freedom.'® The
concept of fallen angels is
based on passages like Isaiah
14:12-14, though the biblical
evidence is far from conclu-
sive. For many, the pride of
Satan, which led to his own
downfall, explains the evil we
experience on earth today (Lk
10:18-19).

Unfortunately, the Bible
does not offer a definitive an-
swer to the question of the
origin of evil. But it does offer
two observations helpful to
this discussion. First, we begin
with the perfection of God’s
creation. We can find refuge

in the infinite wisdom of God
and affirm the flawlessness of
his creation. In a way difficult
for us to understand, the
world would have been less
perfect and ideal for human
life and relationship with God
without the possibility of evil.
It is @ mystery. But evil had to
be a potentiality in order for
this to be the best of all possi-
ble worlds.

Second, we can emphasize
the nature of human commit-
ment. Relationship between
God and humans requires a
certain degree of free moral
agency for humans. That is not
to say that humans can simply
choose or reject God's grace
any time they want. Free will
is not self-governing or ab-
solute freedom. But to coerce
human beings to act morally
would be to override our free
will, and thereby limit the na-
ture of love and relationship.

astating method. In a sense the serpent
was right!'s Adam and Eve did not die im-
mediately, and their eyes were opened.
They attained knowledge that belonged
naturally to God. However, the serpent
neglected to tell the whole story. While he
cleverly extolled all that Eve would gain,
he failed to mention what she would lose.
He did not explain that this new knowl-
edge, so illegitimately acquired, is not
what she really wanted. Though Adam
and Eve did not die immediately, they
were expelled from the garden, which was
the beginning of the death process. And
their newly opened eyes revealed only
their own shame and guilt.

Though the Old Testament is not explicit
about the identity of the serpent, the New
Testament leaves no doubt. Jesus refers to
the Garden of Eden, where the serpent is
the “devil” and “a murderer from the be-

ginning” (Jn 8:44), and the Book of Reve-
lation foretells his ultimate destruction and
defeat (12:8; 20:2, 10). In the meantime,
Satan is still active in the world, looking
for people to deceive about God'’s truth
(1 Pt 5:8-9), and throwing “flaming ar-
rows” at God’s people (Eph 6:18). He par-
ticularly preys on young believers who
are new to the faith or spiritually weak, or
on those who are not regularly linked to
other believers. But this evil purpose is
doomed to failure and Christians have no
need to fear Satan, though they should be
aware of his tactics.

The pattern of sin was simple: Eve saw,
took, ate, and gave (Gn 3:6-7). She learned
what all of us know. Sin is not the tempta-
tion itself or the natural desire for some-
thing good, but sin begins with the delib-
erate and calculated look, the nurtured
desire for something forbidden (Jas
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1:13-15). Sin is also contagious. It tends to
pollute those around you, as Adam par-
took of Eve's sinful act of rebellion. Indeed,
this is the first step in what will become a
major theme in Genesis 4-11: the rapid
spread of sin, like a wildfire out of control.

The results were immediate and devas-
tating, and we still live with them. Sud-
denly the man and his wife were no longer
comfortable with each other, which antic-
ipates the nature of human relationships
for generations to follow (3:7). Not only so,
but now Adam and Eve are uncomfortable
in God's presence as well (3:8). Where once
they were at ease with the Creator, now
they feel compelled to hide from him. When
God confronts them with their sin, they
begin the same recrimination that all of us
recognize, for ithas become acommon way
of dealing with guilt: "The woman you put
here with me—she gave...," "The serpent
deceived me" (3:12-13).

The first human couple choose their

course of action. Now itis God's turn. The
sin of Genesis 3 results in divine judgment
on Adam, Eve, and the serpent (w. 14-19).
These pronouncements carefully corre-
spond to the nature of the crime, and there-
fore illustrate God's grace and mercy. As
a holy and just God, he could not allow
sin to go unpunished. Yet he also limits
the punishment to fit the crime.

These punishments are etiologies, which
means they explain why things are the
way they are now.16 Snakes are unpleas-
ant and are frequent enemies of humans;
women must endure pain in childbirth;
and men must work the soil for their sub-
sistence. This is not to assume the events
in the Garden of Eden are not true or are
unhistorical, as is often the case. Rather,
for the ancient Israelite, etiology was an
important historical explanation for the
current order of life. As we shall see, there
are several such etiological events
recorded in Genesis.

The sin of the Garden of Eden explains
why the serpent is detestable among the
animals. The serpent was "more crafty
than any of the wild animals the Lord God
had made" (3:1). But after the serpent's
role in causing Adam and Eve to sin, he is
cursed more than any animal (3:14). More
important, God establishes an adversar-
ial role for the serpent with the children
of Eve, between the serpent's offspring
and hers: "he will crush your head, and
you will strike his heel" (3:15). It would
not be strictly accurate to say that the de-
tails of this verse require a christological
identification of the woman's seed, who
defeats the serpent. The word "seed" (niv's
"offspring") may simply mean the human
race in general, since Eve is the mother of
the race (3:20). On the other hand, such an
understanding is not precluded by the de-
tails of this verse, and the question be-
comes, Who is the descendent of Eve who
may be said to be victorious over the ser-
pent?

The question must be answered by the
history of the human race.17Eve had three
sons. But the entire human family was
saved from aflood only by the faithful line
of Seth through his descendant Noah, as
we shall soon see. Noah had three sons.
But only through Shem, the ancestor of
Abraham, were all nations to be blessed.
This spiritual seed culminated historically
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and physically in Jesus of Nazareth, and
in this sense Jesus is the seed of the
woman. He has trampled Satan underfoot
and has done so as a representative of all
Eve’s descendants, as a second Adam
(Rom 5:18; 16:20). Therefore it is appro-
priate that Christian scholars since the sec-
ond century A.p. have deemed Genesis
3:15 as the protevangelium, the first glim-
mer of the gospel.

Neither the woman nor the man was

cursed, as was the serpent (3:14). Rather,
their punishment involved a disruption
of their God-given roles in the created
order. The woman was created as an equal
partner with the man and as the mother
of children. These roles as mother and wife
were the most important and most cher-
ished functions for a woman in the ancient
Near East. Yet after sin entered the world,
both roles were marred.

Likewise, the man was created for abun-

- Are Women Supposed to Be Subservient to Men?

Eve’s judgment in Genesis
3:16 has come under intense
scrutiny from many inter-
preters, with widely divergent
results.'® Modern feminism
has motivated Christians to re-
consider the role of women in
home, church, and society. The
church has debated this verse
vigorously in recent years be-
cause of its important implica-
tions.

Eve, as a representative of
all women, received a twofold
punishment in Genesis 3:16:

I will greatly increase your
pains in childbearing;
with pain you will give birth
to children.
Your desire will be for your
husband,
and he will rule over you.

First, Eve will experience
painful labor in childbirth. The
very point at which she re-
ceives her greatest sense of
fulfillment in life according to
Old Testament conventions
will also be a point of suffer-
ing. But this punishment also
has a positive side, since it will
be through her pain and child-
birth that God will provide sal-
vation for the world (3:15).

Second, Eve’s relationship

with her husband will be
marred because of sin. Some
have taken this verse to be
prescriptive, or pronouncing
a divine decree that women
should or must remain submis-
sive to their husbands. But this
is an unfortunate misunder-
standing of the words used in
the verse.

The terms “desire” and
"rule” in 3:16b are found
again in tandem in Genesis
4:7b (t&3aqé and masal, re-
spectively). Sin is like an ani-
mal that “desires” to control
and dominate Cain, but God
challenged Cain to “rule” the
unrestrained desire of sin. If,
as seems likely, the author of
Genesis intends us to read
these verses together, the de-
sire of Eve for her husband
corresponds to sin’s desire to
pounce on Cain. It is a desire
to break the relationship of
equality established at cre-
ation and transform it into a
relationship of domination
and servitude. “To love and to
cherish” has degenerated into
“To desire and to domi-
nate.”19

We must not read Genesis
3:16b as God’s decree for
women to be subservient to
men any more than we would

take 3:16a as God's will for
women to suffer as much pain
as possible in childbirth. In
other words, this passage is
not prescriptive, but de-
scriptive. It explains both why
women have pain in childbirth
and how marriage, this most
beautiful of human relation-
ships, also holds potential for
great abuse. But it in no way
should be used to justify male
tyranny in marriage.

The rest of the Bible seeks
to hold these consequences of
sin in check. Though Old Testa-
ment culture was chiefly patri-
archal, it valued women highly
and provided important safe-
guards to protect them from
immoral men. In addition,
some women held important
offices or leadership roles in
ancient Israel, with kingship
and the priesthood being the
only restricted offices. Like-
wise, the New Testament es-
tablished certain defenses to
protect women from
unchecked domination. The
apostle Paul encouraged mu-
tual submission within mar-
riage (Eph 5:22-33). Women in
the New Testament period
served in many positions of
spiritual leadership, except
elder or bishop.
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dant life in the garden. Now he must work
to sustain himself, though he will ulti-
mately fail, returning to the dust from
which he was formed (3:16-19).

You and I, and every human being who
ever lived with the exception of our Lord
Jesus, sin because of the tendency toward
evil setin motion by Adam and Eve. Every
child of Adam inherits a nature marred by
sin. Christian theologians have discussed
the various implications of Adam as a rep-
resentative of the whole human race. This
is often called the doctrine of original sin.?°
Many object because they feel this implies
we are condemned for someone else’s sin.
But all of us have confirmed our solidar-
ity with Adam and Eve by our own sins.
In Romans 5:12-21, the apostle Paul con-
trasts the obedience of Christ with the dis-
obedience of Adam in order to show the
universal effectiveness of Christ’s death
on the cross. Just as sin and death entered
the world by one man, so salvation and
life came into the world through one right-
eous man, Jesus Christ.

Events outside the
Garden of Eden (4)

The forgiving grace of God made life
possible after the loss of the Garden of
Eden. Their enlightened eyes revealed to
Adam and Eve their shame and disgrace.

Their primitive “fig leaves” were inade-
quate for the cruelties of their new harsh:
life outside the garden (3:7). But God gra-
ciously clothed Adam and Eve in suitable
garments (3:21), and they were permitted
to continue life elsewhere.

The tragic events of Genesis 4 illustrate!
the harsh realities of the life Adam and
Eve must now shape for themselves out-}
side the Garden of Eden. More important,
the chapter illustrates for us the realities}
of sin and its contagious nature. Here we
begin to see its rampant and unrestrained
spread, in terms of both breadth and depth
in the human heart. How quickly sin in
the human heart grows! In the first fam-
ily, sin evolved in a single generation from
the neglect of God’s word to murdering a
brother.

Conflict arises among the children of
Adam and Eve. Details of this conflict are
vague, but in the context of worship, it ap-
pears that Cain had an arrogant spirit. Abel
offered the best of his flock, but Cain’s ac-
tions were motivated by evil (1 Jn 3:12).
The result was the world’s first murder
(Gn 4:8).

Eve had been talked into her sin. Cain
could not be talked out of his, even by God
himself.2! God offers Cain a second chance
and an opportunity to repent for his atti-
tudinal sin: “If you do what is right, will
you not be accepted?” (4:7). In a graphic
verse that you should memorize, God
warns Cain that if he refuses to do what

Study Questions

1. Describe the significance of the “tree
of the knowledge of good and evil.”

5. What changes take place with regard
to the roles of the man and the

. i
2. Explain the importance of God breath- woman following their sin?
ing life into the human creature. 6. Give three examples of paronomasia

3. What do the serpent’s question and (wordplay) in Genesis 2-4.

the woman'’s response tell the reader
about each respectively?

7. Offer reasons for viewing Adam and
Eve as historical figures.

4, For what reason did early Christian -
scholars term Genesis 3:15 the prote-
vangelium?
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is right, “sin is crouching at the door; it de-
sires to have you, but you must master it”
(4:7). Sin is personified as a wild animal,
“lurking” at the door, perhaps the animal’s
resting place, ready to pounce on its vic-
tim if provoked. Sin is temporarily under
control, but dangerously ready if induced.
God warns Cain to “master” the creature,
and not allow sin to grow further in his
darkened heart. Indeed, sin can pervade
every aspect of our lives, and left
unchecked by God's grace, will certainly
enslave us (Rom 1:18-32).

The failure of Cain to master sin illus-

trates the full growth-cycle of sin (Jas
1:14-15). All of us are enticed by our own
evil desire. After desire is conceived in our
hearts, it gives birth to sin and sin gives
birth to death. However, the story of faith
that begins to unfold in Genesis is good
news. We learn that by God’s grace we do
not have to remain enslaved to our evil
desires (Jas 1:12). With his help we can re-
sist temptation. But the picture of sin in
the Bible is like that of a swimmer in the
rapids of a large river, miles upstream from
amammoth waterfalls. The swimmer can
easily get out of the water, but as the rapids
get rougher and he gets closer to the falls,
it becomes more and more difficult to be
free of the currents and the force of the
water. The safest and best time to resist
temptation is before it is too strong or pow-
erful to resist. The rising doubt or evil
thought quickly becomes sin when we
dwell on it and allow it to take up resi-
dence in our hearts.
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What's Wrong
with This Picture?

The Lord our God said to us at
Horeb, "You have stayed long
enough at this mountain. Break
camp and advance into the hill
country of the Amorites; go to all
the neighboring peoples in the
Arabah, in the mountains, in the
western foothills, in the Negev and
along the coast, to the land of the
Canaanites and to Lebanon, as far
as the great river, the Euphrates.
See, | have given you this land.”

—Dt 1.6-8a

Primary Readings: Excerpts from the
Epic of Atrahasis, the Enuma Elish, the
Memphis Creation Story (RANED)

Outline

* Who Were Israel's Neighbors?
The Mesopotamians
The Egyptians
Peoples of Syria-Palestine

List the cultural characteristics of Israel's
neighbors, the Mesopotamians, the
Egyptians, and other cultural groups in
the area.

« Ancient Theories of Creation and
Early Human History

Ancient Near Eastern Parallels to Genesis

Egypt
Mesopotamia

Ancient Near Eastern Parallels to the
Themes of Genesis 24~

« Israel: A Picture, a Mirror, or a
Window?

« Significance for Modern Christians

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

Compare the creation myths and the
accounts of the first humans in ancient
literature with the biblical account of
creation.

List seven aspects of the biblical account
of early history that clearly distinguish
and oppose the legends of the
surrounding culture.

Summarize how the worldview
represented in the Bible contrasts with
more commonly held ancient and
modern views of life.
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The Ancient
Near East

44

Have you ever felt alone in a crowd, or out
of step with a group of peers? That is how
Israel must have felt among her ancient
neighbors.

When the other nations of the ancient
world looked at Israel, they might have
asked a question like, "What's wrong with
this picture?” Israel would have seemed un-
usually different in many ways. The truth
is, the nations of ancient Mesopotamia and
Egypt had their own creation accounts and
other stories with motifs and themes simi-
lar to those of Genesis \-A The precise re-
lationship between these ancient Near East-
ern literatures and the Old Testament is a
constant source of scholarly speculation.

Who Were lsrael's
Neighbors?

We will begin by surveying the various
peoples who surrounded Israel. The Book
of Genesis, like the rest of the Old Testa-
ment, has numerous references to other

people groups who lived in Mesopotamia,
Egypt, and Syria-Palestine in ancient
times.2lsrael was a relatively small nation
among many in an area known today as
the Middle East. In Old Testament stud-
ies, we refer to this area as the "ancient
Near East." This area comprised most of
western Asia: from modem lIran, Irag, and
Kuwait in the east to Egypt in the south-
west, along the northern coast of Africa.3

The Mesopotamians

The area known as Mesopotamia
(Greek, "between the rivers") is a great
stretch of land between the Euphrates and
the Tigris rivers. Mesopotamia extends
from the mouth of the Persian Gulf north-
westward along the bend in the Euphrates
and reaches eastward to the Tigris at the
foot of the Zagros Mountains. Historians
have long recognized Mesopotamia as the
birthplace of human civilization.

For over three thousand years of ancient
Near Eastern history, Mesopotamia was a
melting pot for many different ethnic and
cultural groups. The most important were
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of Egypt has
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River.

the Sumerians and the various Semitic
groups that succeeded them. At the dawn
of human history, the Sumerians appar-
ently invented writing in southern Meso-
potamia. We are unable to determine with
assurance the origins of these people or
their ethnic kinship to other ancient
groups.4 The importance of the Sumeri-
ans and their influence on subsequent cul-
tural developments in ancient history can-
not be overestimated. They and the Semitic
groups that followed them in Mesopota-
mia established the cultural infrastructure
for the Old Testament world.

The Sumerians were followed by along
succession of Semitic groups of various
nationalities. Near the end of the third mil-
lennium b.c., the first group of Semites,
the Akkadians, had risen to power and oc-
cupied southern Mesopotamia together
with the Sumerians. By the turn of the mil-
lennium, another Semitic group known as
the Amorites began to arrive in enormous
numbers, and dominated the next thou-
sand years of Mesopotamian history. The
Amorites eventually established major
centers of power at Babylon on the Eu-
phrates and at Assur and Nineveh farther
north along the Tigris. The Babyloniansin
the south and the Assyrians in the north
were two of the most important groups in
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Mesopotamia and played asignificant role
in Old Testament history. Many scholars
believe that Abraham was an Amorite
from Mesopotamia.

The Egyptians

The northeastern coast of Africa is geo-
graphically dominated by the majestic
Nile River. This imposing river stretches
nearly 3,500 miles from the highland re-
gions of East Central Africa through the
northeastern deserts of the continent to
the Mediterranean Sea. Ancient Egyptians
treasured the great muddy river, which
they recognized as the source of life-giv-
ing water and soil. One ancient historian
fittingly described Egypt as the gift of the
Nile.5

Unlike Mesopotamia, Egypt enjoyed rel-
ative seclusion and isolation from die out-
side world. The great desert borders and
the Mediterranean Sea to the north pro-
vided natural geographical boundaries,
and meant Egypt suffered fewer incidents
of foreign aggression in its history. Con-
sequently, Egypt did not encounter the
large number of ethnic and cultural infil-
trations that were so characteristic of
Mesopotamian history.

Rather than a history of constant power
changes and new people groups, the story
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of Egypt is one of the rise and fall of mostly
p native Egyptian dynasties. Some of these
dynasties saw Egypt develop large empires
with international significance in ancient
Near Eastern history, such as Old Kingdom
Egypt (dynasties 3-6, approximately
2700-2200 b.c.), Middle Kingdom Egypt
(dynasties 11-13, approximately 2000-1700
b.c.), and New Kingdom Egypt (dynasties
18-20, approximately 1550-1100 b.c.). The
Egypt we shall encounter as we read the
patriarchal narratives of Genesis is proba-
bly Middle Kingdom Egypt, though the
Bible does not provide enough detail to be
certain. The Joseph narrative should prob-
ably be placed between the Middle King-

dom and the New Kingdom.
Syria-Palestine

)
Emar
®Ebla
®Damascus
0 25 50
[
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Peoples of Syria-Palestine

Syria-Palestine is the area from the
northern bend of the Euphrates River
along the Mediterranean coast, southward
to the Sinai desert. Israel was the south-
ernmost section of Syria-Palestine. In con-
trast to Egypt and Mesopotamia, Syria-
Palestine was not the site of advanced civ-
ilization and national empires early in his-
tory. Rather, its political importance was
a result of its role as a land bridge con-
necting Mesopotamia and Egypt, as well
as Asia Minor and Europe. Throughout
ancient history, the empires of Mesopota-
mia and Egypt sought to control access to
Syria-Palestine for both economic and mil-
itary-political reasons.

Like Mesopotamia, this region was a
melting pot for many ancient people
groups. The Canaanites and Amorites were
prominent nationalities early in Syro-Pales-
tinian history.60f the important city-states
established by these groups, those of Ugarit
and Emar (see MAP) have provided the
most interesting written materials for Old
Testament scholars. Around 1200 b.c., an-
other Semitic group known as Arameans
began appearing in large numbers in the
area. This people established important
city-states, such as at Damascus, and played
a large role in later Old Testament history.
Likewise, around 1200 b.c., a variety of peo-
ples presumably from the mainland of
Greece and called the Sea Peoples began
to appear all along the Mediterranean coast.
One group of these Sea Peoples, known
from Egyptian sources as 'Teleset," settled
on the southwest coastal plains of
Syria-Palestine. They are known in the Old
Testamentas ' Philistines," aterm that also
gave us the word "Palestine."”

Ancient Theories
of Creation and
Early Human History

We may presume that all of the peoples
surrounding Israel had their own tradi-
tions, myths, and legends to explain how
the world came into existence. But only the
great riverine cultures of Mesopotamia and
Egypt have preserved details of those tra-
ditions. These great early civilizations first
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used writing in a significant way to pre-
serve the theological speculations of hu-
mankind. This literature was lost when the
first great empires disappeared and lay
buried beneath the sands of time for thou-
sands of years. But in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, archaeologists have
discovered, deciphered, and translated
Egyptian and Mesopotamian accounts of
creation and the flood. This relatively re-
cent development has obviously led to a
greater understanding of Israel's view of
God, the world, and humankind.

There are many possible comparisons
that could be made, and this discussion is
necessarily selective.

Ancient Near Eastern Parallels
to Genesis 17

Egypt

The most extensive account of creation
coming from Egypt is the so-called Mem-
phite Theology. This account draws on
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other creation texts, mostly the Pyramid
Texts, but heightens the role of the god of
Memphis, Ptah.8 There are no other cre-
ation accounts as such, though there are
separate works embedded in larger liter-
ary works, which give an account of how
the world began.

The characteristic of these Egyptian cre-
ation accounts is diversity. Yet beneath the
variety is a consistent cosmogony (cre-
ation of the cosmos). Creation begins with
watery chaos (the god Nun), who is nev-
ertheless not a creator god. In the Mem-
phite theology, Ptah is the creator god, but
elsewhere it is usually Atum. Ptah be-
comes identified with the substance of the
primal waters; he becomes all. Starting
with this chaotic matter he has subsumed,
he then uses magic to create the world by
divine decree. Like the Genesis account,
the creative act is by fiat, but there is no
creatio ex nihilo here since the chaotic pri-
mal matter had actually become part of
the creator god.

Mesopotamia

The greatest expression of the Mesopo-
tamian worldview is the creation story
known by its Akkadian title, Enuma Elish
(the first words of the composition mean-
ing "when on high"). Since its discovery
in the nineteenth century, the Enuma Elish
has attracted the attention of scholars and
amateurs alike because of its close paral-
lels with the Genesis account. The story
tells of a cosmic battle between the lead-
ing deities, in which the young and dar-
ing Marduk kills the monstrous Tiamat,
mother goddess personifying the primeval
ocean. Marduk split her corpse in two,
making heaven from one half and earth
from the other. Using the blood of her co-
conspirator, Kingu, Marduk and his father
created humankind to do the hard labor
of the universe, leaving the deities free
from work. The account continues by
telling of the founding of the city of Baby-
lon and a great feast in Marduk's new tem-
ple there, among other things.

Similarities with the Genesis account
have frequently been cited. But in reality,
the similarities are few and center around
the role of Tiamat, the mother goddess.
Marduk began the process of creating by
splitting her cadaver into two separate
spheres of water—obvious parallels with
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the waters of the firmament on the second
day of creation (Gn 1:6-8). Also, her name,
Tiamat, has obvious similarities with the
Hebrew word for deep in Genesis 1:2, té-
hém. Many have argued over the years that
there is a formal connection between the
two and that Genesis is at least a polemi-
cal attack on the role of Tiamat in creation.
This view is now, however, widely refuted.

Perhaps more pertinent for comparison
with Genesis is the older document known
as the “Epic of Atrahasis.” This epicis the
oldest Near Eastern primeval history in
nearly complete form.® It presents in his-
torical sequence both the creation of hu-
mankind and their near extinction in the
flood in a similar sequence as in Genesis.
The Atrahasis epic confirms at least that
the basic plot of Genesis 1-11 was well
known throughout the ancient Near East.

Ancient Near Eastern Parallels
to the Themes of Genesis 2-4

The Atrahasis epic also depicts a fasci-
nating account of the creation of hu-
mankind. In Mesopotamian myths,
human origins usually involve a mixture
of the blood from a slain god and clay ma-
terial. In the Atrahasis epic, the flesh and
blood of a minor deity are mixed with clay.
After other deities spit on the mixture, the
mother goddess (Nintu) mixes god and
human thoroughly together in the clay.
From this playdough mixture, Nintu uses
magic to pinch off fourteen pieces, con-
stituting seven males and seven females.
The analogies with Genesis 2:7, where the
first man is created of dust and given life
by divine breath, are obvious.

In addition, the idea of a well-watered
paradise is attested in both Sumerian and
Ugaritic documents (Ugarit is a major port
city in Syria—Palestine). But the Adapa
myth from Mesopotamia has the most in-
teresting comparisons.!® The main char-
acter is Adapa, a priest known for his wis-
dom in early Mesopotamia, who lost his
opportunity to gain immortality. His name
is phonetically close to “Adam.” In the
myth, Adapa is called before the god of
heaven to give an account for something
he has done wrong. Ea, the god of magic,
advises Adapa when he goes to the heaven
god not to eat food and drink. He obeys
Ea, but the food offered him was food of

eternal life. Certain parallels with Adam
and Eve are obvious. Both were tested by
the deity based on something to eat; both
failed their tests, missing the chance for
immortality; and both failures brought
consequences on humanity. But their re-
spective narratives are emphasizing dif-
ferent things. Adam failed his test, while
Adapa actually passed his. The similari-
ties between Adapa and Adam are inter-
esting, but they may not be more than that.

Israel: A Picture,
a Mirror,
or a Window?

Now that we have surveyed selected
cosmological speculations of Israel’s
neighbors, you can understand why Israel
looked quite unique to the neighboring
nations. In our modern colloquialism, they
might have looked at Israel and asked,
“What is wrong with this picture?” They
were accustomed to cultural, language,
and sociological differences. But there
were certain metaphysical assumptions
that the ancient nations all seemed to
share. In this regard, they mirrored each
other. But when they looked atIsrael, they
did not see a mirror of their own culture.
Israel was different; she was neither a mere
picture nor a mirror. In reality, Israel of-
fered a window on a completely different
world, or at least, a completely different
way of looking at the world. Israel was not
a mirror that simply reflected the culture
of the ancient Near East. Rather, Israel rep-
resented a window providing the ancient
Near East with a different view on the
world.

Indeed, Israel saw herself as unique as
well. Old Testament scholars often debate
the extent to which Israel was actually dis-
tinct from her neighbors. But the Old Tes-
tament itself contains many self-claims to
distinctiveness, and these seem to be
clearly centered in Israel’s special rela-
tionship with God." Her uniqueness can
best be demonstrated by the singular “con-
figuration of traits” that illustrates how
she magnified certain ancient Near East-
ern features while obliterating others.12 Is-
rael’s unique cultural configuration had
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monotheism

———
theogony

many features, but prominent among
them was her monotheism, implied in the
creation account of Genesis 1 but stated
somewhat more clearly in Deuteronomy
4:35, 39, and 6:4. Flowing from monothe-
ism was Israel’s ban against making phys-
ical representations of God (that is,
“idols”), the application of ancient treaties
to the divine-human relationship (that is,
the covenant), and the absence of sex and
death in her descriptions of God.’3 All of
these features were unique to Israel, and
demonstrate how profoundly different she
was from her neighbors.

Yet Israel’s account of creation has cer-
tain similarities with those of her neigh-
bors. So, for example, all ancient creation
stories seem to begin with a watery chaos.
And both Egypt and Mesopotamia imply
a creation by decree, not unlike creation
by fiat in Genesis 1. But the dissimilarities
are more striking. The ancient Near East-
ern creation accounts almost always in-
volve theogony, or speculation about the
birth of the gods. In contrast, Israel sim-
ply assumes God'’s preexistence (“In the
beginning God . ..”), and offers no spec-
ulation on his beginnings. Likewise, the
role of humankind in the created order is
an example of dissimilarities between Is-
rael and her neighbors. In all the ancient
Near Eastern accounts, humans play a rel-
atively insignificant role. They are created
almost as an afterthought. But in Genesis
1-2, Adam and Eve are the crowning
achievement of God, the central theme of
his creative masterpiece.

We shall now analyze in more detail
how these differences were expressed in
Genesis 1-4 compared to the ancient Near
Eastern cosmologies we have surveyed.
The worldview expressed in Genesis 14
is not just different from its counterpart in
the literature of the ancient world; it is op-
posed to it. Israel was not just offering an
alternate opinion. Her understanding of
first things and the nature of the world
was mutually exclusive, and could not be
squared with ancient Near Eastern phi-
losophy. This alternate view of reality may
be summarized in seven steps, which are
logically sequential.!4

First, everything that is unique to an-
cient Israel may be traced to her express
monotheism. Some peoples of the ancient
world believed in dozens, even hun-

dreds, of deities, as many as there are
natural and social forces in the world. Is-
rael assumes the existence of one God
who created the other forces of the world
(Gn 1:1). All else flows logically and in-
exorably from this remarkable concept,
which was so foreign and new in a thor-
oughly polytheistic world. Scholars de-
bate vigorously whether Israel was ac-
tually monotheistic, or whether later
authors of the exilic period altered the
record to make her appear s0.15 But the
evidence clearly suggests that Israel was
monotheistic, though her creed was im-
plicit because she lacked the analytic
logic necessary to formulate it.16

The second feature of the ancient Israelite
worldview flows logically from her
monotheistic creation theology. This cre-
ator God is transcendent. He is not con-
tinuous with the world he has created.’”
This was likewise a remarkable and new
concept. The prevalent worldview ac-
cepted the immanence of the deities. The
gods were correspondent to, or continu-
ous with, all other things that existed. There
were no rigid distinctions in creation. This
may be illustrated as in Diagram 3.1.

The circle represents a closed world sys-
tem, with nothing beyond it. Everything
that exists is contained therein, since all
things are continuous with each other, in-
cluding the deities. Even within the three
realms of the cosmos, there is no real quin-
tessential difference of being. The distinc-

The Realm
of the Gods

The Realm

of Humankind The Realm

of Nature

Diagram 3.1
The Closed World System
of Ancient Near Eastern Thought
(The Law of Correspondence)
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tion between these realms is porous. The
roles of the gods and humans are differ-
ent, but they are not different in their es-
sential natures. Thus, in the ancient Near
Eastern creation accounts, the deities were
portrayed much like humans: living in
families, expressing jealousy, fear, envy,
and other emotions.'®

The contrast with Genesis 14 and the
Israelite concept of divine transcendence
is unmistakable and determinative for the
rest of the Bible. The alternate view of re-
ality offered in Genesis has profound im-
plications for every other feature of Israel’s
worldview.

In contrast to everyone around her, Is-
rael believed in a God who stands outside
the created order (see Diagram 3.2). He
has easy access to all of the universe’s
parts, since he created all that is. But he is
not bound by its structures or contained
in its cycles. He transcends the world,
standing above and beyond our present
reality.

The third distinguishing feature of Is-
rael’s worldview is her total disinterest in
the origins of God. As you noticed, the
other creation accounts from the ancient
Near East were fascinated by the origins
of the deities, including divine birth sto-
ries (or “theogonies”). In addition to di-
vine births, the ancients speculated about
divine deaths. Absu, Tiamat, and Kingu
among others met violent deaths in the
Enuma Elish. Since the deities were seen
as continuous and similar to humans, they
must have the same experiences that hu-

God

The Realm The Realm

of Nature

God God

of Humankind

God

Diagram 3.2
The Israelite Worldview
(The Law of Transcendence)

mans have, such as birth, death, and many
others.

But Genesis shows no interest in such
questions. By opening with the words, “In
the beginning God . . . ,” Genesis antici-
pates and precludes the idea of a divine
pedigree. God has no genealogy, no an-
cestors, no rivals. This opening verse in-
vites readers of every generation to accept
the fact that the universe and everything
initbegan as a thought in the mind of God,
who has always been there. He himself
has no beginning or end. Indeed, to be-
lieve this great truth is to prepare you for
reading the rest of the Bible. If Genesis 1:1
is true, all the rest logically follows.

The fourth feature of Israel’s alternate
view of reality is obvious from our brief
review of the Enuma Elish above. That is,
God is a nonsexual being. In the parallel
ancient Near Eastern accounts, the deities
were sexual beings, who had children and
families. Once again, the gods merely mir-
rored the realms of humankind and na-
ture, where life itself resulted from sex.
Therefore, the deities must also depend
on sexual activity for reproduction.

In Genesis, sex is a facet of God’s cre-
ation. He himself is nonsexual, though he
created man and woman as sexual beings
in his image (“male and female he created
them,” Gn 1:27). Both genders are elevated
in the statement so that both are made in
the image of God. And both sexes natu-
rally reflect features of the personality of
God. But God himself is not male or fe-
male, and has no consort or wife. This im-
portant distinction between Israel and her
neighbors has ramifications for her his-
tory, related elsewhere in the Old Testa-
ment. Israel would eventually be exposed
to the agriculturalist fertility cult of an-
cient Syria—Palestine, in which divine sex-
ual intercourse (especially between Baal
and Asherah) was believed to guarantee
fertility of crops and family. This ulti-
mately presented anideological challenge
for Israel and is behind the prophetic re-
forms of Elijah and Elisha (1 Kings
17-2 Kings 13).

The fifth characteristic of Israel’'s world-
view is her unique ban on magic.® All
other nations of the ancient Near East be-
lieved in and practiced a wide variety of
magical arts. They believed formulaic
recitations and imitative acts could ma-
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nipulate and exploit the powers of the di-
vine and natural realms. Through these
means, the ancients believed they could
attain benefits for the human realm that
were otherwise impossible. In this way,
nature and the gods were seen as sub-
servient to supernatural forces beyond
their control.

Israel’s monotheism and concept of
transcendence made this an impossibility.
The creator God is not subservient to any
supernatural force beyond his control, and
cannot be manipulated under any cir-
cumstances. Israel’s theology simply for-
bade the use of magic. As monotheists, the
biblical authors did not believe magic was
connected to other gods, but depended on
self-operating forces. They attributed a re-
ality to magical power that was indepen-
dent of the gods, though they seldom at-
tempted a more specific definition of that
power. Magic, therefore, was tantamount
to human rebellion that unlocked divine
secrets, making humanity equal with
God. 0

The implications of all this with regard
to history is the sixth feature of Israel’s dis-
tinctive worldview. The ancient Near East-
ern worldview devalued history.2! Al-
though the gods intervened in history,
there was no concept among the ancient
peoples of a God who was Lord of history
and who had an overarching plan for his-
tory. The pagan gods were reflections of
the human realm. The gods were con-
cerned with the cycles of nature, which
were reflections of the genuinely impor-
tant events happening in the mythical
realm. Significant events took place out-
side of time and space, and therefore his-
tory was not important.

Israel, on the other hand, elevated his-
tory to an entirely new level in the ancient
world. As the only God, the creator tran-
scends nature. Israel attached importance
to the beginning of time and space (cre-
ation), and to the beginning of the nation
Israel (the Mosaic covenant). The rest of
Israel’s history had both a backward- and
forward-looking perspective (the theolo-
gians refer to Urzeit and Endzeit, “origin-
time” and “end-time”). For the first time
in human history, there was an interest in
the unique historical events because they
revealed God’s will for his people. And
also for the first time, there was a definite

divine plan in history, which had a spe-
cific terminus point. The Israelites were
the only ones in the ancient world to have
an eschatology (a doctrine of last things).
For Israel, the conclusion of history is im-
plied in its beginning.

The seventh and final feature of Israel’s
distinctive view of reality is an outgrowth
of this unique view of history. Whereas
the ancient Near Eastern peoples ex-
pressed their theology in the form of myths
and legends, Israel was primarily inter-
ested in the writing of history. She believed
God had revealed himself in the events of
Israel’s national history, especially the Mo-
saic covenant at Sinai. But the historical
events of the covenant are also tied to the
events of the patriarchs, the flood, the Gar-
den of Eden, and the creation of time and
space itself. Rather than myths, Israel el-
evated a little-used genre of literature to
new heights: historiography. The Old Tes-
tament begins with nine books of history
(first nine books of the Jewish canon),2
often called the Primary History, and large
sections of the prophets are also historical
narrative. Such a role for historical narra-
tive was radically new in the ancient Near
East. In fact, it would be more natural to
call the Hebrew authors of the Old Testa-
ment the parents of history rather than
Herodotus, the fifth-century B.c. Greek his-
torian who is often referred to as the “Fa-
ther of History.”

In sum, Genesis teaches that God cre-
ated humans in his image and after his
likeness. This is divinely revealed truth
about God and the role of humans in his
created order. We were created to worship
and enjoy him forever. Wherever and
whenever the revealed truth of God is re-
jected or neglected, human beings will re-
place God with gods made in their own
image. The object of human adoration, if
not the God of the Bible, will be a tawdry
image of humankind. Idolatry is when we
make gods of ourselves, or try to remake
God in our image.

Significance for
Modern Christians

Israel’s worldview presented a dra-
matically different view of reality than was
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then current in the ancient Near East.
These contrasting worldviews have nu-
merous implications for modern believ-
ers. But there are two | would especially
like you to remember as we continue our
walk through Genesis.

First, you and I are so familiar with the
truths of Genesis 14 that we fail to real-
ize how truly revolutionary these ideas
were. Our modern culture does not accept
much of what the Bible teaches. But at least
the ideas of monotheism, creation, and the
great value intrinsic to human life are fa-
miliar to most people in our society. Not

so in the ancient Near East! Genesis 14,
and indeed the rest of the Bible, were!
unique and radically different answers to
the most important questions of life. By
inspiring the Israelite worldview, God was
offering the world an alternate view of re-
ality. As a result, the nation Israel formed
a counter-culture in the world. The Chris-
tian church is likewise called to be a coun-
terculture (“light” and “salt,” Mt 5:13-16)
in the world, and to present modern peo-
ple with this alternate view of truth.
Second, these two views of truth, the
biblical and the nonbiblical, are the only
two available. Whenever and wherever
biblical revelation is rejected, humankind
will resort to some worldview related to
what we have called the ancient Near East-
ern view. But the human mind is limited
in possibilities. Though the particulars
change, the basic philosophical tenets are
the same. In modern American culture,
one of the prevalent new influences is the
so-called New Age movement. This is re-
ally just a blend of Eastern mysticism and
modern pop culture, resulting in “chan-
neling,” “centering,” and the like. But if
we examine the so-called New Age move-
ment closely, we would see that it is not

Study Questions

1. Why was Egypt isolated from much of 5. Compare and contrast Israel’s view of

the ancient world, and how did this
affect her political history?

. What are the similarities between
Genesis 2-4 and the Adapa myth from
Mesopotamia? How are these two ac-
counts different?

. Discuss several ways that Israel may be
said to represent a window providing

the ancient Near East with a different

view of the world.

. Explain in some detail the significance
of Israel's monotheism for her religion.

history with that of her neighbors.

. List and comment briefly on each of

the seven ways that Israel’s worldview
may be said to be opposed to that of
neighboring nations.

. Having considered the ancient Near

Eastern worldview, can you think of
ways the New Age movement shares
some of the same assumptions as Is-
rael’s neighbors thousands of years
ago? Describe ways in which the bibli-
cal worldview is at odds with popular
worldviews today.
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new at all, but really just the same old lie.
Biblical revelation is the only answer to
such new winds of doctrine. Whenever
the true God is rejected, people will seek
ways to fulfill the serpent’s insidious

promise, “your eyes will be opened, and
you will be like God” (Gn 3:5). Without
God's grace and truth, we are incapable
of getting past the Garden of Eden’s fail-
ure.
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Sin's Contamination
of Creation

Genesis 5:1-11:26

And where th,offence is, let the
great axe fall

—Claudius, Hamlet, act 4, sc. 5

Supplemental Readings: Ps 14:1-3.
Matt 15:19, Romans 3:23

Outline

So, What Happened Next? The
Children of Adam and Eve (5:1-6:8)

The Flood (6:9-9:29)

Review of the Narrative

Parallels with Ancient Literature
Problems after the flood (9:18297)

Where Did All These Nations Come
From?

Shem Again?
Postscript on Genesis 1-11

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should

be able to

1 Identify the significant contributions of
genealogies to biblical literature.

Contrast the degradation leading to the
flood with the hope of new beginnings
illustrated in Noah.

Compare and contrast the biblical
account of Noah and the flood with
ancient Babylonian flood stories.

Trace the effects of Ham's curse to sinful
behavior among his descendants, the
Canaanites.

Using the biblical account of Noah's
family and the tower of Babel episode,
describe the genesis of human diversity
and the commonalities of humankind.
State the central purposes of the second
account of Shem's genealogy.
Summarize and apply the three-phase
progression of blessing, sin, and grace
found in the structure of the early
chapters of Genesis.
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Borrowing the line from Claudius, we
might say Genesis 5-11 is about the falling
of the great axe because the offense of sin
is everywhere.

Genesis 34 expressed powerfully the
theme of sin’s contagious nature and its
effects on the first human family. Now this
theme dominates Genesis 5-11 (more pre-
cisely, 5:1-11:26) to show sin’s effects on
all of creation. As the human family grew
and nations began to emerge, the de-
structive nature of sin in the human heart
became apparent. Just as sin had moved
quickly from neglect of God’s Word
(Adam and Eve) to murder (Cain and

Abel), it then spread like an infectious dis-
ease out of control to pollute all of hu-
mankind. To use a musical metaphor, this
unit is about the crescendo of sin.

As we said in the prologue, the tlédot
catchphrases in Genesis are hinge devices
for linking various types of materials to-
gether, like beads on a string. In chapters
5-11, there are four such units linked by
their téledot expressions.

1. The toledot of Adam’s line (5:1-6:8)
2. The téledét of Noah (6:9-9:29)

3. The téledot of Noah's sons (10:1-11:9)
4. The toledot of Shem (11:10-26)

Life-Spans of the Pre-Flood Family of Adam (Gn 5)

The individuals in Adam‘s ge-
nealogy are said to have lived
incredibly long lives: Adam
lived 930 years, Seth 912 years,
Methuselah 969 years. The av-
erage life-span of the ante-
diluvian patriarchs listed in
Genesis 5 was about 900 years!
After the flood, the expected
life-span dropped drastically.
The descendants of Shem lived
an average of 344 years
(11:10-32). Average life-spans
then began to level off gradu-
ally. Abraham lived 175 years,
Jacob 147, and Joseph 110.
How could the pre-flood
patriarchs have lived so long?
Several attempts to explain
such longevity have been of-
fered. Some have suggested
the names in Genesis 5 refer to
both the individual and his
tribal heritage. Each name has
two numbers listed: the first
number refers to the person’s
actual life-span, while the sec-
ond is to the family he estab-
lished. So Adam, for example,
lived 130 years (total of his ac-
tual life-span). After Seth's
birth, Adam symbolically lived

another 800 years (his family
dynasty) for a total of 930
years (5:3-5). The problem
here is that Enoch and Noah
are two individuals who ap-
pear to have lived 365 and 950
years respectively (5:23; 9:29),
regardless of the length of
their family dynasties.

Others have suggested the
words for time units may have
meant something entirely dif-
ferent in the earlier period.
Perhaps the word for “year” in
Genesis 5 meant a period
much shorter than our 365
days. But the specific chronol-
ogy of the flood narrative im-
plies the years of Genesis 6-9
were approximately 360 days
(7:11,12; 8:4, 5, 13, 14).

We should admit the possi-
bility that these pre-flood pa-
triarchs actually lived such
long lives. Our difficulty here is
with our expected life-span,
which is the only standard by
which we can conceive ancient
lives. But other ancient peo-
ples also have traditions of re-
markably long-lived ancestors
in primitive antiquity.! Is it

possible that Genesis 5 reflects
an authentic memory of earli-
est human families stretching
back as far as humankind can
reason? Another consideration
is the gradual nature in which
the forces of decay and dis-
ease took effect in humanity.
These early descendants of
Adam and Eve were geneti-
cally pure and less affected by
the deteriorating results of sin.

Furthermore, we have no
perception of what earth’s at-
mosphere may have been like
before the flood. It is possible
the earth had never had rain-
fall, and the effect of cosmic
rays and environmental factors
may have been drastically dif-
ferent from our current sur-
roundings. Theologically, it is
possible God granted these
long life-spans in order for hu-
mans to “be fruitful and in-
crease in number” according
to his instructions (Gn 1:28). In
the end, we may have to be
satisfied with an incomplete
understanding of the nature
of these long life-spans.2
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Messiah

We shall treat these together in this chap-
ter to show the way Genesis traces mount-
ing sin. Adam'’s sons had children of their
own, whose sin eventually led to cata-
clysmic human destruction (the flood).
Noah'’s children were no better. Their re-
newed sin after the flood ultimately led to
human disharmony and geographical dis-
persion (the tower of Babel). However, we
will also hope to show that throughi it all—
through worldwide devastation and
tragedy—there runs a thin line of hope.
Genesis 5-11 is exacting in its description
of the effects of sin on humankind and the
world. But there is also a glimmer of hope
that penetrates the whole.

So, What Happened
Next? The Children
of Adam and Eve
(5:1-6:8)

When we left the story of Genesis 4, the
first human family was in trouble. They
had lost the beautiful Garden of Eden be-
cause of sin. Cain had murdered Abel, his
brother, and had been punished severely.
Cain’s own children were apparently get-
ting worse instead of better. Another
killing had occurred, and this time with
no remorse (4:23-24). Violence had fol-
lowed Cain’s family and his line seemed
to have no regard for human life at all.

As a transition to the next part of our
story (that is, the flood), the Bible decides
to use a different kind of literature: ge-
nealogy. This is the tolédot of Adam’s line
(5:1-6:8). How do you feel about reading
genealogies in the Bible? We may some-
times be tempted to brush over them too
quickly or skip them altogether. But we
miss an important part of the Bible’s mes-
sage when we neglect the genealogies.
Every part of the inspired Scriptures con-
tributes to the whole.

Genealogies play an important role in
several books of the Bible (1 Chr 1-9; Ruth
4:18-22; Mt 1:1-17; Lk 3:23-38). In every
case, they make significant theological
points. Genealogies were important in an-
cient tribal societies, where they provided
askeletal outline of a nation’s history. God
inspired his people Israel to use this fea-

ture of their culture to show that he was
at work in their history. By studying the
various genealogies in the Bible, we learn
that God has preserved his faithful
promises to create and bless through the
family of Adam to Abraham to David and
ultimately, through his Messiah, Jesus
Christ. Though Genesis 5-11 traces the
devastating effects of human sin on God'’s
creation, the genealogies in the unit re-
mind us that God was still at work. While
humans were headed for destruction, his
grace was preparing a way for escape.

The first two verses of Genesis 5 tell
again the story of God's creation of Adam
and Eve. These verses reiterate that Adam
and Eve were made in the “likeness of
God” and were blessed by him, a point
that needed reemphasizing after their sin
and subsequent loss of Paradise. Much has
been forfeited. But much is still possible
because Adam and Eve still bear the priv-
ilege of relating to God (see discussion of
imago Dei in ch. 1, above).

The genealogy serves to highlight the
consequences of sin by its incessant cho-
rus, “Adam lived 930 years, and then he
died” (5:5); “Seth lived 912 years, and then
he died” (5:8, and see 5:11b, 14b, etc.). Even
in the Garden of Eden, God had warned
about death as the unavoidable conse-
quence of sin (“when you eat of it you will
surely die,” Gn 2:17). That process had
begun when they were expelled from the
garden and its tree of life. Now we read
that Adam did in fact die, but not before
having a son (Seth) “in his own likeness,
in his own image” (5:3). Adam was still
blessed by God with long life and a son to
whom he passed along the divine image.
But he also passed along to Seth the mark
of sin and death (read Rom 5:12).

Each great member of Adam’s lineage
made a contribution to God’s plan for hu-
mankind by leaving behind a child who
bore the divine image and blessing for the
next generation. But no single descendant
achieved the full richness of God’s bless-
ing because death was the lot for all of
them.

Enoch (5:21-24) is singled out as an ex-
ception. He “walked with God,” a phrase
repeated twice. This is a rare Old Testa-
ment way of saying that Enoch was a man
of exceptional piety and devotion to God.
He walked in special intimacy with God.
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This is not to say the other members of
Adam’s family were godless people, but
that Enoch was a remarkably bright spot
in this already devout family. Enoch was
one of only two (Elijah in 2 Kgs 2:11)
against whom the gates of death did not
prevail. This event anticipates and pre-
pares for the truth that only righteousness
of such magnitude will conquer death
(1 Cor 15:54-57). Yet even Enoch did not
entirely escape sin’s consequences, since
his son Methuselah also inherited the sen-
tence of death (Gn 5:27).

In sum, Genesis 5 traces the faithful line
of Seth, the “appointed” (4:25, NRsv), all
the way to Noah, the deliverer (5:32). At
the end of Genesis 4, where the results of
sin and hatred had permeated Cain's fam-
ily, there is the hopeful comment about
Seth (vv. 25-26). Genesis 5 teaches that
even before the flood, at the earliest stages
of human history, there were two types of
people: those who were faithful to the di-
vine image conferred upon all of us, and
those who were violent and godless (Seth’s
line versus Cain’s).

In the Genesis time-scale, the genealogy
of chapter 5 covers the longest period of
history. Like a VCR fast-forwards a tape,
genealogies move the narrative ahead
rapidly. Genesis 5 links the early history
of humankind to the appearance of Noah
and the flood.

But before the flood narrative, Genesis
includes the strange little paragraph about
the “sons of God” and the “daughters of
men” (6:1-4). Though some have as-
sumed the “sons of God” were fallen an-
gels or demons who married human
women, this is probably not the intent
here.* The phrase may also refer to “godly
sons,” meaning members of Seth’s faith-
ful lineage, who intermarried with
“worldly daughters,” the evil descendants
of Cain. Such intermarriages would have
diluted the influences of the faithful line
of Seth.

In light of the theological purpose of the
Genesis storyline from the Garden of Eden
to the tower of Babel (11:1-9), Genesis 6:1-4
makes an important contribution. Re-
gardless of which interpretation we
choose, this little paragraph is clear thata
new stage has been reached in the spread
of sin and evil in human history. Whether
angels have intermarried with humans,

or Sethites with Cainites, the point is that
humankind has reached a veritable ex-
plosion of evil.

The last paragraph of Adam'’s t6lédot sec-
tion (6:5-8) relates God’s angry sorrow at
the widening evil afflicting the human
family. Genesis 6:5 may be the most
strongly worded verse in the entire Bible!
It shows the shocking and dangerous de-
gree to which sin and evil have overcome
the human population. The first half of the
verse reveals how extensively human evil
had spread around the world: “The Lorp
saw that the wickedness of humankind
was greatin the earth . ..” (6:5a, Nrsv). The
last half emphasizes that sin had perme-
ated intensively, deep into the heart of
every single human: “. . . and that every
inclination of the thoughts of their hearts
was only evil continually” (6:5b, Nrsv).5
This is a theme verse for Genesis 5-11. The
full extent of human degradation resulted
in the intense divine anger: “The LorD was
sorry that he had made humankind on the
earth, and it grieved him to his heart” (6:6,
NRsv). This is no heartless regret, but the
reaction of someone who loves deeply.
God was sorry that he had created, and he
vowed to wipe it all away, “people to-
gether with animals and creeping things
and birds of the air” (6:7, NRsV).

Yet the unit ends with a glimmer of
hope. One man, Noah, “found favor in the
eyes of the LorD” (6:8). The tdléd6t of Adam
has trekked through the ages, from cre-
ation to the verge of disaster. One right-
eous man stands in the way of creation’s
destruction.

The Flood (6:9-9:29)

As you read about Noah and the flood,
you may have remembered childhood
lessons about this important episode of
biblical history. This narrative is not only
graphic as an object lesson for children,
but as a critical juncture in the biblical sto-
ryline and in human history.

Review of the Narrative

The now familiar expression “This is the
account of Noah” (6:9) is the tdlédot catch-
phrase that opens the unit running
through 9:29. The details are well known.



had disappeared, except for one righteous
man, Noah. Noah was notjust agood man
in comparison with the bad generation in
which he lived. Genesis emphasizes that
he was righteous and blameless altogether,
aman solely devoted to serving and pleas-
ing God (6:9). The expression "among the
people of his time" is a reminder that Noah
stood alone with such commitments. You
and | must remember that God's truth is
not determined by majority vote. His peo-
ple are frequently called to oppose the evil
of the world, and to do so regardless of
the company we keep.

God called Noah and warned of the im-
pending doom. Noah was given specific
instructions for building a ship large
enough to save himself, his family, and
enough animals to repopulate the earth
after die flood. Remarkably, Noah obeyed
God precisely. He built the ark to God's
specifications, the length of one and a half
football fields and taller than a three-story
building. He likely did this far from any
large body of water, totally dependent on
the truth of God's Word.

God sent rain for forty days and forty
nights. Noah and his family were confined
to the ark for over a year while the flood
waters rose and then receded. Noah used
birds to gauge whether the waters were
receding, and when God told him it was
time to disembark, the eight humans and
the animals left the ark. Noah built an altar
to the Lord and offered sacrifices. The Lord
commanded humans and animals alike to
"Be fruitful and increase in number and
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into aworld without human life. This was
a new beginning. God then made a
"covenant” or binding promise never to
destroy the earth with such a flood again.
The rainbow is God's sign for all times that
he will be faithful to his Word.

Parallels with Ancient Literature

Like creation and early human history, the
flood also has parallels in ancient Near
Eastern literature. In fact, if one considers
flood narratives fromall early civilizations,
including Greece and early Native Amer-
icans, there is no Old Testament passage
with so many parallels as the flood.7
The closest parallels are those from an-
cient Babylonia in Mesopotamia. The most
complete version is found in one of Baby-
lonia's greatest literary masterpieces, the
Gilgamesh Epic. This is the touching ac-
count of how Gilgamesh, an ancient king
of southern Babylonia, rebelled against
death when he lost his closest friend. On
the eleventh of the twelve tablets, Gil-
gamesh meets Utnapishtim, who has been
called the "Babylonian Noah." Utnapish-
tim relates how he achieved immortality
when he was forewarned of adivine plan
to flood the world. He survived the flood
in a large reed boat accompanied by his
family and pairs of all animals. But un-
fortunately for Gilgamesh, this event was
not repeatable and gives him little hope
for immortality. In defeat, Gilgamesh re-
signs himself to the inevitability of death
and takes comfort in his achievements.
There are earlier versions of the flood
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Was the Flood Local or Universal?

Christians have long debated
whether the flood was local or
universal. In other words, did
the flood waters cover the en-
tire globe, or only the portion
of earth inhabited by humans
at that time?

The language of Genesis 7
suggests a global flood. God
sent the waters to wipe away
every living creature from "the
face of the earth,” which can
mean “the surface of the
earth” (v. 4). As the waters
rose, the text states “all the
high mountains under the en-
tire heavens were covered”

(v. 19), and “the waters rose
and covered the mountains to
a depth of more than twenty
feet” (v. 20). In addition, the
inclusive nature of statements
like “every living thing that

moved on the earth perished”
(v. 21), and “every living thing
on the face of the earth was
wiped out” (v. 23), supports
the idea of a universal flood as
punishment for unrepented
evil.

On the other hand, the He-
brew words used in these pas-
sages do not decide the issue
as quickly as one might think.
Important to this debate is the
word “earth” (eres), which
can and often does mean
“land,” “ground,” or “coun-
try.” In this light, Genesis 7:4
may mean “the surface of the
land.” The term "heaven” may
indicate the amount of sky vis-
ible within one’s own horizon
(in which case it is often trans-
lated “sky,” as in 1 Kgs 18:45).

Thus the details of the Gen-

esis account can be used to
support either a local or uni-
versal deluge. Likewise, scien-
tists have often debated ideas
such as geologic uniformitari-
anism versus catastrophist the-
ories.® But the scientific argu-
ments have also been
inconclusive.

Though believers will con-
tinue to debate this issue,
there can be no doubt that
the flood was a real, historical
event. We can also conclude
that the flood waters covered
at least the inhabited earth.
The purpose of the flood was
to destroy the earth’s wicked-
ness, and this of necessity
means the flood waters cov-
ered all the earth inhabited at
that time by human beings
(Gn 6:7).

story from Babylonia, but they are much
more fragmentary and incomplete. These
are the Atrahasis epic and the Sumerian
version.? The interesting point of these two
is that each appears to place in historical
sequence the creation of humanity and its
near extinction in the flood in a manner
similar to Genesis 1-9.

The similarities between Noah and Ut-
napishtim are fascinating.? Both men learn
of the impending disaster from the deity
and both are given specifics for con-
structing a boat coated with pitch. Both
are told when to embark, and both pre-
serve animals onboard. Both use birds to
determine when the water is abating, and
both ships land on a mountaintop. Both
Noah and Utnapishtim offer sacrifices of
thanksgiving.

But these striking similarities also serve
to highlight the differences between Gen-
esis 6-9 and the Babylonian traditions.
Chief among them is the reason for the
flood. No explanation is given in Gil-
gamesh, but the Atrahasis epic states that

a human population explosion led to the
divine decision to send the destruction.
The noisy humans were disrupting divine
sleep. The Bible, by contrast, consistently
blames the flood on the rampant evil of
humankind. And Noah was saved because
of his intimate relationship with God,
rather than through trickery. Though the
Babylonian accounts are theological in
essence, they have nothing of the high
moral stature of Genesis. After the flood,
when Utnapishtim makes his sacrifice, the
starving deities swarm around the sacri-
fice like flies. The gods, for whom sacri-
fice served as food, had been without an-
imal offerings during the flood, and they
were famished!

In making comparisons between flood
traditions from Genesis and Mesopota-
mia, [ do not mean to imply the Bible’s ac-
count was unmistakably borrowed from
other ancient cultures. We simply do not
have enough information to determine
why there are so many similarities.!® But
regardless of the similarities, they simply



A Neo-Assyrian
depiction of
Gilgamesh.

throw into bold relief the differences,
which are more profound. One influential
study done many years ago said it best:
"The skeleton is the same in both cases,
but the flesh and blood and, above all, the
animating spirit are different."11
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Problems after the Flood
(9:18-29)

Although the flood had wiped out sinful
people, the potential for sin remained in
the heart of Noah and his children. Would
they be more successful at avoiding sin?
The answer comes quickly when Noah
drinks too much wine and becomes ine-
briated. Genesis does not condemn Noah
for his actions. But the Bible contains
plenty of warnings against drunkenness,
and there is a subtle displeasure implicit
in this account.22Intoxication and self-ex-
posure were serious indiscretions in that
culture, and we have come a long way
from the exalted description of Noah in
6:9: "blameless among the people of his
time, and he walked with God."

Genesis is really more concerned about
Ham's reaction. Noah is guilty of indeco-
rous behavior, but Ham has committed a
sin. His reaction shows clear disrespect for
his father against all biblical and social
prohibitions, not so much in seeing his fa-
ther's nakedness, but in gossiping and
publicizing the event: he "told his two
brothers" (9:22). The honorable and right-
eous action would have been to quietly
cover his father and mention it to no one.
The actions of Shem and Japheth indicate
the proper course of action (9:23).

Noah responds with a curse against
Ham's son Canaan, and blessings for
Japheth and Shem (9:24-27). This passage
is unquestionably referring to the rela-
tionship between the later Israelites and
their predecessors in the land of Canaan.
The Canaanites were notorious in the Old
Testament for illicit sexual practices, and
were forced off the land that became Is-
rael's "promised land" because of their
wickedness (Gn 15:16; Lv 18:3). Canaan is
"the lowest of slaves" because his de-
scendants will be conquered by the Is-
raelites in the conquest (see the Book of
Joshua), which is a fulfillment of this curse.

Some have wrongly used this curse in
9:25 to argue that certain ethnic groups are
superior to others. Groups like the Ku Klux
Klan have based their racist ideologies on
this passage, and have even argued that
slavery is God's plan for inferior races. But
this is totally wrong, and does an injustice
to biblical truth. Noah's curse is not a mat-
ter of ethnicity, but of justice against the
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The Use of Birds
by the Babylonian Noah

Utnapishtim, the flood hero of the Gilgamesh Epic,
freed birds to find a resting place in a manner similar
to Noah's raven and dove in Genesis 8:6-12.

When the seventh day arrived,

1 sent forth and set free a dove.

The dove went forth, but came back;

Since no resting-place for it was visible, she turned

round.

Then | sent forth and set free a swallow.
The swallow went forth, but came back;
Since no resting-place for it was visible, she turned

round.

Then | sent forth and set free a raven.
The raven went forth and, seeing that the waters

had diminished,

He eats, circles, caws, and turns not round.
Gilgamesh Epic X, 145-54 (ANET 94-95)

Canaanite nation that would become the
most wicked people of the ancient Near
East. The Canaanites and Israelites were
both descendants of Shem, and there can
be no question that this passage is not con-
demning any race to an inferior position
among the peoples of earth. Any attempt
to use Genesis 9:24-27 in this way is anti-
Christian, and is a “re-erecting of what
God has demolished!"”13

Where Did All These
Nations Come From?

Genesis 10:1-11:9 gives an account of what
happened to the descendants of Noah after
the flood: “This is the account [t6led6t] of
Shem, Ham and Japheth . . .” (10:1). The

unit has two sections; one teaching thatall
nations have their origin in one man, Noah -

(10:1-32), the other explaining the strik-
ing diversity and dispersion of the fami-
lies of the earth (11:1-9).

The idea of the so-called Table of Na-
tions (10:1-32) is the interrelatedness of
the human family. We are all members of
one human race by virtue of our descent
from one family. Though we are of differ-

ent languages, cultures, and geographical
locations, we are all imprinted with the
imago Dei and share in the dignity of
human existence. An emphasis on our
racial and cultural differences undermines
this unity and runs counter to God’s will
for us. He basks in our rich cultural di-
versity and variety, which he has created.
We need to learn to do the same.

The famous “tower of Babel” episode
(11:1-9) closes this tdlédot section, and ex-
plains the remarkable language diversity
and dispersion of humankind. Though we
humans are united by virtue of our com-
mon origins in Noah, we seem to be sep-
arated by a multitude of languages across
the globe. This paragraph describes God's
intervention against human pride and re-
bellion to scatter the peoples across the
earth, disrupting their rebellious unity by
making them use different languages.
Though the tower of Babel episode follows
the Table of Nations in the present arrange-
ment of Genesis, the chronological order
has been reversed for literary reasons.

The narrative emphasizes the scattering
of humankind and the apparent hopeless
nature of the sin problem. The sin of the
people is not their desire to build a city,
but their motivation: “Come, let us build
ourselves a city, with a tower that reaches
to the heavens, so that we may make a
name for ourselves” (11:4). The Bible con-
demns Mesopotamian religion with its
pyramids, temple-towers (or ziggurats)
made of bricks and serving as mounds for
temples. Genesis portrays this practice as
a sacrilegious attempt to usurp God’s au-
thority. This prideful human achievement
was at the same time a return to Adam
and Eve’s effort to become like God (Gn
3:5). If humankind remained unified in re-
bellion, there would be no end to evil in
the world: “If as one people speaking the
same language they have begun to do this,
then nothing they plan to do will be im-
possible for them” (11:6). God decided that
as good as unity and harmony are, divi-
sion and separation are better than col-
lective sin and apostasy.'4

We have reached a literary summit with
the tower of Babel. God has responded to
sin in a number of ways in Genesis: curse
and expulsion from the Garden of Eden,
flood, and now dispersion of the human
race. But still the problem of sin in the
human heart goes on. As the literary apex
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of Genesis 1-11, the tower of Babel shows
that "all human language has become a
language of disobedience."15

Shem Again?
Genesis 11:10-26 is the last toledot unit of
Genesis 5-11. This paragraph returns to
Shem's genealogy, which had been listed
as part of the Table of Nations in 10:21-31.
The list of Shem's descendants is included
again in a different form in order to trace
the faithful line of God's servants from
Adam and Seth (Gn 5) through Shem and
into the future.16 Though the problem of
sin has continued after the flood, God is
not without representation in the world.
God had blessed Adam and given him
dominion over the earth. Even after the
loss of the Garden of Eden, God had
promised that Adam's seed would be vic-
torious in abruising conflict with evil. But
with the continuing problem of sin after
the flood, and now exacerbated by the
tower of Babel, what hope could there be?
This genealogy demonstrates that the

Sin's Contamination of Creation

line of Shem was indeed blessed (read
9:26), and culminated in Terah's family, in-
cluding obedient Abraham. Shem's ge-
nealogy brings us from the primeval world
with its cosmic scope into the world of the
patriarchs. We are about to enter a new sec-
tion of Genesis in which we will read of in-
dividual patriarchs and their continuation
of the divine promise. The call of Abraham
was not arbitrary. He stood in a long line
of those who received the blessing and
promises of God: Adam, Seth, Enoch,
Noah, Shem. If you come from a line of
faithful and devoted Christians, you
should pause now to give thanks for their
influence on your life. Pray also that you
will some day pass the torch of faith to oth-
ers, who will also serve and please God.

Postscript
on Genesis 1-11

Before we turn to the Abraham narrative,
we should reconsider the theological
theme of Genesis 1-11, and how it relates
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Study Questions

. Identify two understandings of “the
sons of God” who marry “the daugh-
ters of men.” What is the function of
this paragraph in the narrative?

. Compare and contrast the biblical
flood tradition with the Mesopota-
mian flood tradition.

. How does the reality of sin remain ap-
parent even after the flood?

. Describe what Genesis 10:1-11:9
teaches regarding both unity and di-

versity.

. Why is Shem'’s genealogy presented

twice, once in 10:21-31 and again in
11:10-26?

. Comment on the exceedingly long
life-spans recorded in Genesis 1-11.

. What is meant by a “local” flood ver-
sus a “universal” flood? Why is the
biblical evidence inconclusive in an-
swering this question?

. Trace the line of those receiving the
blessing of God in Genesis 1-11. How
does this line of blessing fit in the cre-

ation/uncreation/re-creation frame-

to the rest of Genesis and the Pentateuch
asawhole.”” As a way of tying all the var-
ious sections of Genesis 1-11 together, it
is helpful to consider a “creation/uncre-
ation/re-creation” theme. Human sin is
so severe it comes to the brink of undoing
God'’s good creation. But no matter how
drastic sin becomes, God’s grace preserves
a means of saving humankind from the
full consequences of sin. This theme cul-
minates in the tower of Babel incident,
since it does not appear to be followed by
the usual “second chance,” by which God
preserves humankind. But then we en-
counter the t6lédét section of Shem—again.
It drives us relentlessly on until we arrive
at Abram’s family, the promised seed.
This idea of “blessing-sin-grace” is par-
alleled in the rest of the Genesis narratives.
The patriarchs are blessed with covenan-
tal promises, and in spite of their failures,
God preserves the promises until they find

Key Term

Messiah

work?

fulfillment in the nation Israel. Indeed, this
theme is present broadly in the Pentateuch
as a whole. For Moses and Israel are cer-
tainly the recipients of God’s good bless-
ings. But, as the Books of Exodus and Num-
bers explain, their sin and rebellion caused
aforty-year delay in which they were forced
to wander in the wilderness. Nevertheless,
at the end of the Pentateuch Israel stood on
the banks of the Jordan River, the Promised
Land just beyond their grasp.

The sin problem in Genesis 1-11 is
shown to be universal, so that all of us may
understand our own personal problem
with sin. None of us is exempt. But God'’s
grace runs like an undercurrent through-
out the whole. He has always preserved
a means of escape. The promise to Adam
and Eve that their offspring would con-
front and ultimately conquer the offspring
of the serpent awaits fulfillment. As we
continue through Genesis, we will learn
the details of God’s means of escape.
Through the line of Shem and Terah, he
prepared, at long last, for the Messiah and
his triumph over sin and evil. And just as
the sin problem is both universal and per-
sonal, so the solution, redemption through
Jesus Christ, is the solution for your per-
sonal problem with sin.

In the next major portion of the Penta-
teuch, the Abraham narratives, we shall
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read of a single individual whose exem-
plary faith became God'’s instrument of
grace. The faith of Abraham is highlighted
as the solution to the sin problem. He be-
came the means of God's grace for saving
the world, and all because he was obedi-
ent to God’s Word. Throughout Scripture,
God often uses the unexpected or the weak
individual to accomplish some great pur-

pose he has for his people. In doing so,
God can claim glory for himself and
demonstrate his own greatness. The apos-
tle Paul was able to say he was proud of
his weaknesses, so that Christ's power
could rest on him (read 2 Cor 12:9-10).
Never underestimate what God can do
through you, or the contributions of your
faithfulness to others around you.
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Encountering Abraham:
God'’s Faithful Servant

Genesis 12-25

By faith Abraham obeyed . ..
—Heb 11:8






The Beginning
of Our Faith Heritage

Genesis 11:27-14:24

Our glorious God appeared to our
ancestor Abraham in Mesopotamia

before he moved to Haran.

—Stephen, Acts 7:2b (n1v)

Supplemental Reading: Hebrews
11:8-10

Outline

Terah's Family (11:27-32)

The Call of Abram and the Promises
of God (12:1-9)

Abram in Egypt (12:10-20)

Trouble with Lot (13-14)

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1. Summarize the lineage of Terah, the
move to Mesopotamia, and the opening
comments about Abram and Sarai in
Genesis 11.

Identify and apply key aspects of the call
of God to Abram, including timing, the
relational shift between Abram and God,
what Abram was called from, and what
he was called to.

List the promises God made and the
significance of each to Abram and his
descendants.

State the character weaknesses revealed
during Abram's time in Egypt.

Contrast the choices made by Abram and
Lot in chapter 13 and the consequences
of those choices for each person.
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You are about to embark on one of the
most important journeys you will ever
take. Reading and learning about Abram’s
call to follow God is more than an exer-
cise in intellectual discipline. This is God’s
truth about saving faith, about establish-
ing and maintaining a personal relation-
ship with the Creator.

The story of Abraham (or “Abram” as
he is known until Gn 17)! is one of the best
known in world literature. Yet the Bible
leaves out many details in its account of
his life. For example, we really have noin-
formation about the first seventy-five years
of Abram’s life. This is because the story
of Abram is more than just a biography of
Israel’s great patriarch. While leaving out
much of the larger picture, Genesis por-
trays intimate details about the relation-
ship Abram had with God. The Bible wants
us to get this point: Abram became aright-
eous man because of his faith in God.

So in Genesis, Abram is the answer to
the sin problem defined in chapters 1-11.
At least he is the beginning of the solution
to the sin problem. Through him, God
raised up the nation Israel and eventually
a Messiah. It is through the death of that
Messiah that all who believe might be
saved (Mk 10:45; 1 Pt 3:18).

Terah's Family
(11:27-32)

The story of Abram’s great faith is a con-
tinuation of the faithful line of believers
traced by the genealogies of Genesis 1-11.
After Cain murdered Abel and was dri-
ven from the Lord’s presence (4:16), Gen-
esis details the faithful line of Seth, in
whose day people “began to call on the
name of the LORD” (4:26). Seth’s line is
traced all the way to Noah, who had three
sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth. After the
flood, it was Shem who was blessed by
God (9:26). Shem’s genealogy brings us to
the faithful family of Terah, the father of
Abram (11:27-32). In this way, Genesis il-
lustrates that no matter how vile and evil
the world seems, God always has his faith-
ful band of believers through whom he is
working to redeem the world (read God's
response to Elijah in 1 Kgs 19:14-18).
Abram is the noted father of Israel’s

faith. But by starting with his father’s ge-
nealogy, Genesis reminds us that he is also
the son of Shem, and also of Seth and
Adam. This paragraph links Abram to the
Primeval History and places his call to fol-
low God against a cosmic backdrop: the
very same God who calls him to abandon
everything and follow him to the
Promised Land is the Creator and Sus-
tainer of the universe in Genesis 1.2

The t6lédot of Terah begins with the ge-
nealogy of 11:27-32, but is broadened to
include the entire account of Abram’s life
(11:27-25:11). The beginning of this “ac-
count of Terah” is a brief genealogy that
contains two important pieces of back-
ground information you will need to re-
member in order to understand the rest of
the narrative on Abram. First, we are told
in 11:27-28 that Abram'’s brother, Haran,
died prematurely, leaving a son named
Lot. Lot became the presumed heir of
Abram’s estate, and plays an important
role in the drama to unfold. Second, 11:30
tells us emphatically that Abram’s wife
Sarai (whose name will also be changed
later) was unable to have children. Barren
women the ancient Near East were con-
sidered inadequate wives and often had
no hope of future security.

Terah took his son, Abram, his daugh-
ter-in-law, Sarai, and his grandson, Lot,
and left their home in southern Mesopo-
tamia. They traveled to the edge of Canaan
before stopping (11:31). It appears that God
had called Abram (and perhaps Terah)
prior to their departure from Ur (we will
consider the chronological difficulties
below). But we are not told why they
stopped short of Canaan, whether due to
ill health, weather, or fear. After Terah's
death in Haran, Abram continued fol-
lowing God’s call.

The Call of Abram
and the Promises
of God (12:1-9)

God’s perfect creation had been ruined by
human sin (1-11). His blessing had been
turned into a curse. The attempt to reverse
the tide of sin by destroying the human race
and beginning over again with one right-
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eous survivor (Noah) had not been suc-
cessful. The curse of sin was too pervasive
in the human heart. The call of Abram and
the events of his life are the first step in a
new way of salvation. God would bless
Abram's family and the nation Israel was
the result of his blessing. The rest of the
Bible is really about this way of salvation,
the means of victory over sin and death.

The precise timing between the geneal-
ogy of 11:27-32 and this call to forsake all
and follow God is not certain.3Stephen's
speech in the New Testament (Acts 7:2-4)
states that Abram received the call while
he was still in Ur, before he lived in Haran.
This may imply he was honoring his fa-
ther's wishes and waiting for God's tim-
ing before he entered Canaan. Often God's
will for our lives is revealed gradually, and
the most difficult part of obedience can be
waiting. But obedience during the transi-
tion periods, while we wait, is the best
preparation for serving him when we
reach our destination in his timing.

It is a fascinating fact that Genesis de-
votes only two chapters to the creation of
the world, one to the fall of Adam and Eve
from sinless Paradise, but over thirteen
chapters to the account of Abram.4This pro-
portioning indicates something about the
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purpose and function of Scripture. The
Bible seems much more interested in how
individuals relate to God and the world
around them than to the intricacies of how
the world was created. Genesis is not a
philosophical treatise, but a theological
guidebook. It presents a bare-bones account
of otherwise important issues on its way to
explaining how we can find peace with
God, and live peacefully with each other.

The account of Abram opens with di-
vine speech: "Now the Lord said to
Abram .. ." (Gn 12:1, nrsv). Just as God
was the subject of the first verb of the Bible
("In the beginning God created"), so now
the Lord is the subject of a new revelation.
As God spoke the world into existence, so
now he speaks in revelation of a new plan
of salvation. As he is the subject of the first
verb of this new relationship, initiating a
new phase in the Bible's storyline, so he
is the subject of the entire subsequent his-
tory of salvation.5

God's divine imperative ("Leave your
country .. .," 12:1) fell on the shoulders
of a descendant from the line of Seth,
Noah, and Shem. He was the heir to a great
tradition of faithfulness, a tradition that
prepared him to stand before God and take
his turn in following God's command.
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Now God’s plan was to take Abram into
a deeper and more personal level of rela-
tionship, and to use him as an instrument
of his own divine purpose for humankind.
Righteous parentage is both a privilege
and a responsibility.

The famous call of Abram in Genesis
12:1 was a command to go away from three
things and unto one thing: “Leave your
country, your people and your father’s
household and go to the land I will show
you.” The three things God called Abram
to forsake were natural sources of secu-
rity for any ancient Near Eastern nomad.
God lists the three in rapid succession,
each succeeding item narrowing the base
of personal support and security. (1) His
country (or “land”) was his nationality
and was the largest group in which Abram
moved. (2) His people (or “clan”) was
smaller than his tribe, but larger than his
immediate family. Such groups in ancient
tribal societies provided personal identity
and security. (3) His father’s household
referred probably to a call to give up his
right of inheritance in his extended fam-
ily. To abandon his father’s house would
certainly involve giving up his economic
security. In a sense, God was calling
Abram to go backpacking. God removed
anything that might weigh him down or
prove to be unnecessary for a trek through
the woods. This illustrates Christian dis-
cipleship in several ways. God’s claim on
our lives always beckons us to leave cer-
tain things behind at the same time we are
taking up a new journey following him:
“At once they left their nets and followed
him” (Mk 1:18, and see v. 20).

Five “l1 Will's” of Genesis

I will make you into a great nation, and

I will bless you;
| will make your name great, . ..

I will bless those who bless you,
and whoever curses you

I will curse.

God called Abram to forsake everything
in his life that typically provided security
and comfort for ancient Near Eastern peo-
ple. Not only did God ask Abram to for-
sake these three things; he called him unto
one thing: “the land I will show you.” It
was startling enough to abandon every-
thing, but how could Abram accept a mis-
sion so vaguely stated? Abram could only
accept the fact that “the land”¢ was spe-
cific in God’s mind, even if not in Abram’s.
The only thing he really understood about
the one thing, the land, was that God
would makeit clear later. God was setting
him on a path to follow, though Abram
did not know where it led (Heb 11:8). The
great patriarch was on a special road
whose design and purpose was not of
human origin.

God did not leave Abram completely
without guidance or hope. He replaced
the three things Abram had to abandon
with something else—a set of promises.
In Genesis 12:2-3, God gave Abram
promises that become central for the rest
of the patriarchal narratives of Genesis,
and indeed, for the rest of the Bible. On
the heels of the imperative “Go!” God
makes five “I will” statements. The
promises of Genesis 12:1-3 are basically
three: land, descendants, and blessing.

These three promises are central to the
meaning of Genesis. They are connected
both to the creation account that preceded
and to the rest of the patriarchal story to
follow. These promises were introduced
thematically in the Primeval History of
Genesis 1-11. God created the land (Peres,
“land,” is the same word here as in Gn 1:1).
He also promised “blessing” and “seed,”
or progeny, to the first couple in the Gar-
den of Eden. In this way, God’s plan for
the individual patriarch was also his
benevolent design for all humankind. As
we progress through the rest of Genesis,
we will see how each of these promises is
elaborated and broadened in meaning. As
the Bible’s message unfolds, these
promises constitute the purpose of God
for his chosen people.

The promises are a catalogue of what
we all crave, even if only subconsciously.
This is especially so for a landless, wan-
dering Semitic nomad in the ancient
world, like Abram. The promise of land
spoke directly to Abram’s immediate
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Threefold Promise

Genesis 12:1a

Genesis 12:1b-3

country/land (’eres)

land (veres)

people/clan/

family

descendants/
great nation

father’s house

blessing

needs, and the promise of descendants
was especially meaningful for him in light
of Sarai’s barrenness (11:30). In that an-
cient context, these two items ensured
one’s future, one’s dreams for achievement
and fulfillment in life. The Abram narra-
tive thus teaches us how to discover true
security in life. Here we learn the role of
home and family, and discover that our
walk of faith produces a future.

The promises are intriguingly similar to
the three things Abram sacrificed in order
to follow the call of God.

Genesis 12:1a Genesis 12:1b-3

country/land (’eres) land (eres)

people/clan/family descendants/great
nation

father’s house blessing

The earthly things to which we cling in
our desperate search for security and com-
fort are actually the very things that getin
the way of true security. In the life of
Abram and the other patriarchs, Genesis
reveals to us that true security and fulfill-
ment in life are achieved by living for God
and depending on his promises. We are
liberated through bondage to him. We are
freed through our servitude. The key term
of the promises is “blessing,” a word that
occurs five times in 12:2-3. Abram will be
blessed by God, but he will also become
God's instrument for blessing others. Part
of fulfillment in life is living for others. We
never experience God’s best for us until
we are used by him to touch the lives of
someone else.

Were the promises of God fulfilled in
Abram’s lifetime? The promise that Abram
and Sarai would have children was ful-

filled in Genesis 21, when Isaac was born.
But God did not promise just to give
Abram a single child, but to turn him into
a “great nation” (12:2). This promise was
later broadened to emphasize the extent
of that nation. God promised Abram that
his offspring would be countless, like the
stars of heaven and the grains of sand on
the seashore (Gn 15:5; 22:17). But this is
not the kind of promise that could have
been fulfilled in Abram’s lifetime: it sim-
ply had to be accepted on faith. Likewise
the promise that he would inherit Canaan
was for a far distant future (as Gn 15:13-16
makes clear). So Abram had to give up the
known for the unknown. Genesis em-
phasizes this very facet of his personality
and the magnitude of his great faith.” The
nature of the promises meant they, for the
most part, could not be fulfilled in Abram’s
lifetime. He personally would not have all
the promises of God. But better—he had
the God of all the promises.? As such, he
becomes the paradigm for Christian faith.

Genesis 12:4 is one of the most amazing
verses of the Bible. The account states sim-
ply, “So Abram left . . .” We are not told
what must have gone on between 12:1-3
and 12:4. Did Abram argue with God or
question his calling? Did he agonize dur-
ing the night about how difficult the trip
would be, and how unreasonable it
seemed to forsake everything in his past?
We are not told. Sometimes the Bible is as
important for what it does not say as for
what it does say. Genesis is not concerned
to give us those details. They are not nec-
essary to the point of the narrative. The
central message is that Abram launched
out in radical obedience to God’s call on
his life. Such obedience is what God de-
sires from all of us.

Abram in Egypt
(12:10-20)

Genesis 12:10-20 relates the sudden and
unexpected departure of Abram from
Canaan to Egypt. There was nothing
wrong with his trip to Egypt necessarily,
especially in a time of severe famine. One
could even argue that God had provi-
dentially provided for Abram in this way,
since Egypt was usually the last to suffer
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from drought in the region. But as you
read about this event, you may have been
surprised to hear Abram asking his wife
to lie to Pharaoh about the nature of their
relationship in order to save his own skin
(12:13, not the only time this occurs in Gen-
esis, as we shall see). And you may have
questioned his rather shady means of ac-
quiring wealth (12:16).

Suddenly, our hero’s actions are not very
heroic, as he moves from faith to fear. Abram
fell victim to the old lie that telling a half-
truth is permissible if you can get away with
it. Sarai was in truth his half-sister (read
20:12), so he could justify his actions as not
really all that serious an offense.” But Abram
meant to deceive, and using one half of the
truth to conceal the other is no less a lie! As
her brother, he would be treated with re-
spect and honor. As her husband, he feared
he would be killed.

We learn from this episode that all is not
perfect with our main character. He has
lost faith in God’s protection, and has
taken matters into his own hands. Though
he has set out on the path of faith, follow-
ing God with radical abandon, Abram’s
action threatens to counteract the program
God has set in motion. This is the first ap-
pearance of a theme that recurs as we
travel through the patriarchal narratives
of Genesis. The theme is a threat to God’s
promises of Genesis 12:1-3. The promises

are threatened by the actions of one of the
characters of the narrative.'* In many
episodes to follow, the promises of God
are jeopardized by sin. Abram is motivated
by fear for his life. But there are options
open to God that Abram does not see.
Here, as in other cases where the promises
are threatened, God proves faithful to his
Word. He rescues Abram from a threat that
Abram himself created, and provides a
means of preserving his promises.

Abram’s descent and return from Egypt
also prefigure the later experience of na-
tional Israel. Like Abram, the family of
Jacob was forced to move to Egypt by
famine. Just as Abram acquired wealthin
Egypt, the Egyptians gave the children of
Israel gold and precious stones when they
left (Ex 12:35). God sent plagues on Egypt
both times in order to liberate first Abram
and later the Israelites. There are other par-
allels, but this is enough to demonstrate
that Abram'’s time in Egypt foreshadows
Israel’s bondage there and their subse-
quent exodus."

Trouble with Lot
(13-14)

Abram had returned from Egypt a wealthy
man. But there were more troubles ahead.

Study Questions

1. How may it be said that Abram is the
beginning of the solution to the sin
problem identified in Genesis 1-11?

2. Why is the fact that Abram’s story be-
gins with the genealogy of Terah so
important?

3. Describe the three sources of security
God called Abram to forsake, and
comment on that which God called
Abram to.

4. How are the three promises of God to

Abram an example of the “re-cre-

ation” spoken of in chapter 4? (How
are these promises related to issues
broached at creation?)

. In what way is Abram the paradigm
for Christian faith?

. How does Abram’s journey to Egypt
prefigure the later experience of the
nation Israel?

7. What do the choices made by Abram
and Lot reveal about the character of
each?
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Genesis 13 and 14 tell of another kind of
threat, this time because of his nephew
Lot. Since Abram and Sarai had no chil-
dren, Lot was the presumed heir of
Abram'’s estate. But these two chapters re-
veal serious flaws in Lot’s character and
explain how he came to drift out of the
picture as a central figure.

Some people seem always to take the
path of least resistance. It is not that Lot was
evil; he simply seemed to be adrift without
an anchor. He lived life on the edge, and
like so many of us, he eventually lost his
way. When faced with hard decisions, he
acted selfishly and, in some cases, indeci-
sively (as we shall see in Gn 19:10).

The threat to the promises of God be-
gins, not with Lot, but with another inad-
equacy of this land God has promised.
First there had been famine in the
Promised Land, and Abram had been
forced to flee to Egypt. Now the land was
proving once again to be incapable of sup-
porting both Abram and Lot. Lot had also
acquired great possessions. As so often
happens, %luman nature got in the way.
Strife developed between Lot’s herdsmen
and Abram’s. They decided it would be
better to separate and live in different por-
tions of the land.

Abram was the elder and would have
been justified in choosing the best for him-
self, while sending Lot off to fend for him-
self. But Abram rose to the occasion and
offered Lot a choice between life in the
rugged hills of central Canaan or life in the
rich plains of the valley. Abram’s wisdom
in this situation is the result of his faith.1?
He had relinquished his hold on all mate-
rial things when he set out to follow God
(Gn 12:1-3). This was merely an opportu-
nity to renew that decision. And when
Abram started his journey “even though
he did not know where he was going”
(Heb 11:8), he had learned not to base his
decisions on visible appearances, unlike
Lot, who “looked up and saw . ..” and
“chose for himself” (13:10-11). Abram’s
obedience in following the call of God had
prepared him well for this challenge.

Lot chose the best share of land without
regard for his uncle’s welfare, or the fact

that his choice would put him in close
proximity to Sodom, a city noted for its
sinfulness. The reference to Lot’s pitching
his tents “near Sodom” implies that he was
unconcerned about associating with the
wrong crowd, a trait that would eventu-
ally get him into trouble (Gn 19). He also
walked away from the blessings of God
he had enjoyed because of his association
with Abram (12:3).

Genesis 14 is the account of an ancient
war in which Sodom and Gomorrah were
captured. Lot unfortunately was taken
captive and carried into exile. Abram
mustered his personal forces and rescued
Lot, delivering also the cities of Sodom
and Gomorrah. How quickly we see the
consequences of Lot’s choices in the pre-
vious chapter. At the close of Genesis 13,
Lot anticipates future prosperity in
Sodom, while Abram was content to wor-
ship and live at Hebron (13:18). But Lot’s
selfish decision gains him a prize soon
lost, and Abram's response places him in
a position of honor among the kings of
the plain (14:17-24).

In the midst of these problems, God re-
assured Abram of his promises. After Lot
chose to live near Sodom, God told Abram
to examine the land in which he lived, and
with one brief statement confirmed both
the promises of land and descendants:
“Lift up your eyes from where you are and
look north and south, east and west. All
the land that you see I will give to you and
your offspring forever” (13:14-15). Abram
was learning that a life of faith was possi-
ble if he kept his eyes on the promises of
God, even while the circumstances around
him seemed abysmal. Though Abram did
not realize it, this was just the beginning
of his woes. But God rewarded his mag-
nanimity toward Lot by reiterating the
land-promise. God increases our under-
standing of his riches according to the
needs we have at the time. As Abram’s
problems seemed to increase, he also
began to grasp the extent of God’s great
land-promise: “Go, walk through the
length and breadth of the land, for I am
giving it to you” (13:17).
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Tracking Abram
and His Family

History and Geography
of the Patriarchal Narratives

So Abraham left the land of the
Chaldeans and lived in Haran until
his father died. Then God brought
him here to the land where you
now live.

—Stephen, Acts 7:4 (ni1v)

Outline
* Where in the World Are These Places?

Mesopotamia
Ur of the Chaldeans
Haran
Canaan
Shechem
Oak of Moreh
Bethel and Ai
The Negev
Hebron
Oaks of Mamre
Gerar and Beersheba
» Looking for Mr. Abram
Categories for Ancient History
Early Bronze Age
Middle Bronze Age
Late Bronze Age
Iron Age
Possible Dates for the Patriarchs
A Date in Early Bronze
A Date in Middle Bronze |
A Date in Middle Bronze |l
A Date in the Late Bronze Age
A Date in the Iron Age
Religion of the Patriarchs

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1 Locate and describe the significance of
major cities and geographical regions
associated with Abram.

2. List the major archaeological periods of
ancient history, including the dates, major
events, predominant cultures, and
significant leaders of each era.

3. Describe the linkages that have been
made between the archaeological periods
of history and the biblical accounts of
Abram and other biblical patriarchs.

4. Summarize the evidence supporting or
refuting each of the linkages between the
patriarchs and archaeological periods.

5. Identify possible comparisons and
contrasts between the names the Bible
uses for God and those the surrounding
Canaanite religions use.

6. Compare the concept of covenant with
predominant cultural and religious
practices of the time.
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Reading Genesis without a road map can
be confusing. We have encountered many
places in the Promised Land already,
places where Abram lived: Hebron, Bethel
and Ai, Beersheba, etc. Besides Canaan we
also must remember the patriarchal home-
land in Mesopotamia, specifically the city
of Haran, which continued to play an im-
portant role in the narrative even after
Abram settled in Canaan. This chapter will
explore these places during the patriar-
chal period in order to give you the road
map you need.

Where in the World
Are These Places?

We have described the areas known gen-
erally as Mesopotamia and Canaan (or
Syria-Palestine) in chapter .3 above. Now
we will look at a few specific places in
which Abram and his family traveled.

Mesopotamia

The patriarchal homeland was apparently
in an area called “Aram-Naharaim” in
Genesis 24:10 (meaning “Aram of the two
rivers”). This refers to a region in central
Mesopotamia, or more specifically, to that
district near the Habor and Euphrates
rivers.

The two main cities mentioned in the
narratives are Ur and Haran.

Ur of the Chaldeans (11:28, 31; 15:7)

Abram’s roots are in a city known as “Ur
of the Chaldeans.” A later editor or scribe
was aware of more than one city called
“Ur” in the ancient Near East. Since the
Chaldeans did not exist in the ancient
world until nearly a thousand years after
Abram’s day,! the designation “of the
Chaldeans” was without question added
by a later scribe in order to distinguish
which Ur was meant.

Unfortunately for modern scholars, this
has not really resolved the problem. As
many as three cities have been considered
as candidates for Abram’s hometown.2
The most likely candidates are Urfa (now
called Edessa) about twenty miles north-
west of Haran and the more famous Ur in
lower Mesopotamia. For the present, we
will assume the Ur of lower Mesopotamia

is the one intended in the text.3 If this is
correct, Abram came from one of the most
important cities of the ancient Near East.
Ur was the administrative, economic, and
legal capital during a Sumerian renais-
sance near the end of the third millennium
B.C. After the Amorites took control of the
region at the turn of the millennium, Ur
continued to play a significant role as a
cultural center.

Haran (11:31, 32; 12:4, 5;

27:43; 28:10; 29:4)

The city of Haran is located on the banks
of the Balih River, a tributary of the Eu-
phrates (see map on page 79). The city is
often mentioned in Akkadian texts from
the city of Mari as an important Amorite
center during the first half of the second
millennium B.c. This is precisely the pe-
riod of the patriarchs, as we shall see.

You may have noticed that Abram had
a brother by the same name (Gn 11:27). It
may seem confusing, but the name is only
similar in English and is completely co-
incidental. The Hebrew spelling of the
city name is different and not related to
Abram’s brother (and Lot’s father) named
Haran.

The patriarchal narratives make fre-
quent reference to the city of Haran. In ad-
dition, Haran is probably the unknown
city of Nahor, Laban, and Rebekah in Gen-
esis 24. All of these references seem to
point to Haran as the patriarchal home-
land, the area where Abram’s extended
family originated. How he and his smaller
family came to live in Ur is a matter of
speculation. But his sojourn from Ur to
Haran to Canaan means he was going
against the stream of Amorite migration
at that time, which tended to flow from
Syria—-Palestine into Mesopotamia.

Canaan

In Genesis 12:4, we read about Abram’s
remarkable obedience. He set out follow-
ing God, “even though he did not know
where he was going” (Heb 11:8). This sec-
tion will trace a few of the places Abram
traveled in the Promised Land, and will
prepare us for reading the rest of the pa-
triarchal narratives.
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v Shechem (12:6)

When Abram left Haran, he probably fol-
lowed the famous highway known as the
Via Maris through Damascus, along the
north shore of the Sea of Galilee to
Megiddo. From there he may have con-
tinued south along the Via Maris for a
short distance before detouring inland to-
ward the central highlands, where he

eventually came to Shechem (Gn 12:6).
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Shechem has a long-standing tradition
as an important city of the second mil-
lennium b.c. It has been identified as Tell
Balata, near modern Nablus. Archaeolo-
gists have discovered inscriptions in
Egypt referring to Shechem, revealing that
it had become a major urban center dur-
ing the time of Abram.5Here, in the heart-
land of Canaan, the Lord appeared to
Abram to assure him of his future in the
land (12:7).

Oak of Moreh (12:6)

Somewhere near Shechem was a famous
oak tree noted probably as a place where
one could seek divine oracles. The name
"Moreh" means "teacher,” and it may sug-
gest this was a place where people regu-
larly attempted to meet their deities.6 It
may anticipate God's appearance to
Abram in 12:7.

Bethel and Ai (12:8)

These two cities were located approxi-
mately ten miles north of Jerusalem (see
map 11.6.2). They undoubtedly had dif-
ferent names during Abram's day. Bethel
was known as Luz during the earlier
Canaanite period (Gn 28:19), and archae-
ologists are not quite certain about Ai.7
Having come to Shechem, Bethel, and

Ai, Abram has arrived in the heartland of
Canaan. All of these cities were to play im-
portant roles in Israel's future history, and
their inclusion in the Abram narratives at-
tests to the faithfulness of God in fulfill-
ing his covenant promises to Abram.

The Negev (12:9)

Next Abram traveled into the Negev, a He-
brew term for the desert south of Judah
(literally, "the dry land"). It also means
simply "the South," and signifies broadly
the desert between the hills of Judah and
Kadesh-barnea. Kadesh and Bered are
cities of the Negev that appear in the
Abram narratives (16:14; and see 20:1).
Since the Negev lacked enough rainfall for
agriculture, we might expect any source
of water to draw attention. So the wells at
Beersheba (21:31-33) and Beer-Lahai-Roi
(16:14; 24:62; 25:11) are featured as promi-
nent Negev sites.

When Abram reached the Negev, he had
arrived at the traditional southern border
of Canaan. In Genesis 12, Abram began in
Haran at the northwestern border of the
Promised Land, and traversed all the way
to the Negev in the south. "He not only
sees what has been promised to him; he
walks through it, and he lives and wor-
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ships in it. Symbolically he has taken pos-
session of it.”8

Hebron (13:18; 23:2)

One of the most important sites in the
Abramic narrative is Hebron, which is sit-
uated approximately twenty miles south
of Jerusalem in the heartland of Judah (see
map I1.6.2). “Hebron” is the Israelite name
for the city, its former Canaanite name
being Kiriath-Arba (Gn 23:2). Hebron and
the nearby Oaks of Mamre (see below) are
the locale for many of the most important
events of the story of Abram. After he
moved to Hebron in Genesis 13:18, Abram
settled there until he “moved on” to dwell
deeper in the Negev, eventually settling
in Beer-sheba (20:1, and 21:31-33). Sarai
and Abram were both buried in the cave
of Machpelah near Mamre at Hebron,
which Abram bought from Ephron the
Hittite (23:17; 25:9).

Oaks of Mamre (13:18; 14:13;

18:1; 23:17, 19; 25:9)

When Abram moved into a new area, he
tended to settle not in the established city,
but at an open-air sanctuary with trees.
When he first entered the Promised Land,
he settled at the Oak of Moreh near
Shechem, where he built an altar to the
Lord (12:6-7). At Hebron, he likewise set-
tled at the Oaks of Mamre, where he also
built an altar to the Lord (13:18). Archae-
ologists have speculated that this may be
Ramat el-Khalil, approximately two miles
north of Hebron.® The term “Mamue” is the
name of an individual Amorite in Genesis
14:13 and 24. But elsewhere it refers to the
woodlands near Hebron, presumably
owned at one time by Mamre. It, like
Shechem’s Oak of Moreh, may have been
noted as a place where one could com-
mune with the gods. If so, it seems appro-
priate Abram would build an altar to Yah-
weh in both locations.

Gerar and Beersheba

(20:1; 21:31-33; 26:1-6)

On more than one occasion, the patriarchs
visited Gerar, near Gaza (20:1; 26:1-6; and
see map I1.6.2). At one point, Abram ap-
pears to have roamed between Kadesh
and Shur in the extreme south, while ei-
ther setting up camp or making periodic
visits to Gerar (20:1).1° This and other areas
of the south became particularly impor-
tant as sources of water during periods of
drought and famine.

Wells in the Negev were especially im-
portant. The city of Beersheba (“well of
seven”) is the site of a treaty between
Abram and Abimelech, king of Gerar (Gn
21). The Hebrew word for “swear,” used
in the treaty ceremony (v. 31), would cre-
ate an interesting wordplay on the place-
name. But more important, Abram now
has access to the much needed water sup-
ply in the Negev.

Looking for
Mr. Abram

Itis important to use maps to follow where
the patriarchs are in their journeys. Unfor-
tunately, it is more difficult to locate Abram
in time than it is to follow him geographi-
cally. You may have noticed as you read

81



Encountering Abraham: God's Faithful Servant

Abram traveled
through the
Negev, which
literally means
the dry south
land.

Early Bronze
Age

Middle Bronze
Age

Late Bronze
Age

cuneiform

hieroglyphics

82

these first few chapters of the patriarchal
narratives that the Bible gives no precise
dates when Abram lived. Genesis contains
no exact synchronisms with other events
of world history that would make it possi-
ble to locate Abram in time. The rest of this
chapter will attempt to place the patriarchs
in historical perspective based on what we
know about the world at that time.

Categories for Ancient History

Many events described in the Bible, espe-
cially in Israel's early history, cannot be
dated precisely. In fact, history in general
is without absolute chronology until the
later Assyrian and Babylonian periods of
the first millennium b.c. As aresult, when
archaeologists and historians deal with
early periods of history, such as the period
of the patriarchs of Genesis, they divide
the millennia into periods according to the
technology available at that time: stone,
bronze, and iron.}4After the various stone
ages (Paleolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic,
and Chalcolithic), human beings relied
first on bronze and then on iron for tools,
weapons, and other utensils. Thus we refer
in the broadest of terms to the Bronze Age
and the Iron Age.

By these terms, archaeologists do not
mean to imply that ancient peoples
switched from stone to bronze suddenly,
and later from bronze to iron. Nor do we
mean that only bronze was used for tools
and other utensils during the Bronze Age
while only iron was used in the Iron Age.
In a much more general way, we can say
that around 3300 b.c., bronze technology
spread throughout the ancient Near East,
and that around 1200 b.c. people discov-
ered the benefits of the use of iron.

The Bronze Age (3300-1200 b.c.) is cus-
tomarily divided into three periods: the

Early Bronze Age (3300-2000 b.c.), the
Middle Bronze Age (2000-1550 b.c.), and
the Late Bronze Age (1550-1200 b.c.).

The Early Bronze Age
(3300-2000 b.c.)

The Early Bronze Age (3300-2000 b.c.) wit-
nessed the birth of human civilization.
Prominent features were the invention of
writing and the beginning of recorded his-
tory. In Mesopotamia, the Sumerians first
used cuneiform extensively for writing,
and in Egypt the use of hieroglyphics is
well attested. In Mesopotamia a series of
strong city-states began to grow, and by
the end of the Early Bronze Age the first
great Semitic empires gained control of all
of southern Mesopotamia. In Egypt, the
Early Bronze Age was the era of the great
pyramids and the apex of Egyptian cul-
ture. So the period marked the rise and fall
of humankind's first great empires: Old
Kingdom Egypt and the Sumero-Akka-
dian empires in Mesopotamia. By the close
of this period, all the main features of
human civilization and culture had ap-
peared that characterize human history in
the ancient Near East for centuries to come.

In reference to Syria-Palestine, this pe-
riod is also known as the Canaanite Age.
The Early Bronze Age witnessed asudden
flourishing of population and urbaniza-
tion in Syria-Palestine. There was rapid
transition from life in unwalled villages
to fortifications at a number of sites.

This period is often further subdivided
by archaeologists into four smaller peri-
ods: Early Bronze | (3300-3000 b.c.), Early
Bronze 1l (3000-2800 b.c.), Early Bronze Il
(2800-2400 b.c.), and Early Bronze IV
(2400-2000 b.c.). EB IV is also known as
MB | or Intermediate Bronze. It was a pas-
toralist culture in which there were no
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The Historicity of Abraham

Some scholars doubt Abra-
ham existed. Since the Bible
lacks historical synchronisms
for Abraham with extrabiblical
events, literary critics near the
end of the nineteenth century
challenged the historicity of
Abraham (see Part V, below).
One leading scholar called Is-
rael’s great ancestor "a free
creation of unconscious art.” !
Later scholars assumed either
that Abraham was a distant
ancestor from Israel’s shadowy
past, about whom we can
know almost nothing, or that
he was simply a literary cre-
ation of later Israelite authors.
In either case, many scholars
today consider whether he
lived an irrelevant question.

However, the literary critical
positions formulated at the
turn of the twentieth century,
and which continue to influ-
ence so many working on the
Old Testament today, were
done so in a scholarly context
where the ancient Near East
was hardly known. An enor-
mous amount of valuable evi-
dence has come to light in the
twentieth century for scholars
working on the ancient Near
East: Hammurapi’s famous law
code, Hittite texts from Asia
Minor, religious and literary
texts from Ugarit, sociologi-
cally important texts from an-
cient Nuzi, letters from Mari,

major cities that followed the destruction
of the mighty urban centers of Early

Bronze.

The Middle Bronze Age
(2000-1550 8.c.)

This period of ancient Near Eastern his-
tory is marked by the movement of ethnic

letters from Israelite Lachish,
the Dead Sea Scrolls, and
thousands of texts from Ebla
and Emar in Syria, to name a
few.

If Genesis were a newly dis-
covered ancient manuscript,
and if it were treated with the
same investigative methods
developed in the twentieth
century for work on other an-
cient Near Eastern texts, it is
doubtful that such skepticism
would prevail.'2 When the lit-
erary approaches of the nine-
teenth century are properly
balanced with other methods,
including comparisons with
ancient Near Eastern societies,
cultures, and texts, the results
are much different. The his-
toricity of Abraham has not
been proved by these meth-
ods. But the ancient Near East-
ern context has illuminated
the biblical account and made
it possible to portray Abraham
as a real historical person,
whose life story has been reli-
ably preserved in the Genesis
narratives.

Genesis accurately portrays
Abraham early in Hebrew his-
tory. Sociologically, his culture
is seminomadic among
Canaanite city-states rather
than controlled by the later Is-
raelite laws of Moses. Reli-
giously, he is conscious of
God'’s uniqueness, perhaps

even his transcendence as the
only God. Here also, Abraham
is clearly prior to the cultic
laws of Moses and later Yah-
wism. it is doubtful whether a
later Israelite author could
have conceived of and in-
vented such an ancestor, with-
out any of the features that
would come to characterize Is-
raelite life and faith.

The ancient Near Eastern
comparative material confirms
that the biblical portrait of
Abraham is possible. Scholars
have been able to verify that
features of the Abraham nar-
ratives, such as his ancestral
role, his career and life-style,
his name and his faith, are all
possible in an early-second-
millennium context.'3 Though
these observations cannot
prove that he existed, the an-
cient Oriental parallels confirm
the Bible’s portrayal of Abra-
ham as possible and perhaps
even likely.

Nor is this an irrelevant
question. The Bible links faith
and history together inextrica-
bly. The concept of “blind
faith” is in effect absent in
Scripture, where faith is always
informed by historical events.
The Bible uses the exemplary
faith and life of this great an-
cestor of Israel as one of the
most important pillars of our
Christian heritage (Rm 4).

groups and new empires replacing the
older powers of the Early Bronze Age. In

Mesopotamia, after a brief renaissance of

Sumerian culture at the old city of Ur (Ur III
dynasty, 2112-2004 B.c.), the country came

under the control of a new Semitic element,

the Amorites. Early in the Middle Bronze
Age, the Amorites ruled Mesopotamia
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Table 6.1
Archaeological Periods of Ancient Near Eastern History?

Approximate Archaeological
Dates (s.c.) Period

Before 14,000 Old Stone Age
(Paleolithic)
Middle Stone Age
(Mesolithic)

New Stone Age
(Neolithic)

Ancient Near East
Pre-cave culture

Israel

14,000-8000 Cave culture

80004200 Neolithic Revolution: cultivation of crops
and beginning of rain-based agricul-
ture, domestication of animals, first

permanent settlements

Metal replaces stone in the production of
tools and weapons

Invention of writing

Birth of human civilization

Egyptian Old Kingdom

Sumerian and Akkadian kingdoms in
Mesopotamia

Old Canaanite culture at Ebla

Arrival of Amorites and other ethnic
groups in Mesopotamia
Old Babylonian Empire
Egyptian Middle Kingdom

International contacts and balance of
power

Powerful Egyptian New Kingdom exerts
influence in Syria—Palestine

Rise and fall of the New Hittite Empire

Kassite control in Mesopotamia

4200-3300 Copper-Stone Age

(Chalcolithic)

3300-2000 Early Bronze

2000-1550 Middle Bronze Israel’s patriarchs

1550-1200 Late Bronze Egyptian bondage
Birth of Moses
The exodus
Wilderness
wanderings
Israelite conquest

of Canaan

Period of the
judges

United monarchy:
Saul, David,
Solomon

Divided Kingdom

Fall of Israel in 722

Fall of Judah in 586

1200-930 Iron Age | Invasion of Sea Peoples and disruption of
major powers

Rise of new ethnic groups, including
Arameans and Israelites

Rise of Assyria

Weakened Egypt

Assyria reaches greatest strength before
fallin 612

Neo-Babylonian Empire: Nebuchadnezzar

Cyrus captures Babylon in 539

Persian Empire

930-539 Iron Age il

539-332 Return of Jewish
exiles

Ezra and Nehemiah

Building of Second
Temple and walls

of Jerusalem

Iron Age Il

Philip J. King, American Archaeology in the Mideast: A History of the American Schools of Oriental Research (Philadel-
phia: ASOR, 1983), 282, and Keith N. Schoville, Biblical Archaeology in Focus (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978), 8-9.
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from several strong city-states in an un-
certain balance of power. Then one indi-
vidual from the city of Babylon was able
to consolidate his strength and establish a
new empire throughout Mesopotamia:
Hammurapi. He rose to power in 1792 and

established the Amorite empire known as
the Old Babylonian Empire, which en-
dured until 1595 B.c. Hammurapi is most
famous for his collection of laws, many of
which bear striking resemblance to the
laws of Moses in the Pentateuch.
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In Egypt, after a period of darkness and
confusion called the "First Intermediate
Period" (2200-2000 b.c .), the country once
again flourished during the Middle King-
dom Period (2000-1700 b.c.). The Middle
Kingdom was a time of peace and stabil-
ity, and one in which Egypt engaged in
trade with Syria-Palestine, resulting in the
acquisition of considerable wealth. But to-
ward the end of Middle Bronze, Egypt also
succumbed to the rise of Semites, which
is characteristic of this period throughout
the ancient Near East. Native Egyptian
control of the country ended when the
Hyksos, Semites probably from Syria-
Palestine, took control of northern Egypt.
The Hyksos ruled Egypt for approxi-
mately 150 years in what is called the "Sec-
ond Intermediate Period" (1700-1540b.c .).
For the first time in Egypt's history, the
country was conquered and dominated
by foreigners.

In Syria-Palestine, too, there were Se-
mitic peoples settling in. After an initial
period of decline, the Amorite culture
brought a resurgence of sedentary life and
the development of urban centers. The
Canaanites who had settled the coastal
plains and valleys as early as the third mil-
lennium may have been of the same Amor-
ite stock as those who were now leading
a rebirth of urbanization. The towns and
cities of the Abram narrative were likely
flourishing as part of this development.
And the covenant promises we read about
in Genesis (numerous descendants and
the land to support them) were uniquely
suited for a transitory, migrant Amorite
looking for land to settle.

The Middle Bronze is also further sub-
divided: Middle Bronze 1 (2000-1800 b .c .),
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Middle Bronze 1l (1800-1650 b.c.), and
Middle Bronze I1l (1650-1550 b.c.).

The Late Bronze Age (1550-1200 b.c.)

Archaeologists and historians refer to the
Late Bronze Age (1550-1200 b.c.) as a pe-
riod of internationalism and communica-
tion in the ancient Near East. It was a time
of international trade and balance of world
powers, with Syria-Palestine caught in the
middle.

The Late Bronze Age is marked by
Egypt's powerful New Kingdom, which
exerted considerable influence on the
coastal areas of Syria-Palestine. The Egyp-
tians successfully ended their subjugation
to the Hyksos and entered the period of
their greatest political strength (1550-1100
b.c.). The powerful rulers of New King-
dom Egypt sought to govern the coastal
areas of Syria-Palestine in order to con-
trol commercial trade with the Aegean and
the rest of western Asia. Their antagonists
were the powerful Hittites, who ruled
from central Asia Minor. Hittite kings
fought the pharaohs of Egypt for control
of Syria-Palestine, eventually coming to
a draw in the mid-thirteenth century. To-
ward the end of the Late Bronze Age, the
Hittites and Egyptians agreed to a peace
treaty, ending the hostilities between the
two nations. For most of the period, how-
ever, the Egyptians successfully domi-
nated trade and acquired tremendous
wealth and prosperity.

While Egypt was dominant throughout
this period, Mesopotamia experienced a
time of political weakness. After the fall
of Hammurapi's Old Babylonian Empire,
southern Mesopotamia was controlled by
foreigners known as Kassites. The long
rule of the Kassite dynasty (over three hun-
dred years) brought peace and stability to
Babylonia, though not military superior-
ity. The Kassites preferred peace treaties
and other nonmilitary means of diplomacy
to defend their borders. They adopted
many elements of traditional Babylonian
culture and raised southern Mesopotamia
to anew level of international prestige dur-
ing this period. The Babylonian dialect of
Akkadian became the linguafranca (or in-
ternational language) of the day.
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The Iron Age (1200-332 B.c.)

Around 1200 B.c., cataclysmic changes oc-
curred in the ancient Near East. The major
powers (notably Egypt and the Hittites)
suddenly declined and the political map
changed dramatically. Most scholars as-
sume the changes started with the fall of
Troy (around 1250 8.c.) and the subsequent
fall of the Mycenaean cities on the main-
land of Greece. Survivors must have fled
by sea along the coasts of the Mediter-
ranean, disrupting all the major powers
of the ancient world. These newcomers
are known collectively as “Sea Peoples.”
One group of these Sea Peoples, known
from Egyptian sources as “Peleset,” set-
tled on the southwest coastal plains of
Syria—Palestine. They are known in the
Old Testament as “Philistines,” a term that
also gave rise to the term “Palestine.”

One result of the arrival of the Sea Peo-
ples was the spread of new metalworking
technology, particularly the use of iron for
making weapons. Gradually, iron tech-
nology replaced bronze altogether, and ar-
chaeologists and historians refer to the pe-
riod after 1200 B.c. as the Iron Age
(1200-332 B.c.). This period is marked by
the rise of the first genuinely world em-
pires, all from a Mesopotamian base: As-
syria, Babylonia, and Persia. The Iron Age
is commonly subdivided into three peri-
ods: Iron Age 1(1200-930B.c.), Iron Age II
(930-539 B.C.), and Iron Age III (539-332
B.C.; see table 11.6.1). This was the period
of Israel’s monarchy, exile, and restora-
tion. Biblical history from the close of the
Pentateuch to the end of the Old Testa-
ment fits within the Iron Age.

Possible Dates for the Patriarchs

After this brief overview of the archaeo-
logical periods of history, we are now
ready to attempt a more specific dating for
Israel’s patriarchs. Precision will be im-
possible—the most we can do is review
the common proposals for when Abram,
Isaac, and Jacob lived. Most suggestions
range from the Early Bronze Age to the
Late Bronze Age.'>

A Date in Early Bronze lil

(2800-2400 s.c.)

The exciting discovery of the ancient Syr-
ian city of Ebla along with thousands of
cuneiform tablets generated a lot of at-

tention from Old Testament scholars.
Among some of the more spectacular
claims for these recovered texts was the
alleged historical synchronisms with Gen-
esis 14, the account of Abram’s rescue of
Lot. The Ebla texts, it was claimed initially,
listed the five “cities of the plain” in the
same order in which they occur in Gene-
sis 14.1¢ But it is now clear that the read-
ing of these city names (and one of the
kings mentioned in the biblical text, Bir-
sha) was erroneous. Though such an early
date for the patriarchs is possible, the ev-
idence currently in favor of this option is
questionable.

A Date in Middle Bronze |
(2000-1800 B.c.)

One of the most popular theories a few
decades ago was the idea that Abram was
an itinerant merchant, a donkey-carava-
neer, who traveled back and forth between
Ur and Haran, and later between Damas-
cus and Egypt. As a traveling merchant,
Abram would have used the trade routes
extending throughout Mesopotamia,
Syria—Palestine, and the Negev into Egypt.
William E. Albright and Nelson Glueck be-
lieved the rise of caravan trade under the
Twelfth Dynasty pharaohs could be syn-
chronized with certain settlements in
Syria-Palestine.'” The activities of Abram
seemed to fit well into this context.

But it was subsequently determined that
Albright’s dates for the Palestine sites were
incorrect and that these settlements were
active before the Twelfth Dynasty. For a
variety of reasons, the Albright-Glueck
theory has now been abandoned.®

A Date in Middle Bronze I
(1800-1650 B.C.)

The most likely date for Israel’s patriarchs
is Middle Bronze II, based on the so-called
Amorite Hypothesis.?? It is possible to as-
sociate the pastoralist life-style of the pa-
triarchs with the resurgence of city life in
MBI and the flowering of Amorite culture
in MBI

At the close of the Early Bronze Age,
urban life was disrupted throughout
Syria-Palestine. All the major cities were
destroyed and the culture of EBIV (or the
Intermediate Bronze Age) witnessed the
gradual sedentarization of Amorite new-
comers. But during MB ], a second wave
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of Amorites appears to have contributed
to a renewal of city life, and MBIl experi-
enced a flowering of Amorite culture and
a return to the great city-states of ancient
Syria-Palestine. This portrait of Amorite
migration and sedentarization at the end
of MB I and during MB II presents an at-
tractive context in which to view the pa-
triarchal life-style described in Genesis. A
leading proponent of this approach has
also argued for ethnic continuity between
the Amorites and the later Arameans,
which would explain the early Israelite
description of the patriarch as a “wan-
dering Aramean” (Dt 26:5).20

A Date in the Late Bronze Age
(1550-1200 8.c.)

A few scholars have argued that Abram
and Jacob lived in the fourteenth century
B.C.2! Evidence for such a date comes from
the social and legal customs described in
fifteenth- and fourteenth-century texts
from Ugarit, and especially Nuzi. These
Late Bronze Age texts contain cultural par-
allels with patriarchal practices depicted
in Genesis. However, such a late date can-
not be reconciled with the biblical chronol-
ogy, and many of the proposed parallels
have now been called into question.?

A Late Bronze Age date for the patri-
archs seems impossible to defend, though
some of the parallels with ancient Near
Eastern materials is still valid. Just because
asocial or legal parallel is attested in texts
only from a later period does not mean
that custom was not part of the culture
from an earlier period. The Amorite pop-
ulation at Ugarit would obviously have a
shared cultural heritage with Israel’s an-
cestors. And the Hurrian population of
Nuzi had contacts with Amorites early in
Nuzi's history. Certain of the parallels with
Genesis are valid, though they do not re-
quire a Late Bronze Age date for the pa-
triarchs.

A Date in the lron Age
(1200-330 8.c.)

Finally, a number of authors today are ar-
guing for an Iron Age date for the patri-
archal narratives. This is not really a date
for the events recorded in the patriarchal
narratives, but for the narratives them-
selves. In other words, these scholars
would maintain that the patriarchs were

not historical figures, but rather the nar-
ratives about them merely reflect the Iron
Age setting in which they were written.
Later Israelites created these narratives in
order to explain their origins. Abram and
Joseph become “typological prefigura-
tions” of the later Israelites, and may or
may not have been actual historical indi-
viduals. Isaac and Jacob are eponyms, or
fictitious persons from whom the names
of the later groups were supposed to be
derived.?? Obviously, this position does
an injustice to both the evidence of the bib-
lical texts and the parallels from ancient
Near Eastern texts.

Religion of the Patriarchs

It should be obvious by now that precise
dates for Israel’s patriarchs are impossi-
ble to determine. In this presentation of
the various possibilities, I have assumed
Abram fits most naturally in the Middle
Bronze Age.?4

One other issue that is related to the
question of when Abram lived is the na-
ture of Abram’s religion. A look at the re-
ligious beliefs and practices in the patri-
archal narratives of Genesis reveals several
interesting features. First, you may have
noticed that the Abram narrative uses a
variety of names for God, almost all be-
ginning with “El”: El-Shaddai (17:1), El-
Elyon (14:18), El-Roi (16:13), El-Olam
(21:33), etc. In general, most of these El-
type names are used in dialogues and
speeches of the patriarchal accounts in
Genesis, but not in the narrative frame-
work.? This probably indicates that the
narrator of Genesis equated the God of the
patriarchs with the Mosaic Yahweh (read
Ex 6:2-3). Yet the ancient sources used to
compile the patriarchal narratives did not
refer to Yahweh, only to El-Shaddai, or
Elohim, or other El-type names. This
seems to demonstrate that the narrator has
accurately and faithfully preserved the in-
formation in the original sources. (We shall
return to this point in Part V, below.)

Second, the idea of “covenant” with its
attendant promises is at the heart of Abra-
hamic faith. Though there seems to be
much about patriarchal religion that is
found in other ancient Near Eastern cul-
tures, the use of the covenant to explain
God'’s relationship with Abram is unique.?
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Study Questions

1. Describe the ancient cities of Ur and 4. Describe the various positions held by

88

Haran, indicating their position in the
ancient world and their importance in
the patriarchal narratives.

. How does our knowledge of world
conditions in the Middle Bronze Age
contribute to our understanding of
the story of Abram?

. Where do historians believe the “Sea
Peoples” originated? Why is their in-
fluence so important? How do their
descendants figure in the biblical nar-

scholars on possible dates for the life
of Abraham, noting especially the fac-
tors that lead many scholars to place
him in Middle Bronze II.

. Compare and contrast the religion of

the patriarchs with the religion of the
Canaanites. How do these factors con-
tribute to discussions on the dating of
events in the patriarchal narratives?

. Explain how ancient Near Eastern

comparative material aids in evaluat-

rative?

ing the historicity of Abraham.

Third, the relationship between Abram’s
faith and the religion of the Canaanites is
complex. On the one hand, there is no
mention of Baal or the polytheistic fertil-
ity cult in the patriarchal narratives. This
is striking confirmation that these narra-
tives are genuine Middle Bronze accounts,
since Baal rose to prominence in the sec-
ond half of the second millennium. Some-
time during the Late Bronze Age, Baal be-

Key Terms

Early Bronze Age

Middle Bronze Age
Late Bronze Age
cuneiform
hieroglyphics

came the chief deity in the pantheon of
Syria-Palestine as illustrated in the texts
from Ugarit. El, the benevolent creator god
of the Canaanites, became less significant
in their mythology. The rest of the Old Tes-
tament bears eloquent testimony to the
struggles Israel had with Baalite cults. And
the utter lack of reference to Baal in the pa-
triarchal accounts betrays their Middle
Bronze origins (at least).

On the other hand, there is much in the
faith of Abram that appears to have been
appropriated from Canaanite religion. The
patriarchs were comfortable with the
Canaanite El-type names for God and with
sacrificing on temporary, makeshift altars
without priest or prophet. And Abram
could commune freely and openly with
Canaanite worshipers who were commit-
ted to El as the loving father God, creator
of the universe (Gn 14:18-20).

These features are quite different from
the religion of the later Israelites, and they
support an early second-millennium date
for the patriarchal events and for the tra-
ditions used in compiling Genesis.



"Then God Gave Him
the Covenant” (Acts 7:8)

Genesis 15:1-17:27

Abraham never wavered in believing
God's promise. In fact, his faith grew
stronger, and in this he brought
glory to God.

—Paul, Rom 4:20 (n1v)

Supplemental Reading: Romans 4:1-25

Outline

* Melchizedek and the King of Sodom
(14:17-24)

e Defining Abram'’s Special
Relationship with God (15)
"I Am Your Shield" (15:1-6)
"I Am the Lord" (15:7-21)

e Hagar and Ishmael (16)

« Signs of God's Covenant (17)

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1 Identify key events and related concepts
of the developing relationship between
God and Abram.

2. Contrast Melchizedek with the king of
Sodom, including their respective
interactions with Abram.

. Define the concept of covenant in the

ancient world, the specific promises God
made in his covenant with Abram, and
the theological significance of this
covenant.

. Summarize Abram's attempts to

apprehend God's promises by adopting
Eliezer of Damascus and later taking
Hagar as a substitute wife, and contrast
these with God's plan for fulfilling those
promises.

. Describe the ratification of God's

covenant with Abram, and the
additional promises God makes and
requirements made of Abram.

. Summarize the theological significance

of the change of Abram's and Sarai's
names.

. State the theological import of the rite

of circumcision.
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All of us understand what it is like to feel
insecure. Even if we have friends and fam-
ily who love us and give us every reason
to feel secure, occasionally we all get the
feeling that life is about to cave in on top
of us. We may know in our heads that we
are safe and protected, but our feelings tell
us otherwise. We all have to balance what
we know to be true with what we feel, to
balance faith and feelings.

Imagine the insecurity and uncertainty
Abram must have felt. He abandoned
everything in order to follow God to an
unknown land, with only a set of intangi-
ble promises to sustain him. We might ex-
pect Abram to require more information
from God; to bargain with him as a pre-
requisite to obedience. But instead, Gen-
esis portrays a picture in which Abram'’s
relationship with God intensifies. As they
grow closer together, God gives Abram
more and more assurances that his Word
is true and that all will be well for the pa-
triarch. Instead of bargaining with God,
Abram learns gradually to trust him more
and more.

Melchizedek and
the King of Sodom
(14:17-24)

After Abram’s dramatic rescue of Lot and
the cities near the Dead Sea (Gn 14), there
were obviously many people who were
grateful. Upon his return, two kings
greeted him: Melchizedek, king and priest
of Salem (probably Jerusalem), and the un-
named king of Sodom (presumably the
Bela of 14:2). Their response to Abram is
a study in contrast. One is gracious and
appreciative; the other, suspicious and
surly. Their meeting with Abram posed
yet another threat to fulfillment of the
promises, and presented Abram with a
greater temptation than he had so far en-
countered.

Melchizedek’s name means “my king is
righteous,”? and he is one of the most mys-
terious figures of the Bible. In a book like
Genesis, which is so concerned with ge-
nealogies, Melchizedek suddenly appears
on the scene with no such reference. As the
author of the New Testament Book of He-

brews states, “Without father or mother,
without genealogy, without beginning of
days or end of life, like the Son of God he
remains a priest forever” (7:3). Like Jesus,
Melchizedek combined the offices of priest
and king in the city of Jerusalem (Ps 110:4).
The author of Hebrews sets out to explain
why the priesthood of Jesus rightly re-
places the ancient levitical priesthood of
the Old Testament, since Jesus was of the
tribe of Judah and not the priestly tribe of
Levi. The levitical priesthood had been pre-
ceded by that of Melchizedek, a type or
forerunner of the priesthood of Jesus. Levit-
ical priesthood had an intrinsic obsoles-
cence, which was now replaced by the su-
perior priesthood of Christ.2 Melchizedek
is not necessarily a critical part of the story
of redemption, but he is a divine intima-
tion of the Son of God.

Melchizedek greets Abram with a ban-
quet fit for a king? and blesses him. His
blessing is the first time the promises of
Genesis 12:1-3 have found explicit fulfill-
ment in the text, since here another human
blesses Abram. According to God's de-
sign, this means Melchizedek will receive
the blessings of God (12:3). In contrast, the
king of Sodom seems rude. He offers
Abram nothing and speaks to him curtly:
“Give me the people and keep the goods
for yourself” (14:21). As returning victor
of the war, Abram was entitled to keep
everything: people, animals, and captured
property. Presumably, the king of Sodom
feared he would do just that. So he pro-
posed a compromise, without the usual
common amenities that were associated
with friendlier ancient Near Eastern con-
versations.

This was a greater threat to Abram than
the enemy kings had been. To have ac-
cepted the riches of the king of Sodom
would have been a compromise of his call-
ing. “More hinged on this than on the most
resounding victory or the fate of any king-
dom.”4 After giving one-tenth of the spoils
to Melchizedek, Abram offers all the rest
to the king of Sodom, except for a share to
those who assisted him in the battle. He
refused to accept anything from the king
of Sodom, and his motivation s telling: “I
have raised my hand to the Lorp, God
Most High, Creator of heaven and earth,
and have taken an oath that I will accept
nothing belonging to you” (14:22-23).



Mount Sodom.

Table 7.1

Melchizedek had blessed God, and we
may presume was blessed by God. If the
king of Sodom's abrupt treatment of
Abram may be taken as a curse, then we
can only expect he will be repaid in kind
(12:3). This will not be the last we will hear
of the city of Sodom.

It would have been easy for Abram to
rationalize and justify accepting Sodom's
wealth. But he had learned his lesson from
his earlier mistake in Egypt. To accept
wealth from pagan rulers can lead to com-
promises of faith (Gn 12:16). Abram was

Parallels of Genesis 15

1) God reveals himself to

Abram

2) Abram asks clarifying
question regarding

a promise:

3) God gives further

assurances

Verses 1-6

great reward."—verse 1

childless ... ?"—verse 2

God's
WORD

"Do not be afraid, Abram.
| am your shield your very

"0 Sovereign Lord, what can
you give me since | remain

Children as numerous as the
stars of heaven.—verses 4-5

Then God Gave Him the Covenant”

learning to depend totally on the provi-
sions of the Creator of heaven and earth
for his future.

Defining Abram'’s
Special Relationship
with God (15)

Without a doubt, you have now come to
one of the most important chapters of the
Bible. The rest of the Bible turns on the two

Verses 7-21

"l am the Lord, who brought
you out of Ur of the Chaldeans
to give you this land to take
possession of it."—verse 7

"0 Sovereign Lord, how can |
know that I will gain possession
of it?"—verse 8

A smoking firepot with a
blazing torch—verses 9-21

God's
COVENANT
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main ideas of Genesis 15: faith and
covenant. The apostle Paul saw Abram'’s
justifying faith (Gn 15:6) as the centerpiece
in his definition of Christianity (read Rm
4 and Gal 3:6). The covenant described here
and in Genesis 17 became the foundation
of the Sinai covenant between Moses and
the nation of Israel (Ex 19-24). These two,
faith and covenant, are the truths that bind
together Old and New Testaments, de-
scribing how God loves and redeems first
Israel and then the Christians of the early
church.

Genesis 15 has two sections that are par-
allel to each other: verses 1-6 and verses
7-21. Both relate dialogue between God and
Abram. These conversations reaffirm two
of the promises of God to Abram in Gene-
sis 12:1-3: descendants and land. In both,
God initiates the dialogue with a statement
meant to reassure and comfort Abram.
Then, Abram asks a question of clarifica-
tion. Finally, God responds with further de-
tails about the fulfillment of the promises.

Abram’s questions are not questions of
doubt or confusion. Rather, he seeks fur-
ther confidence that God will bring his
promuses to fruition. Any wandering Semite
of the ancient world would have sought at
least as much. We should see here an hon-
est attempt by God’s servant to wrap his
mind around the Word of God in a better
effort to understand more completely and
to follow more faithfully God's will.

“1 Am Your Shield” (15:1-6)

Melchizedek’s blessing in the previous
chapter had stated succinctly “Blessed be
God Most High, who delivered your en-
emies into your hand” (14:20). Now, God
speaks to Abram to confirm that the mil-
itary victory of Genesis 14 was due to his
special relationship with God. The verb
“delivered” in Genesis 14:20 is a Hebrew
wordplay, since it sounds very similar to
the word “shield” used in Genesis 15:1.5
In other words, God used the historical
circumstances of Genesis 14 as an oppor-
tunity to take Abram further in their rela-
tionship (note the “after this” of Gn 15:1).
Just as God had protected and delivered
Abram in the war with the enemy kings,
s0 he will be his shield in the future. And
because Abram had declined to accept the
spoils of warfare, God will see that he will
receive “great reward” (15:1).

The comforting assurances that God
would protect and reward Abram were
given as reasons for Abram not to be
afraid. Apparently God was aware of
Abram’s needs. Abram was in fact afraid,
and with good reason. He had just de-
feated enemy nations, and his closest city-
state (Sodom) had not seemed unappre-
ciative of Abram’s rescue efforts. God was
speaking to Abram’s emotional needs with
rational and timely assurances. We should
remember to allow God's truth to pene-
trate our minds when our emotions
threaten to carry us away.

Perhaps it would have sounded more
pious to simply thank God for this recent
revelation, with its assurances of safety
and compensation. But Abram was a
man on a mission. He could not forget,
nor did he want to forget, the original
promise that he would have a son. At his
age, and with a barren wife, it seemed
impossible.¢ His response in verses 2-3
honestly sought more from God. This
was the first time Abram had actually
addressed God in response, which re-
veals the depth of his need. God had de-
livered Abram’s enemies into his hand,
but now would he also deliver a son into
Abram’s household??

Abram mentioned a certain Eliezer of
Damascus in verse 2. There has been much
debate among scholars about Abram’s re-
lationship with this individual and its pos-
sible parallel with ancient Hurrian prac-
tices.? Though scholars are not agreed, it
appears that some sort of adoption was in
view. A childless man could adopt an in-
dividual who would be expected to care
for him in his old age. The adopted child
would give him a proper burial, and in ex-
change could expect to inherit the estate
upon the adopter’s death. It was a means
of social security for the elder individual
and a potentially profitable business deal
for the adopted son. We know nothing else
about this Eliezer, but apparently Abram
felt this was his only option. The fact that
Eliezer’s name is recorded drives the point
home vividly. Abram is now advanced in
years and the promises of God have not
been fulfilled. God has delayed in fulfill-
ing his promises. The lack of a son creates
an acute need in Abram’s life.

God's reassuring response was both as-
tounding and graphic (Gn 15:4-5). He clar-
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ified his earlier promise by stating that it
would not be necessary for Abram to
adopt a son. He would have a biological
son, “ason coming from your own body.”
But then God went far beyond Abram’s
concern for a single son. He invited Abram
to step outside and gaze at the stars. Not
only would Abram father a son, but his
descendants would be as countless as the
stars of heaven. This confirmed the
promise of Genesis 12:2 to make Abram a
“great nation.” The apostle Paul explains
that the promise was fulfilled in the mul-
titude of believers in Christ (Rm 9:7-8; Gal
3:6-9).If you are a believer, you are a child
of Abraham!

At his age, to accept such a word from
God certainly required an enormous faith.
But Abram was up to the challenge. The
classic statement of Abram'’s faith in Gen-
esis 15:6 reveals how Abram embraced
God’s Word as true. The verse has two
parts.

15:6a—Abram believed the Lorp,

15:6b—and he credited it to him as right-
eousness

Hebrew has no abstract noun for “faith,”
but the verb in 6a means “believe in,” “rely
on,” or “give credence to.” The particular
form used here can mean repeated or con-
tinuous action, implying that faith was
Abram’s usual response to God’s words.
The object of Abram'’s faith is the Lord,
Yahweh, which is Israel’s sacred covenant
name for God.

This was more than a mere intellectual
acknowledgment that God’s Word was
true. It was that, but it was much more.
Abram was also accepting the plan of God,
the design and pattern of God for his life.
This was an abandonment into God'’s will
for Abram’s life and a forsaking of his own
ambitions and plans.

The second half of the verse is God's re-
sponse to Abram’s faith. The verb “cred-
ited” (now with God as subject) can also
be understood as “counted” or “reckoned”
(NRsv), and can have a legal accrediting
sense: “He accounted it to him for right-
eousness” (NKJV). Some translate it with a
declarative sense: “The Lord declared him
righteous because of his faith” (NLT). The
word “righteousness” is not some abstract

ideal that is unattainable for human be-
ings. Rather, as illustrated in the life of
Abram, righteousness is a right relation-
ship with God. God alone defines what is
right and what is wrong. And he alone
knows what is right for us. To live for him
in faith, accepting his will for us, is to live
a life of righteousness. Such a life may be
characterized as God-pleasing, or God-
like. Righteousness is not an absolute stan-
dard, buta right personal relationship with
him who alone is righteous.®

In Genesis 15:6, Abram is designated as
one well pleasing in God's sight. Israel’s
patriarch has discovered what it means
to be fully human, to be acceptable and
righteous before God. In a sense, thisis a
return to the Garden of Eden. Not that hu-
mans can ever go back to the pre-Adamic
perfection of the Garden, but God can be
pleased with us and accept us as his own.
This faith is to trust God’s future for us,
even while we live in the deathly present.
The faith that results in righteousness
means “the end of every “-ism’ (not only
moralism, dogmatism, pietism, but also
existentialism, positivism, Marxism, cap-
italism, humanism), for every -ism is a
way of keeping control of the present. This
new righteousness means to relinquish
control of the present for the sake of a Gen-
esis.”1 Abram has become a “new cre-
ation; the old has gone, the new has come”
(2 Cor 5:17).

The influence of Genesis 15:6 on the
New Testament cannot be overestimated.
As we have said, the verse’s definition of
faith was especially important to Paul’s
arguments in Romans 4 and Galatians 2—4.
Also, James uses the verse to demonstrate
that true saving faith always expresses it-
self in actions (Jas 2:20-24).11

“1 Am the Lord” (15:7-21)

As we have said, Genesis 15 has two par-
allel sections. The first half (vv. 1-6) in-
structs us about saving faith. The second
half (vv. 7-21) introduces the concept of
“covenant,” a key theological idea in the
rest of the Bible. As the first unit confirms
the seed-promise, verses 7-21 confirm the
land-promise.

This unit opens in much the same way
as the first. God reveals himself to Abram
with comforting words: “I am the Lorp,
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Animal Sacrifice
in Ancient Near Eastern
Treaty Ceremonies

The ancient Near East has provided several examples
of treaty ceremonies from the early second millen-
nium s.c. using slaughtered animals. These examples
are not perfect parallels to the use of animals in
Genesis 15, but they add graphic background to this
odd ceremony and support the early origins of the
patriarchal account.!2

1. Excerpt from a text from the city of Alalakh in
northern Syria, dated to the eighteenth century s.c.

Abba-AN swore an oath of the gods to Yarimlim
and he cut the neck of one lamb (saying): (May | be
cursed) if | take what | have given to you.

—RANE #22, pages 96-97

2. Another eighteenth-century text, this time
from the city of Mari on the Euphrates, describes a
treaty ceremony involving slain animals.

1 went to Ashlakka and they brought to me a
young dog and a she-goat in order to conclude a
covenant (lit. “kill a donkey foal”) between the
Haneans and the land of idamaras. But, in deference
to my lord, | did not permit the use of the young
dog and the she-goat, but instead had a donkey
foal, the young of a female donkey, killed, and thus
established a reconciliation between the Haneans
and the land of Idamaras.

—Moshe Held, “Philological Notes on the Mari Covenant
Rituals,” BASOR 200 (1970): 33; and see ANET 482

who brought you out of Ur of the
Chaldeans to give you this land to take pos-
session of it” (v. 7). This is deliberately stated
in language that later Israelites would rec-
ognize instantly. The terminology is a fa-
miliar expression, used often to introduce
or summarize the significance of the Sinai
covenant between Yahweh and the Is-
raelites: “I am the Lorp your God, who
brought you out of Egypt to give you the
land of Canaan . ..” (Lv 25:38; and see also
Ex 20:2 = Dt 5:6). “Ur of the Chaldeans” is
simply substituted for “Egypt.” Thus, the
covenant between Abram and God fore-
shadows Yahweh's great salvation for Is-
rael in the exodus from Egypt and the sub-
sequent covenant at Sinai.

God refers to “Ur of the Chaldeans” as
a means of grounding his present covenant

with Abram in the past act of salvation
from Mesopotamia (Gn 11:28, 31). And this
foreshadows the Sinai covenant, which is
grounded in the past act of divine salva-
tion from Egypt (Ex 20:2).1* The formula
shows the relationship between the two
covenants, the Abrahamic and the Mosaic.
What God did through Moses at Sinai was
part of a larger design, a continuation of
his work through the patriarchs. And all
of this is God’s solution to the sin prob-
lem that had plagued creation since the
loss of the Garden of Eden.

As in the first unit of Genesis 15, God'’s
words of comfort prompted a question
from Abram. In 15:2-3 Abram asked about
the promise of seed, and in 15:8 he asked
how he can have assurance that he will
possess the land (review table I1.7.1). His
questions are no sign of doubt or unbelief,
especially since the first part of the chap-
ter stressed the exemplary nature of
Abram’s faith. Rather, he acknowledges
his feelings of insecurity, and simply seeks
confirmation. Such emotions are only nat-
ural, especially in a genuinely vulnerable
situation like Abram’s. We should take
Abram’s lead and not hesitate to express
ourselves to God.

God'’s response would hardly seem com-
forting to us: “Bring me a heifer, a goat and
a ram, each three years old, along with a
dove and a young pigeon” (v. 9). Abram
apparently understood the divine instruc-
tions to be initiating some sort of sacrificial
ritual. He slaughtered and cut the animals
down the middle, laying the halves side by
side. However, the birds he did not divide
in half. That night, Abram fell into a deep
sleep. God then revealed to him pertinent
details of the future in order to assure
Abram that his Word was true. God related
to Abram a brief synopsis of the history of
Israel. The descendants of Abram would
be enslaved by a foreign nation for four
hundred years. But God would miracu-
lously deliver the children of Abram, and
after four generations would bring them
back to Canaan to possess the land as their
inheritance (vv. 13-16).

The text then describes an unusual cer-
emony in which a smoking firepot with a
flaming torch passes between the pieces
of the animals (v. 17). What is the mean-
ing of this odd event? Sometimes the Bible
describes customs and practices that are



unique to that ancient culture. Such prac-
tices seem strange, and we may not always
understand why biblical characters do
some of the things described. Occasion-
ally these customs are illuminated by ar-
chaeological discoveries from other cul-
tures closely related to ancient Israel’s. But
at other times, we simply cannot be as-
sured of the precise significance of certain
cultural practices. Fortunately, we can al-
most always tell from the biblical context
what the custom signifies even if we can-
not know all the details. Abram clearly un-
derstood what he was to do with the ani-
mals God requested.

This event is described as a “covenant”
(Hebrew bérit) in the next verse. This term
in the Bible describes binding relationships
between human partners, or between God
and humans. The concept has a legal back-
ground and describes an agreement be-
tween two parties where no such agree-
ment existed by nature. Such agreements
had binding obligations on both parties.
This is a rich theological concept in the
Bible, since God commits himself to
covenant relationships with humans in
which he accepts obligations. To under-

“"Then God Gave Him the Covenant”

stand fully just how important this con-
cept is in the Bible, you should realize that
this is the same notion behind the English
word “testament” in our labels “Old Tes-
tament” and “New Testament.” The mes-
sage of the New Testament is really the
story of Jesus’ new covenant, which has
its historical and theological roots firmly
planted in Israel’s old covenant with God.

Though some would deny that Genesis
15 describes a genuine covenant,'* this
binding agreement between Abram and
God is the first in a series of such covenants
in the Bible. This is the foundation on
which the covenant between God and the
Israelites is based (Ex 2:24-25). This is also
the foundation of the Davidic covenant,
in which God promised David an eternal
dynasty to rule from Jerusalem (2 Sam 7),
and the new covenant, in which God sent
a Son of David to establish his eternal king-
dom (read Lk 1:31-33).

Though we can be confident of this gen-
eral understanding of the covenant be-
tween God and Abram, the precise sig-
nificance of the details escapes us. An
intriguing parallel in Jeremiah 34:18 may
indicate that both parties of the agreement

Polygamy in the Bible

Polygamy, or the practice of
having more than one spouse
at the same time, was not
God’s ideal plan for marriage
("polygyny” refers more
specifically to multiple wives).
The Bible clearly sanctions
marriage as the union of one
man and one woman (Gn 2:18,
24). In the New Testament,
Jesus confirmed monogamy as
the legitimate form of mar-
riage (Mt 19:4-6).

Yet the Bible nowhere
specifically condemns
polygamy. Rather, it often nar-
rates the unfortunate effects
of the practice. The first polyg-
amist, Lamech, was a ruthless
man (Gn 4:19-24). Jacob had

two wives and two concu-
bines. It was through this mul-
tiple marriage that God
blessed the patriarchal family
and began to fulfill his
promises to multiply the de-
scendants of Abraham. But the
family was also rife with fa-
voritism, deception, jealousy,
and betrayal (Gn 25:28;
27:1-45; 35:22; 38:18-28; etc.).
Some of the future kings of Is-
rael would also have more
than one wife, but always
with dreadful consequences:
David (2 Sm 3:2-5; 13:1-29;
15:1-18:33) and especially
Solomon (1 Kgs 11:1-4).
Polygamy was not the norm
among Israel’s neighbors in

the ancient Near East, but did
exist as it does in many cul-
tures where women are not .-
valued highly.'s it was not
widespread among the an-
cient Israelites, where it was
the exception rather than the
rule. Wherever it was prac-
ticed among Israelites, it may
be seen as an accommodation
to the surrounding cultures.
Abram and Hagar are )
unique because of the cultural .
parallels, and their relation-
ship may not strictly be consid- .
ered polygamy. Yet it, too, had. -

negative consequences(Gn . |

16:4-16).
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normally passed between the pieces of an-
imals and thereby imposed a curse on
themselves: “And those who transgressed
my covenant and did not keep the terms
of the covenant that they made before me,
I will make like the calf when they cut it
in two and passed between its parts.” As
each party of the agreement went between
the pieces of slain animals, they were sym-
bolically decreeing a self-imprecation or
curse on themselves. By implication, they
were swearing, “May I become like these
slain animals if I break my part of the
agreement.” In Genesis 15, it was the holy,
creator God who bound himself to his
Word, who swore to perform his promises
to Abram under penalty of death. God's
role in the covenant-making is heightened
by the fact that it was completely unilat-
eral; Abram was entirely passive, having
fallen into a trance (15:12).

Though this traditional way of under-
standing the covenant ceremony is possi-
ble, it is increasingly being recognized that
the covenant of Genesis 15 may not in-
volve self-imprecation. The slaying of the
animals may simply ratify the sacred
covenant without constituting a symbolic
curse.'¢ The text appears to omit any such
curse deliberately so as to adapt the
covenant idea without necessarily requir-
ing the concept of divine self-imprecation.
God has taken the most somber and seri-
ous type of oath to commit himself to
Abram. Regardless of the details of this
ceremony, God has given himself without
reservation to Abram’s future. Abram can
rest assured in the promises of God. He
will bring them to pass.

So Genesis 15 asks the question: Can
Abram, in fact, trust God? But it also asks
if God, in fact, can be trusted. "It is faith
which permits [Abram] to trust and God
to be trusted. It is unsure faith that won-
ders about the delay. The issues are set
here. The remainder of the Abrahamic nar-
rative explores the answers.”"”

Hagar and
Ishmael (16)

Abram and Sarai decided to take matters
into their own hands. First, Abram’s
nephew, Lot, seemed the logical one to in-

herit Abram’s estate. But he would never
do so now that he had withdrawn from
the family and moved to Sodom. Then
Abram made arrangements to adopt
Eliezer of Damascus. But God had insisted
that Abram’s own seed, a son from his own
body, would carry forward the divine
promises. Then the first verse of Genesis
16 reminds us of the stark reality: “Sarai
... had borne him no children.”

As you read this chapter, you may be
astonished at the solution Sarai recom-
mended. She took her Egyptian maid,
Hagar, and gave her to Abram as a sub-
stitute wife. According to long-established
custom in the ancient Near East, a child
born to Hagar would then count as
Sarai’s.'® This was perfectly acceptable in
that culture. And after ten long years of
barrenness (Abram is now eighty-five, and
Sarai seventy-five), this surely seemed like
God’s purpose.

But the narrative of Genesis 16 is clear
that this was a matter of God’s people
making other arrangements without his
direction, trying to “help God out” of a
predicament. The chapter contains delib-
erate echoes of Genesis 3 and the sin of
Adam and Eve—Abram “obeying his
wife,” and Sarai “taking and giving to her
husband.”?® This is an instant replay of the
original sin and a definite delay in God’s
redemptive plan. Yet God is able to use
even the failures of his people. God often
calls on us to wait for his timing. We only
complicate things when we take over for
God and launch out where he never in-
tended for us to go.

Attheend of Genesis 16, Abram has had
a son, Ishmael, through Hagar. The ques-
tion now becomes: “Is Ishmael the son of
the promise?” God certainly has specific
plans for this descendant of Abram
(16:10-12). Perhaps Abram and Sarai were
right to take matters into their own hands.
The question is answered quickly in Gen-
esis 17, where God brings his promises to
Abram into sharper focus.

Signs of God’s
Covenant (17)

In Genesis 15, God ratified his covenant
with Abram; in Genesis 17, he confirmed
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and established it. This chapter opens with
a similar pattern as the two sections of
Genesis 15. God reveals himself to Abram
in another important “I am” statement
meant to comfort Abram and draw him
into more intimate dependence on God.

Genesis 15:1—"“1 am your shield, your very
great reward.”

Genesis 15:7—“] am the Lorp, who
brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans
to give you this land to take possession
of it.”

Genesis 17:1-2—"T am God Almighty. ...
Iwill confirm my covenant between me
and you and will greatly increase your

" numbers.”

Genesis portrays a loving God who
seeks at every turn to reveal his true na-
ture to humans in order to invite them into
deeper relationship with him. In each case,
his self-revelation presents Abram with
an opportunity to draw closer to God.

This time, God also reveals his deepest
desire for Abram: “walk before me and be
blameless” (17:1). This expression is a call
for Abram to live a life of unequivocal sur-
render to God’s will. Perhaps you wonder
what else Abram could surrender, having
left everything to follow God’s calling (Gn
12). But the previous episode with Hagar
is a subtle warning that Abram still has
more to learn about dependence on God.

The chapter opens with the statement
that Abram is now ninety-nine years old.
Thirteen years had passed since the birth
of Ishmael. During those years, we must
assume Abram had accepted the fact that
Sarai was not going to have children and
that Ishmael would be the heir of the di-
vine promises. God begins by bringing his
covenant promises into sharper focus
(17:4-8). Abram will not only have children;
he will become the “father of many na-
tions,” and kings will come from him. The
“whole land of Canaan” will be an “ever-
lasting possession” for his descendants.

So far, these are wonderful reaffirma-
tions of the covenant promises stated ear-
lier. But God also announces that Abram’s
eighty-nine-year-old wife, Sarai, will have
ason within a year (v. 21). She will become
the mother of nations, and kings of peo-
ples will come from her (v. 16). The as-

tounding declaration is too much for
Abram. He falls on his face and laughs
(v. 17). What about Ishmael? God agrees
that Ishmael will be blessed and will be-
come a great nation (v. 20), but not the
promised nation. Sarai and Abram are
going to have a baby! Because Abram
laughed, he is instructed to name the son
“Isaac,” which means “he laughs.” Both
parents laughed incredulously when told
they were going to have a son (18:12).

Genesis 17 also occasions the change of
names—Abram to Abraham and Sarai to
Sarah. The name “Abram” probably
means “father is exalted.” But now his
name will mean “father of a multitude”
(17:5).2° From this point forward, the Bible
knows him as Abraham. Sarai’s name is
also changed to Sarah, though both mean
“princess.” Her new name is merely an al-
ternative pronunciation of the old.

Here we see an important principle that
is repeated often in the Bible. Personal
names in our modern context are often lit-
tle more than identification labels. But in
the Bible, they signify an individual’s per-
sonal character. At times, they can reveal
a person’s destiny, at least as perceived
by his or her parents at birth. Any midlife
change of name is amomentous event that
symbolizes a change of that person'’s char-
acter, and in this case, a transformation of
destiny. What's more, the name is changed
by God himself! This is more than a hope-
ful expression of a proud new parent. The
name changes represent God’s own seal
on the future destiny of Abraham and
Sarah in his divine plan. The essence of
their personalities is changing, and so is
their role in history. Christians familiar
with the New Testament will immediately
think of the changes from Simon to Peter
and Saul to Paul (Mt 16:17-18 and Acts
13:9). Those who encounter God will
never be the same, and name changes are
appropriate means of symbolizing the
transformation.

In addition to the name changes, God
also marks this turning point in Abra-
ham’s life by giving him a new sign of
the covenant—circumcision. The act of
circumcision was well known in ancient
times and widely practiced by many of
Israel’s neighbors.?! Elsewhere in the Old
Testament, Israel’s traditional enemies,
the Philistines, are mockingly called “the
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Study Questions

1. Describe the way Abram was treated
by Melchizedek and by the king of
Sodom. What may we surmise about
each in them in light of Genesis 12:3?

5. Define “covenant,” and explain the
remarkable nature of the covenant in
Genesis 15.

6. How does the account of Abram’s
dealings with Hagar represent “Adam
and Eve all over again”?

. How do the historical events of chap-
ter 14 prepare Abram for his en-

. . ”
counter with God in chapter 157 7. What can we as modern believers

learn about faith and covenant from
the story of Abraham?

. Explain both the meaning and signifi-
cance of Genesis 15:6.

. In what ways does God's covenant
with Abram foreshadow the covenant
at Sinai?
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uncircumcised,” which probably indi-
cates the Philistines were unique in their
failure to practice circumcision. We may
assume that most ancient peoples prac-
ticed circumcision for hygienic reasons
and because it came to be viewed as so-
cially acceptable.

But like nearly ever other facet of ancient
Israel, God transformed this social custom
into a religiously significant act. Rather
than instituting a totally new ritual to sig-
nify the covenant, he adapted and trans-
formed an ancient and familiar custom, in-
vesting it with new meaning. It will forever
be associated with God’s eternal covenant
and his irrevocable claim on Abraham’s
life. No longer can Abraham be passive in
his covenant with God (as in 15:12). This
is a painful, self-inflicted action carried out
in response to God’s unique covenant. The
performance of circumcision symbolized
for Israel God’s eternal promises. It also
established constitutive identification of
each male member of the covenant com-
munity.2 And the decision was permanent!
The sign could not be reversed, so there
could be no turning back on God's
covenant. Elsewhere the Bible develops

the idea of “circumcision of the heart” (Dt
10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:4; Rom 2:28-29).23
Covenant faithfulness is more than mere
physical conformity, involving the deep-
est attitudes and intentions.

Genesis 17 is clearly a central chapterin
the Abrahamic narratives. Several literary
features of the entire narrative seem to con-
verge in this chapter.2* The Lord appears
to Abram as “God Almighty” (Hebrew EI
Shaddai), a name that emphasized God's
invincible power and faithfulness to ful-
fill his promises. This name would come
to be viewed as distinctively significant
for the patriarchs (Ex 6:3). The new names
for Abraham and Sarah form a pivotal
point in the story. All the important as-
pects of Abraham’s life intersect in this
ninety-ninth year of his life, when Sarah
conceives Isaac. After the Hagar and Ish-
mael episode (Gn 16) and the passage of
thirteen long years, one might have ques-
tioned whether God’s promises had
changed. Perhaps after all this time, the
covenant was no longer intact. But God
assured Abraham that he was still at work
and that the covenant promises were sure.



Standing on

the Promises of God
Genesis 18:1-25:18

Faith certainly tells us what
the senses do not, but not
the contrary of what they
see; it is above, not against
them.

—Blaise Pascal,
French scientist
and philosopher
)1623762(1

Supplemental Readings: Acts 7:28 7,
Hebrews 11:1119°

Outline

* Promised Son and Problem Nephew
)18719(
Abraham and Sarah Entertain Guests (18)
Sodom and Gomorrah (19)

e Abraham and Abimelech (20)

e The Promised Son—At Long Last!
)21:1721(

« Agreement with Abimelech
)21:22734(

e Abraham'’s Great Test (22)

e Family Matters (23:125:187)
The Death of Sarah (23)
A Suitable Wife for Isaac (24)
The Death of Abraham (25:1-18)

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1 Describe the interactions among
Abraham, Sarah, and their three guests
in Genesis 18, highlighting God's promise
of descendants, the plan to destroy

Sodom, and the bargaining for the
deliverance of Sodom.

. Summarize the character traits and activities

of Lot in Genesis 19, contrasting his
compromises with the surrounding

environment to the faithfulness of Abraham.
. Discuss the significance of Abraham's half

truth to Abimelech, the curse that resulted,
and the result of Abraham's prayer.

. Describe the events surrounding the birth of

Isaac and the agreement between Abraham
and Abimelech in Genesis 21.

. Examine the literary, cultural, and

theological components of God's command
to sacrifice Isaac, Abraham's response, and
God's last-minute substitution.

. List the events involved in the purchase of

the field and cave for Sarah's burial, and the
relationship the transaction had to God's
promises.

. Identify the reasons Abraham sent a servant

to find a wife for Isaac, the events
surrounding the quest, and the significance
of those events.
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The opening quote from a great Christian
philosopher reminds us that there are
times when we must live our lives based
on faith in God, and faith need never be
contradictory to life’s circumstances.
Rather, our relationship with God gives
us a different perspective on life and the
world. We make decisions and take ac-
tions based on our conviction of faith, and
at times this means we act without the as-
surance of tangible certainty (Heb 11:1).
As we have seen, Abraham becomes the
prime example of such faith for the au-
thors of the New Testament. The previous
unit of Genesis went to great lengths to
demonstrate how this faith was the cen-
tral component in Abraham’s covenant re-
lationship with God. Now we shall see
how Abraham’s faith plays out in several
routine affairs of his life, and some that

are not so routine.

In this final collection of episodes from
Abraham'’s life, we begin to see a gradual
growth in his personal piety. As he grows
in his understanding of God and God's
nature, he also matures in his personal
walk with God; he learns what it means
tostand on God’s promises. The New Tes-
tament also teaches that there is a com-
mensurate growth between head knowl-
edge and heart purity (Jas 1:2-5). Just as
Abraham illustrated the nature of saving
faith, so he also illustrates for us the
process of Christian maturity.

Promised Son and
Problem Nephew

(18-19)

In these two important chapters, we read
of the prediction of Isaac’s birth and the
final dismissal of Lot as a possible heir.

Abraham and Sarah
Entertain Guests (18)

With their new covenant names and re-
newed promises of their relationship with
God (Gn 17), Abraham and Sarah must
have felt they were ready for anything in
life. But they could not have anticipated
what was about to happen. The event de-
scribed in Genesis 18 is one of the most re-

markable in the Bible.
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Abraham and Sarah had established
their home near Hebron, in a tent-dwelling
among the Oaks of Mamre (v. 1). One day
three visitors came their way, and Abra-
ham treated them royally as was ancient
Near Eastern custom. He did not wait at
his door, but ran to meet them. Bowing to
the ground, he offered to wash their feet
and provide rest. He also offered a snack,
which turned out to be a feast (vv. 2-8).In
the ancient world, a person’s reputation
was often determined by the ability to pro-
vide such extravagant hospitality. Such
kindness is also suitable for modern Chris-
tians, who might unwittingly entertain an-
gels (Heb 13:2).

The identity of these visitors is clear
from the opening verse: “The Lorp ap-
peared to Abraham near the great trees of
Mamre....” The next verse describes how
the visitors appeared to Abraham, as
“three men.” But as the narrative pro-
gresses, it is clear that these are no ordi-
nary mortals. In the conversation that oc-
curs after the meal, one of these visitors
appears to be omniscient; he seems to
know things that no human could know.
This first happens when he asks Abraham,
“Where is your wife Sarah?” (v. 9). But
then he announces that, in about a year,
Sarah will give birth to a son (v. 10). When
Sarah, standing out of sight behind the
tent door, overheard the prognostication,
she laughed to herself (v. 12). But the vis-
itor knew that Sarah laughed, and even
what she thought to herself (v. 13).

The identity of one of these visitors as
“the LorD” in verse 1 is gradually con-
firmed as the narrative progresses. At first
all three appear to be speaking with Abra-
ham (v.9). Then one of them makes the star-
tling prediction that Sarah will have a son
(v.10).2 Then the text clearly states that it is
the “Lorp,” or Yahweh, who speaks with
Abraham (v. 13), which the patriarch grad-
ually begins to realize, as is clear from his
petitions in verses 16-33 (especially v. 25b).
In 19:1, two of the visitors are called “mes-
sengers” or “angels.” This means Abraham
and Sarah were honored to host Yahweh
himself with two of his messengers in their
home! This is one of the most human-like
manifestations of God in the Bible. And the
meal he shared with Abraham illustrates
the most intimate and personal type of fel-
lowship in the ancient world. Truly, Abra-
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Lessons in Prayer

The well-known dialogue be-
tween God and Abraham in
Genesis 18 illustrates a general
principle of Christian life: ma-
turity means caring for others.
As one matures in his or her re-
lationship with God, one natu-
rally learns to intercede for the
needs of others. This is truly
the flowering of Abraham’s
faith. Abraham’s intercession
has four distinct elements.

1. Divine Intentions
(vv. 16-19). Yahweh ponders
whether he should conceal his
plans from Abraham his ser-
vant. He concludes that cer-
tainly he will reveal to Abra-
ham what he intends to do
because he has known him
(niv's “chosen him”), and
wants him to learn to do what
is right (v. 19). Having thus de-
cided, Yahweh reveals his
plans to Abraham (vv. 20-21).

2. Divine Hesitation
(v. 22). This verse contains a
rare and obscure feature of
the Hebrew text. Eighteen
times in the entire Old Testa-
ment, ancient Jewish scribes
chose to alter a text that
seemed irreverent, idolatrous,
or otherwise inappropriate

(known as the tigquné so-
férim, see note 5, below). It is
possible that verse 18 origi-
nally had “Yahweh remained
standing before Abraham.” If
so, this reading heightens the
idea that God hesitated in
order to give Abraham time to
intercede for Sodom.

3. Servant’s Intercession
(vv. 23-33). In Abraham’s ten-
tative, yet bold prayer, he
bases his plea on God’s charac-
ter (v. 25). Abraham is also per-
sistent with his concerns,
which is the point of his de-
scending conditions for mercy:
fifty righteous people, forty-
five, forty, and so on.

4. Divine Response
(19:29). Lot and his two
daughters were the only ones
really saved, and they were re-
luctant participants. Yahweh
answered the intent and spirit
of Abraham's prayer, however
much that prayer was inade-
quately prayed.

Though Abraham is the one
who prayed, it was God who
initiated the prayer, even
goaded and coached his timid
servant in prayer. It seems per-
fectly obvious that intercessory

prayer was God's plan and de-
sire. This was the next logical
step in Abraham’s spiritual de-
velopment, and something God
very much wanted him to do.

Furthermore, this same pat-
tern of divine revelation and
hesitation, followed by prayer
and response, is repeated else-
where in Scripture. These steps
of successful intercessory
prayer are demonstrated by
Moses (Ex 32:7-14 and again
in Nm 14:11-20), Amos (Am
7:1-9), and Daniel (Dn 9:2-21),
among others. All of these ex-
amples of intercessory prayer
seem to have certain shared
features. They are the result of
mature servants of God taking
the next step in his plan for
them. When believers mature
in their faith, they find them-
selves naturally turning to the
needs of others rather than al-
ways petitioning God for their
own “needs” (which are often
just desires). Such prayer is
also people-driven. Abraham’s
concern for Lot drove him to
prayer. He was bold with God
because of his compassion and
love for his nephew.

ham has become “the friend of God” (Jas
2:23; and see Is 41:8, NLT).

The purpose of the divine visit was to
draw Sarah into full ownership of the
covenant promises. In the previous chap-
ter, God had been just as precise; it was
Sarah who would give birth to the
promised son (17:16, 19, 21). Abraham’s
response, like Sarah’s here, had been
laughter (17:17). As a reminder of their
laughter, the proud new parents would
name the child Isaac, “he laughs.”

We are not told if Abraham had in-
formed Sarah that God intended to give

her a son after all these years. If he had
not, her reaction to this news was certainly
understandable. But even if Abraham had
prepared her, she could hardly bring her-
self to believe that after years of barren-
ness, and long past the age of childbear-
ing, God would now—at the age of
ninety—grant her conception and moth-
erhood (18:11-15). Her laughter and
doubts were not the result of stubborn re-
sistance to God’s will, but of hopelessness
and years of disappointment.? In the con-
text of the patriarchal period, ninety is not
hopelessly old. But this comes after years
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of longing for children, and now the text
makes it clear, Sarah had been through
menopause (18:11). In human terms, the
visitor’s pronouncement was impossible.
But Sarah’s reaction also solicited from
the Lord one of the great statements of
Scripture: “Is anything too hard for the
Lorp?” (18:14).4 Rather than rebuke Sarah
for her unbelief, Yahweh gently reminds
her that the one who knew her name and
heard her innermost thoughts is able to
bring it to pass. Her long years of disap-
pointment and sorrow were about to end,
because nothing is too hard for God. It was
time for her to claim her role in the
covenant promises, and to prepare herself
to become the “mother of nations” (17:16).
The famous account of Abraham’s
prayer for the righteous of Sodom
(18:16-33) reveals that the patriarch’s re-
lationship with God had taken on a new
dimension—concern for someone other
than himself. The previous dialogues be-
tween Abraham and God (Gn 12, 15, 17)
had all concerned the covenant promises,
and Abraham'’s need for assurances that
the promises were true and irrevocable.
As the three were leaving Abraham, they
“looked down toward Sodom,” in an omi-
nous tone that hints at what is to come. Yah-
weh considers, apparently aloud with the
others, whether he should take Abraham
into his confidence and relate to him his
plans. Abraham will certainly become a
great and mighty nation. But God decides
to relate his intentions to Abraham pri-
marily because he has “chosen him” (or
simply, “known him,” 18:19). Yahweh suc-
cinctly informs his servant that he intends
to determine whether Sodom should be de-
stroyed due to its surpassing wickedness.
The two messengers start their descent
from the hills near Hebron to the city of
Sodom. Abraham and Yahweh remain on
the road overlooking the Dead Sea plain
with the city of Sodom below. There is good
reason to think that 18:22b contains a rare
intentional change in the text. The text cur-
rently states “Abraham remained stand-
ing before the LorD.” But there is evidence
that early Jewish scribes made an inten-
tional change, and that the text originally
read, “The LorD remained standing before
Abraham.”> It seemed inappropriate to
have the Sovereign Lord stand patiently
waiting before his servant. Either way, the

phrase paints a striking picture. Whether
Yahweh waits for Abraham to speak, or
whether he waits while Abraham speaks,
the passage portrays God patiently, even
longingly, waiting for his servant to come
to the rescue of potential victims of the cri-
sis. The account teaches as much about
God's view of intercessory prayer as it does
about the nature of prayer itself.

Once Abraham gained assurance that
God would not destroy Sodom if there
were fifty righteous inhabitants, he rea-
soned that a just God would also have
mercy on forty-five, forty, thirty, twenty,
and finally ten righteous people. Of course,
Abraham was not simply acting on behalf
of ten anonymous individuals, but for his
own family. Lot and his immediate fam-
ily were in jeopardy, and Abraham was
the only one who could help. The point of
Abraham’s hesitant bargaining is not that
God needs us to cajole and bicker with
him. Rather, this is a bold exploration of
God’s mind and heart. This was new ter-
ritory for Abraham. He knew of God’s in-
tentions to destroy the city, but he was not
sure of the limits to God’s mercy. For Lot’s
sake, he was willing to find out.

In the end, Yahweh answered his prayer,
though not exactly as Abraham had
prayed it. God did destroy the city, even
though there were not ten righteous to be
found. Nevertheless, God remembered
Abraham and delivered Lot (19:29). A per-
fect and righteous God had granted the
spirit of his servant’s imperfect and inad-
equate prayer. Abraham had not yet be-
come a blessing to “all peoples on earth”
(Gn 12:3), but this episode anticipates and
foreshadows that reality.

Sodom and Gomorrah (19)

The nighttime events of chapter 19 pre-
sent an unmistakable contrast with the
those of the previous chapter, which oc-
curred in the bright noonday sun.® The de-
tails of this encounter are as seedy and dis-
reputable as the others were intimate and
full of promise. The previous chapter cul-
minated in Abraham’s exemplary concern
for others. This chapter ends in the igno-
ble Lot committing incest with his daugh-
ters while in a drunken stupor (19:30-38).

As you read Genesis 19, you should re-
view the conflict between Abraham and
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Lot in Genesis 13. When they decided to
separate, Lot chose to live near the wicked
city: “Lot lived among the cities of the
plain and pitched his tents near Sodom”
(v. 12). He had been motivated by greed
and pleasure, and it was a decision he
would come to regret.

When the Lord’s messengers came to
destroy the city, Lot suddenly found him-
self in an unbearable situation. He wel-
comed and entertained the visitors as was
the demands of his culture and as Abra-
ham had done in chapter 18. He could not
allow these visitors to spend the night in
the public square (19:2-3). Lot must have

known they would need protection from
the depraved men of Sodom. There was
enough decency in his character to try to
intervene on their behalf. Ironically, he
would learn that the visitors would have
to intervene on his behalf.

However, as you read the narrative of
chapter 19, you probably realized how re-
luctant and almost befuddled Lot seemed
to be. When the men of Sodom threaten
to rape the two visitors, Lot offers them
his virgin daughters instead (vv. 4-8). It is
possible that Lot was hoping his daugh-
ters’ fiancées would come to their rescue,
or that the homosexual attackers would
not be interested in his daughters. We
might argue that Lot was fulfilling his re-
sponsibility in trying to protect his im-
portant visitors at any cost. But his offer
of the daughters probably also reflects how
much the evil practices of his iniquitous
surroundings had influenced Lot.

In the intervening years, Lot and his
family had become enamored with the
sensuality and apparently the wealth and
prestige he had acquired in Sodom. Rather
than influencing his culture, Lot had him-
self been shaped by his surroundings. He
was a righteous man with a holy heritage,
but one who lived day after day among
the “filthy lives” of lawlessness, and who
“was tormented in his righteous soul by
the lawless deeds he saw and heard” (2 Pt
2:7-8). The years of compromise made Lot
waver. When told to run for his life, he
hesitated (19:16). It had become too diffi-
cult to leave the tantalizing life near
Sodom. So modern Christians must guard
against the subtle and beguiling influences
of anirreligious environment.

Lot was delivered from the conflagration,
but only because of Abraham’s faithfulness
(19:29). When Lot’s wife disobediently
looked back, she was trapped and over-
powered by the explosion’s molten debris
and became a “pillar of salt” (19:17, 26). Her
actions revealed a desire to keep her life,
and therefore she lost it (read Lk 17:32-33).

This narrative illustrates both the sur-
passing mercy of God (in rescuing an un-
deserving and reluctant Lot) and his anger
toward sin (in destroying the cities). It also
teaches us to analyze our relationships.
Lot was the nephew of a man of singular
righteousness and faith. His uncle would
become the means by which God would
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What Was the Sin of Sodom?

It has long been assumed that
the sin of the Sodomites was
homosexuality. Genesis 19:5
says simply that the men of
Sodom demanded, “Bring
them out to us and we will
know them.” Most transla-
tions assume the sexual nature
of this statement: “Bring them
out so we can have sex with
them” (nut, and see also niv
and nkw). Our English word
“sodomy” illustrates the long-
standing assumption that this
sin was homosexuality.

Under pressure from pro-
homosexual groups, some
modern scholars have argued
the sin of Sodom described in
Genesis 18-19 was not homo-
sexuality. Instead, it is argued,
the sin of the Sodomites was a
more general disorder of a so-
ciety organized against God,
or one of abuse of justice.” But
how legitimate is this claim?

Genesis had earlier noted
the unusual sinfulness of
Sodom: “the men of Sodom
were wicked and were sinning
greatly against the Lorp” (niv,
Gn 13:13). But specifically
what was the nature of their
sin that God himself said was
“extremely evil” and which
Lot, with all his shortcomings,
recognized as “a wicked
thing” (w1, 18:20 and 19:7, re-
spectively)?

The Hebrew word “know”
(yada) in the expression, “we
will know them” (19:5), has a
wide range of meaning, and it
is true that the word is used
for sexual intercourse in only a
minority of occurrences. How-
ever, context is the most im-
portant feature in determin-
ing the meaning of a given
word in any particular context.
The term “know"” clearly has
sexual connotations elsewhere
in Genesis (4:1, 17, 25; 24:16)
and seems the most likely
meaning here in light of Lot's
response. The offer of his vir-
gin daughters, “who have
never slept with a man” (19:8,
literally, “who have not
known a man”) makes no
sense otherwise. The use of
the term “know"” with a clear
sexual meaning only three
verses later seems to settle the
issue.

We even have a parallel
episode in the Book of Judges.
In Judges 19, a Levite had en-
tered Gibeah of Benjamin as a
visitor to spend the night. A
resident of the city invited him
to lodge in his home, washed
his feet, fed his donkeys, and
then they shared a meal to-
gether. That night, the wicked
men of the city surrounded
the house, pounded on the
door, and demanded the guest

be brought outside so they
could “know” him (v. 22). Like-
wise, the vile request was met
with an offer to substitute a
virgin daughter in place of the
male guest.

It seems perfectly obvious in
both these contexts that ho-
mosexuality is the nature of
the request. Any doubt about
this interpretation should be
dispelled by Jude 7: “Sodom
and Gomorrah and the sur-
rounding towns gave them-
selves up to sexual immorality
and perversion. They serve as
an example of those who suf-
fer the punishment of eternal
fire.”

Homosexuality is resolutely
condemned in the Bible (Lv
18:22; 20:13; Rom 1:26-27). Is-
rael’s neighboring nations ap-
peared to view it as little more
than an oddity, which makes
the Old Testament’s condemna-
tion even more striking. But
more specifically, what is pro-
posed in Genesis 19 and Judges
19 is homosexual gang rape,
which is emphatically de-
nounced as deplorable even by
Israel’s neighbors.8 Modern
scholars who deny this interpre-
tation are more influenced by
contemporary cultural pressure
than by the facts of the imme-
diate context of Genesis 19.
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offer salvation to the entire world. Yet, be-
cause of his association with a sinful cul-
ture and his inclination to be shaped by
that culture rather than by his relationship
with God, Lot had a much less glorious
part to play in God’s plan.

In fact, the account ends with a rather con-
temptible event. Lot had pleaded to live in
asmaller city of the plain, Zoar, rather than

be banished to the hills (19:18-22). But after
the terrible devastation, Lot was frightened.
He settled in the mountains after all, living
in a cave with his two daughters (vv. 30-38).
The daughters, motivated by desperation
and fear, set out to preserve male descen-
dants for their father themselves. After in-
toxicating Lot, they conceived children by
their own father on successive nights. This
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pitiful sequel to the narrative of chapter 19
serves an etiological purpose by explaining
the origins of Israel’s future enemies, the
Moabites and Ammonites (on etiology, see
chapter 2, note 16, above). But it also illus-
trates the end result of Lot’s tendency to
compromise with the culture around him.
Sadly, he and his family had been influenced
by their sensual and impetuous surround-
ings. Lotlearned what many worldly Chris-
tians today need to remember: too close an
association with unbelieving friends can
have devastating results.

Abraham and
Abimelech (20)

After the devastation at Sodom, Abraham
traveled south again. Perhaps the cata-
clysmic changes in the area of Hebron ne-
cessitated his search for water (as the dis-
pute over wells might indicate, 21:22-34).
His family seems to have dwelt at Gerar,
while he was in the south between Kadesh
and Shur (see Gerar on map 11.6.2, above).?
Motivated by fear, Abraham once again
announced that Sarah was his sister, and
Abimelech, king of Gerar, takes her for his
wife (20:2).

The promises of God are placed in jeop-
ardy again, this time traded away for per-
sonal safety. This is all the more disheart-
ening, coming as it does on the heels of the
double assurances that Sarah is about to
conceive the longed-for and promised baby
(17:16; 18:10). Abraham had been such a
stalwart saint in his intercession for Sodom,
the wicked city. But now before the god-
fearing king of a “righteous nation” (20:4,
NIV's “innocent nation”), Abraham seems
incapable of confidence in God. Out of fear,
he passes Sarah off as his sister in order to
ensure safety in a foreign land.

Try as we might, it is difficult to under-
stand how Abraham could make the same
mistake twice. Sarah was indeed his half-
sister (20:12), and on an earlier trip to Egypt,
he had concealed the whole truth in order
to deceive Pharaoh (12:10-20). On that oc-
casion disaster was narrowly averted by
God’s intervention. God rescued Abraham
from a threat that Abraham himself had
created (see pages 73-74, above).

How could Abraham have fallen into

the same trap again? The circumstances
of his stay near Gerar were similar to those
of Egypt. He was living in close proxim-
ity to a powerful ruler. Abraham was
afraid on both occasions that the ruler
would kill him in order to have his wife.
He lied in order to protect himself rather
than trust God. In this way, the life of Abra-
ham teaches us that faith in God does not
usually remove every temptation we may
have immediately. There may be certain
temptations that present particular diffi-
culty for the new believer. In this case, a
sinful act had become a sinful pattern, and
Abraham, our hero of faith, appears to
have a problem with the truth.

Genesis 20 also, however, emphasizes
that even though he is guilty, the prayer
of Abraham is effective. Abimelech’s fam-
ily and slaves were all barren because of
Sarah (v. 18). In a dream, God revealed to
Abimelech that our hero is “a prophet”
and that his prayer will result in life for
the king (v. 7). As undeserving as he is,
Abraham is still the means by which God
grants life and blessing to the nations
(12:3). He prays for the foreign king, his
wife, and all the women of his household,
and God grants fertility to them all (20:17).
Ironically, God had not yet granted fertil-
ity to Abraham’s own wife.

The Promised Son—
At Long Last!
(21:1-21)

The suspense has been building from Gen-
esis 12, when God first promised descen-
dants for Abraham. If you can imagine
you had never read this story or heard the
outcome, you can also imagine the impact
of this literary crescendo, with its unan-
swered questions. So God would make a
nation of Abraham. But through whom:
Lot, Eliezer, Ishmael? And what will be-
come of this covenant promise if Abraham
is killed by an Egyptian pharaoh or a
Canaanite king, or if Sarah becomes the
wife of another man? Even though Abra-
ham has reached new spiritual heights in
his covenant relationship with God and
has learned to intercede for others, will he
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ever stop deceiving his neighbors and
learn to trust fully in the promises of God?

The suspense is finally resolved in Gen-
esis 21, when Isaac is born to Sarah. But
the resolution is not due to Abraham or
Sarah. Rather, Yahweh was “gracious” to
Sarah, just “as he had said,” and he did
for her “what he had promised” (21:1).
Sarah gave birth to Isaac “at the very time
God had promised him” (v. 3). Likewise,
the proud parents gave the baby the name
“Isaac” (“he laughs”), again confirming
the fulfillment of God’s intentions (17:19).
This birth extols God’s faithfulness, not
Abraham’s accomplishments. This might
be obvious when the text reminds us that
Abraham was a hundred years old at
Isaac’s birth (21:5).

Isaac’s name is a reminder of his par-
ents’ incredulous reaction when Yahweh
predicted his birth (18:12). Yet now, as
wonderful as it is mysterious, his name no
longer conjures up stunned disbelief, but
joy and wonderment. Sarah’s words ring
out: “everyone who hears about this will
laugh with me,” and “Who would have
said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse
children? Yet I have born him a son in his
old age” (21:6-7).

Itis unfortunate that one person’s cause
for rejoicing is another’s cause for resent-
ment. At a feast to celebrate Isaac’s wean-
ing (approximately three years later), his
mother saw him being mocked by Ish-
mael, now in his mid-teens.’® In Genesis
21:8-21 we read the difficult story of
Sarah’s demand to expel Hagar and Ish-
mael from the family. As difficult as this
was for Abraham, God assured him that
he would bless Ishmael also and make him
the father of a great nation (cf. 17:20, and
page 97, above). Nevertheless, Isaac was
the chosen son of promise: “it is through
Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned”
(21:12; read also Gal 4:21-31).

Agreement
with Abimelech
(21:22-34)

Abraham has continued to live in the
south near Gerar, and the Philistine king,
Abimelech, requested a long-term treaty
with him."! This powerful king’s respect

for Abraham proves that God’s promises
are gradually taking hold. Abraham has
become a formidable presence in the area.
Though he does not possess the land (he
continued to live in the land of the Philis-
tines “for a long time,” 21:34), the king is
confident of God’s blessings on Abraham
and that the patriarch has a secure future.
Abimelech desired to protect his own fu-
ture by forming an alliance with the Is-
raelite patriarch (21:23).

Abraham took the opportunity to clar-
ify a dispute about an important well,
which Abimelech'’s servants had seized.
In a treaty typical of equals in the ancient
Near Eastern, the well becomes Abraham’s
permanent possession in exchange for
seven lambs. After the many recurrences
of “oath” and “seven” (words from the
same Hebrew root sb¢), we are not sur-
prised to learn that the place was called
Beer-sheba, “Well of the oath” or “Well of
seven.” At long last, Abraham “now has
at least a well he can call his own in the
land of Canaan.”12

Abraham'’s
Great Test (22)

With Genesis 22, you have now reached the
summit of the Abrahamic narratives, in
terms of both literature and theology. Its lit-
erary quality is recognized by all, having
been called “the most perfectly formed and
polished of all the patriarchal stories.” 3 Its
profound theological insights have stirred
Jewish and Christian readers for thousands
of years. Were it not for the narrator’s open-
ing intimation (“Some time later God tested
Abraham,” v. 1), the reader would be left
without a clue about the outcome.

The promise of a baby has been the all-
consuming need and drive of the Abra-
hamic narratives. The hope for a sonis ob-
viously the central promise of the threefold
patriarchal promises: land, descendants,
and blessing (12:1b-3, and see pages 71-73,
above). Without Isaac, Abraham could
never hope to have a multitude of de-
scendants, inherit the land, and become a
blessing to the nations.

The narrative now takes a shocking
twist. With the removal of Ishmael
(21:8-21), the way was clear for the one
and only heir of the patriarchal promises.
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Isaac's future seemed certain. Then comes
the unsettling command to sacrifice Isaac
as a burnt offering (22:2). Abraham had
been growing and learning many new
things about God and about living in re-
lationship with him. Could this possibly
be true? Could God be like the other deities
of the ancient world after all? As difficult
as it mightbe for Abraham to understand,
perhaps Yahweh now desired child sacri-
fice like other gods of Canaan.

Or, Abraham must have thought, was
there any possibility he misunderstood
the command? The astonishing clarity of
verse 2 dispels all such possibilities. The
command itself entails three verbs in the
imperative: Take! Go! Offer up as a sacri-
fice! The lead imperative ("take") has a po-
lite and formal spelling, which is rare
when God addresses humans (something
like "take, please"). It indicates that God
is about to ask Abraham to do something
staggering.l4Furthermore, in a grammat-
ically surprising way, this verb has three
direct objects, each marked specifically as
such in the Hebrew. These three objects
move from the general to the more par-
ticular in a way that is obscured by most
English translations:

TAKE
your son
your only son, whom you love
Isaac

Thus far, it would be impossible to mis-
understand.
Early Jewish interpreters illustrated
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graphically just how specific the command
was using an imaginary dialogue between
God and Abraham.

" Abraham, take your son!"

"Which one, God? | have two
sons."

"Take your only son!" came
God's reply.

"But Lord," argued Abraham,
"Ishmael is the only son of
Hagar, and Isaac is the only
son of Sarah."”

"Whom you love," answered
God.

"Lord, I love them both."

"Isaac!" was God's solemn
reply.55

So far the command was clear, but not
necessarily alarming. That was about to
change. The second imperative "Go!" had
a familiar and foreboding ring in Abra-
ham's ears. The specific Hebrew spelling
of this verb only occurs one other place in
the entire Old Testament—Genesis 12:1.
There God had used the same particular
form in asimilar literary device. God's ini-
tial command to "Go!" also had an inten-
sifying list of threes: from your country,
your people, and your father's household.
Whatever remaining hopes Abraham may
have had about the command were dis-
pelled by the final imperative, "Sacrifice
him... as aburnt offering." This was the
most widely used sacrifice in the Old Tes-
tament period, and involved cutting up
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A famous
portrayal of
Abraham
sacrificing Isaac
from the Church
of the Holy
Sepulcher.
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and burning the entire animal on an altar.
As much as Abraham may have studied
and analyzed these words in the hopes of
altering their meaning, the command of
God was undeniable.

The climactic role of this episode is clear
from the way our author has paralleled
Genesis 22 with Genesis 12. The initial call
of Abraham and this supreme test of his
faith have been deliberately cast in the
same literary mold.

Not only is the verb "Go!" unique to
these two passage in this particular

spelling, but so is the use of three speci-
fying qualifiers, and the patriarch's radi-
cal obedience is prevalent in both pas-
sages. All of these parallels serve to
highlight one significant difference be-
tween these chapters: Genesis 22 contains
ho promises. At precisely the place where
the call of Abraham contained promises
and assurances of God's protection and
blessing (12:2-3), the test of Abraham has
only silence. There are no assurances here;
no certainty of the future.

Clearly the author intends us to see the
binding of Isaac as the concluding and cli-
mactic episode in Abraham's journey of
faith, just as Genesis 12 was the beginning
of thatjourney. These two episodes, there-
fore, create a sort of literary frame for the
Abraham narratives. The correspondence
of Genesis 12 and 22 also has profound the-
ological significance. The call of Abraham
forced him to let go of everything familiar
and dear to him, everything that could pro-
vide security. But the call to sacrifice Isaac
was a challenge to release the promises of
God. After twenty-five years of hoping and
praying, the long-awaited son of promise
had arrived. Everything Abraham hoped
for was focused on Isaac. Genesis 12 called
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Abraham to leave his past; Genesis 22
called him to leave his future!

God, of course, did not permit Abraham
to sacrifice Isaac, but he provided a ram
to die in Isaac’s place (22:13). But the
episode illustrates the patriarch’s radical
abandonment into God’s will. The nature
of Abraham’s action is clear in the words,
“Early the next morning Abraham got up
and saddled his donkey” (v. 3). Our in-
stincts may lead us to speculate about
what went on during the night. Surely
Abraham must have tossed and turned,
and even argued with God during a sleep-

less night. But the Bible is only interested
in Abraham’s actions of faith; his exem-
plary surrender to God’s Word, regardless
of how difficult to understand or how
painful to perform.

It may be difficult for us to comprehend
how Abraham could have even consid-
ered obeying God’s appalling command.
But this is due to our lack of understand-
ing the request as a test of Abraham’s faith,
as the narrator stated from the outset
(22:1). Many scholars have argued that
Genesis 22 is based on a more ancient story
about a child sacrifice, which was resolved

The Sacrifice of Isaac and the New Testament

Christians have always recog-
nized profound parallels be-
tween the offering up of Isaac
in Genesis 22 and Jesus’ death
on the cross. For several New
Testament authors, Abraham
and Isaac were types of God
the Father and his Son, Jesus.
The examples are so pervasive
it seems likely the comparisons
go all the way back to Jesus’
own self-interpretation of his
identity and mission. Others
have suggested the relation
between Isaac and Jesus goes
back to Jewish rabbinic tradi-
tion, which sometimes had
Isaac actually being sacrificed
as expiation for the sins of Is-
rael.2

Paul’s words in Romans 8:32
appear to be an intentional
echo of the offering of Isaac:
"He who did not spare his
own Son, but gave him up for
us all—how will he not also,
along with him, graciously
give us all things?” (compare
Gn 22:12, 16). With this subtle
comparison to Abraham and
Isaac, the apostle Paul empha-
sized the Father-Son relation-
ship in the atoning work of
Christ. The suffering and

death of Christ is thereby also
placed in the context of the
suffering of God the Father,
since he had to yield up his
Son for the salvation of hu-
mankind. The well-known
“For God so loved the world
that he gave his one and only
Son” (Jn 3:16) probably also
makes the same point.

This attention to Isaac as a
type of Christ is only hinted at
in the New Testament, but it is
made possible because of a
connection already drawn in
the Old Testament. Later tradi-
tion associated Mount Moriah
(Gn 22:2) with Jerusalem, or
more specifically, with the
mount on which Solomon
built the temple (2 Chr 3:1).
Thus this was the very site on
which the Israelite sacrifices
were routinely offered. In the
fullness of time, their atoning
significance was replaced by
the atoning sacrifice of Christ.
“This type already pointed to
the antitype to appear in the
future, when the eternal love
of the heavenly Father would
perform what it had de-
manded of Abraham; that is to
say, when God would not

spare His only Son, but give
Him up to the real death,
which Isaac suffered only in
spirit.”22 The New Testament
authors would no doubt have
elaborated on this comparison
were it not for one major dif-
ference between Isaac and
Jesus: the New Testament has
no ram caught by its horns in
the thicket! Indeed, Jesus was
sacrificed, and became the Fa-
ther’s atoning gift to us all.

The New Testament makes
several other allusions to the
sacrifice of Isaac, but there are
at least two passages that use
this text explicitly. The author
of Hebrews states that when
Abraham offered his only Son,
he believed that God could
raise him up from the dead
(11:17-19). James uses Abra-
ham'’s actions as an example of
how faith and works always
work together in the life of
the believer (Jas 2:21-23). Thus
James and Hebrews chose to
emphasize Abraham’s act of
offering instead of Isaac’s
atoning sacrifice. Abraham be-
comes the paradigm for faith-
ful obedience.
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Many have
noted that this
artifact from
ancient Ur
resembles a ram
caught in a
thicket.
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when a ram was substituted for the child.
This story was then appropriated by a later
Israelite author as an example of the pa-
triarch's faith, and as a polemic, or formal
argument against the practice of child sac-
rifice. As such it marks the rejection of the
detestable practice and establishes the
norm of substituting an animal in place of
the child (so the ram for Isaac).17
Though such practices were performed
in ancient Canaan and were not unknown
even in Israel, it is clear that the norm in
the ancient Near East was animal sacrifice
rather than child sacrifice. The idea of sub-
stituting an animal for a child would have
occurred long before Abraham's day. Yet
the idea was still known and we must as-
sume it was one with which Abraham was
familiar. Biblical law makes provisions for
animals to be substituted for the firstborn
son, who was expected to be dedicated to
God (Ex 22:29; 34:20). Itis this background
that makes God's command to Abraham
a suitable test. Though the Israelite law

came after Abraham, he would certainly
have been aware of such practices.18

Rather than a simple repudiation of
child sacrifice, the author has empha-
sized this account as a test of Abraham's
faith (22:1).19God was not trying to make
Abraham fail spiritually. Rather, this ac-
count illustrates the spiritual truth taught
in the New Testament: trials successfully
endured strengthen the believer's abil-
ity to trust and obey God (read Jas 1:2-4).
God wanted Abraham not to sacrifice
Isaac on an altar, but to sacrifice him in
his heart. In other words, this was the
supreme test of Abraham's faith because
he was asked to forsake that which he
loved supremely—his only son, whom
he loved, Isaac.20 Our love for God
should never be forced to compete with
our love for someone (or something) else
(Mt 10:37).

Abraham passed his test! Because he did
not withhold anything from God, but even
surrendered his own son, God blessed him
(Gn 22:15-18). God took the opportunity
to reaffirm all three covenant promises to
Abraham. His descendants would be as
numerous as the stars above and the grains
of sand on the seashore. They would cap-
ture the land of their enemies, and become
ablessing to all nations on earth, "because
you have obeyed me" (w. 17-18).

Family Matters
(23:1-25:18)

The time-honored account of Abraham's
life and faith is now over. There remain
only a few final issues related to the pa-
triarchal family: a suitable wife for Isaac,
and the deaths of Sarah and Abraham.23

The Death of Sarah (23)

Abraham was still landless; he remained
"an alien and a stranger" in Canaan (23:4),
though his wealth and reputation meant
everyone recognized him as a "mighty
prince" (v. 6). When Sarah died at the age
of 127, Abraham found it necessary to seek
a proper place for burial. He purchased a
field with its cave near Hebron from Hit-
tite settlers from the north for four hun-
dred shekels of silver.

The scene with Ephron and the Hittites
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sixth-century
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patriarchs.

may seem odd to us because we are not
accustomed to such negotiations. Their
polite bargaining before the witnesses at
the city gate (v. 10) was actually a formal
business transaction, and quite typical in
ancient Near Eastern times. Before the
witnesses, Ephron offered to give both
the field and cave of Machpelah to Abra-
ham, who had requested the cave only.
Abraham insisted that he would pay full
price. Ephron politely mentioned the
value of the property, but seemed almost
ashamed to appear so mercenary: "What
is that between me and you?" (v. 15).
Everyone knew what was happening
here; they all knew the procedure. Abra-
ham paid the full asking price for the
property, which may be the only surprise
in the transaction.

Though we do not have enough infor-
mation about property values in the pa-
triarchal period, it seems that four hun-
dred shekels of silver was an enormous
amount. It could be that the field associ-
ated with the cave was substantial. It is
more likely that Ephron actually expected
half as much as a fair price, and Abraham
granted the full four hundred shekels as
a sign of good wiill. It was important for
Abraham to have uncontested owner-

Standing on the Promises of God

ship, and he was willing to pay top shekel
for it.

At long last, Abraham was in posses-
sion of at least a portion of Canaan. The
narrator is careful to say that the cave and
field of Machpelah were near Mamre (that
is, Hebron) "in the land of Canaan" (23:19,
and see v. 2). At the end of his journey he
holds a well (Beersheba, 21:22-34) and a
cemetery as downpayments on God's
promise.4 It was faith in the ultimate ful-
fillment of that land-promise that led Abra-
ham himself (25:9-10), and later, Isaac, Re-
bekah, Leah (49:29-32), and Jacob (50:13)
tojoin Sarah in this family tomb. In death,
the patriarchs were victorious in a way
that escaped them in life. Though their
voices grew silent, their family sepulcher
bore eloquent witness that death could not
prevent them from entering further into
the promises of God, and in this way they
are examples for us all. The New Testa-
ment author concludes: "All these faith-
ful ones died without receiving what God
had promised them, but they saw it all
from a distance and welcomed the
promises of God" (ni1t, Heb 11:13).

A Suitable Wife for Isaac (24)

The account of the binding of Isaac had
ended with a genealogy of his cousins back
in Haran (22:20-24). Nahor, the brother of
Abraham, had twelve sons. But the ge-
nealogy also mentions one granddaugh-
ter, Rebekah. It is unusual to include
daughters in the list, and the author did
not inform us why Rebekah would be-
come important. But after the angel
stopped Abraham from Kkilling Isaac, he
assured Abraham that his descendants
would be too numerous to count. This
meant presumably Isaac would need a
wife. The brief genealogy in Genesis 22
had anticipated this search for a suitable
companion for Isaac.

Abraham had a problem. He refused to
allow Isaac to return to Mesopotamia, the
land of his origins, yet he was just as
adamant about Isaac marrying a Canaan-
ite woman. Twice he warned his chief ser-
vant who was responsible for finding a
suitable daughter-in-law, "do not take my
son back there" (24:6,8). Having come so
far, Abraham was not about to allow Isaac
to look back now (Heb 11:15-16). But
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Table 8.1
The Family of Terah
(Genesis 11:27-29; 22:20-24; 29:16)

Terah

Abraham Nahor

Isaac Bethuel Lot
\ ‘ (Eleven other sons)

\ |

Rebekah Laban

1

Esau Jacob Leah Rachel

(For the children
of Jacob, see
Table 9.1 below)

1:8). Abraham understood the critical role
of the mother. If Isaac had an unbelieving
wife, there would be little chance of hav-
ing godly children.

The solution was to send his trusted ser-
vant back to the patriarchal homeland in
search of a suitable wife for Isaac. The chief
servant of a “mighty prince” (23:6) like
Abraham would have been an important
and powerful man in his own right.2> Hav-
ing taken an oath (the meaning of placing
one’s hand under the thigh), the servant
went back to Haran with the formidable
task of locating the right kind of young
woman. In a fashion that only God could
ordain, the servant meets Rebekah and her
family, relates the nature of his mission,
and persuades them all that the young and
beautiful Rebekah should return to
Canaan with him to become Isaac’s bride.

As you read this narrative, you were
probably impressed by the devotion and
faithfulness of Abraham’s unnamed ser-
vant, and with Rebekabh, the industrious
young girl. Indeed, all the characters of
this amazing drama display surpassing

equally dangerous was the prospect of
marrying a Canaanite woman. In the Old
Testament period, the family was the most
important educational unit (Dt 6:6-7; Prv

trustworthiness and exemplary charac-
ter. But ultimately, the episode is about
God’s faithfulness. He protected and
guided the servant on his journey, and he

Study Questions

1. What purpose does the divine visit of
Genesis 18 serve?

. Contrast the events of Genesis 18 and
19. How does the author portray
Abraham, and how is this different
from his depiction of Lot?

. What are the similarities between
Genesis 12 and Genesis 22? What are
the differences? How may the events
of Genesis 22 be construed as the cli-
mactic episode in Abraham's journey
of faith?

4, Discuss the significance of the patriar-
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chal tomb with respect to God's
promise.

. Why was Abraham insistent that Isaac

not take a Canaanite wife?

. What appears to be the sin of Sodom,

and why does this appear to be the
case?

. What New Testament authors explic-

itly reference the story of Abraham’s
sacrifice of Isaac? Which character do
these authors emphasize, and why?

. In what ways can the reading of Gene-

sis 12 and 22 enhance our faith as
Christians?
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——
salvation
history

brought Rebekah along with just the right
servant-spirit at just the right time. From
our historical perspective centuries later,
we can see how he used the remarkable
obedience of a few family members deal-
ing with an intimate issue as the frame-
work for accomplishing his purposes in
our salvation history. For it was through
this union of Isaac and Rebekah that the
covenant and its wonderful promises
were to be perpetuated.

The Death of Abraham (25:1-18)

Abraham’s marriage to Keturah probably
occurred earlier in his life.?¢ The narrator
of Genesis prefers to describe the events
involving the main characters without dis-
tractions. Thus we can follow the fulfill-
ment of the promises in a straight line be-
fore doubling back to read the other details
of Abraham’s life.

Key Term

salvation history

Abraham lived to the ripe age of 175
(v. 7). His sons, Isaac and Ishmael, buried
him in the cave of Machpelah, which as
we have seen, became the patriarchal
cemetery (v. 9). His burial in the land of
promise anticipates the fulfillment of
God’s Word.

With Genesis 25:11, we have finished
the tdlédot of Terah, which began in 11:27
and details the life of Abraham. But before
the narrator continues with the promised
line of Isaac, he rounds out the episode
with the télédét of Ishmael (25:12-18).

This, too, highlights the faithfulness of
God in fulfilling his promises concerning
Abraham. God had pronounced that Ish-
mael’s descendants would “live in hostil-
ity toward all his brothers” (16:12), which
finds its fulfillment pattern in 25:18b.% Fur-
thermore, God had assured Abraham that
Ishmael would father twelve princes and
become a great nation (17:20), which is ful-
filled according to 25:16.2% Thus even in
the peripheral characters of this great sal-
vation history, God is faithful to his Word.
This drives the reader to continue with the
narrative, since God would certainly bring
his promise to fruition for Isaac, just as he
did for Ishmael.

13






Part

Encountering Jacob:
God'’s Troubled Servant

Genesis 25-36

“You have striven with God and with

humans.”
-—Gn 32:28






Jacob Struggles
with His Family

Genesis 25:19-31:55

0, what a tangled web we
weave,
when first we practice to
deceive!

—Sir Walter Scott
(1771-1832)1

Supplemental Readings: Hosea 12:2-5,
Romans 9:10-13

OUtI Iine 2. List the events preceding and surrounding

- . . the birth of Jacob and Esau.
° * . =
Of *Itoins and Birthrights (25:19347) 3. Summarize the privileges and responsibilities

Birth of the Twins (25:19-28) of being the firstborn, and the events that
Stolen Birthright (25:29-34) shifted the birthright from Esau to Jacob.
« Isaac and Abimelech (26) 4. Discover parallels between the lives of
« Jacob Steals the Blessing (27) Isaac and Abraham.

5. Describe how all four participants

* The Ladder (28) contributed to the wrong that occurred in

Jacob's Escape from Esau (28:1-9) the stealing of the blessing incident.
Jacob's Dream (28:10-22) 6. Imagine what Jacob felt and experienced
« Jacob and Laban (2931°) as he left home for Mesopotamia.

Jacob Marries the Daughters of Laban 7. Explain the personal and theological
(29:1-30) significance of Jacob's dream and the

responses he made to the dream.

Jacob’s Childrer? (29:31-30:24) 8. Describe the events leading to the
Jacob's Prosperity (30:25-43) marriage of Jacob to Leah and Rachel.
Trouble with Laban (31) 9. Compare the relationships Jacob had with

Leah and with Rachel, the competition
. . that was fostered, and the long-term
ObJeCtlveS bitterness and strife between the two
families of Jacob that resulted.

After reading this chapter you should 10. List the events leading to the departure of

be able to Jacob and his families, the pursuit and
1 Contrast the character traits of Jacob and accusation by Laban, and the resulting
Abraham, and the character traits of Jacob covenant established with Jacob.
and Esau.
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The next major unit of Genesis is some-
times called the Jacob cycle (25:19-37:1).
The great Scottish novelist and poet, Sir
Walter Scott, captured the spirit of the
Jacob cycle with the famous stanza cited
in the opening paragraph. The web Jacob
wove through deception was indeed tan-
gled. But as we shall see, God was able to
use and bless even Jacob.

After reading the Primeval History
(1:1-11:26), and the Abrahamic narratives
(11:27-25:18), you are now ready for the
third section of Genesis, which gives an
account of Abraham’s family: Isaac, Esau,
and particularly Jacob. You will soon re-
alize that this is a very different narrative.
Instead of following the encounters of a
righteous man and his relationship with
God, you will be left wondering how God
could bless (and use) a man like Jacob.

In Genesis 1-11, you learned about the
beauty of God’s perfect creation, the en-
trance of human sin into the world, and
the devastating consequences of sin. The
problem of sin detailed in the Primeval
History is a problem for all of us. But then
in Genesis 12-25, you learned that Abra-
ham is the answer to the world’s sin prob-
lem, or at least the beginning of the answer.
God considered him righteous because of
his surpassing faith, and God established
a personal relationship with him through
the covenant and its promises for the fu-
ture. From our modern, post-New Testa-
ment perspective, we are able to look back
across the ages and realize that God raised
up the nation Israel as the fulfillment of
those covenant promises to Abraham.
Eventually God’s Messiah (or “Christ”)
came from that nation, and lives today as
the permanent solution to our sin prob-
lems (read Heb 9:28; 1 Pt 2:24; 3:18).

But suppose for amoment you were not
reading Genesis from your modern per-
spective. Suppose you did not already
know the end of the story recorded in the
New Testament. Jacob, son of Isaac and
child of the promises of Abraham, is a
questionable character, with a unique and
entirely predictable personality. He was
willing to use (or abuse?) anyone at any
time for personal gain. At times he was
manipulative and deceitful; at other times,
clueless about God and his calling. This is
not supposed to be the way of Abraham'’s
children. The account creates a tension be-

tween the present reality (Jacob’s ques-
tionable character) and the future hope of
the covenant promises. It leaves us asking
“Why?” of the way things were, and “Why
not?” of the way they were supposed to
be.

If you did not know better, you might
think the covenant promises were in seri-
ous jeopardy in the hands of this
scoundrel. And in fact, if the outcome de-
pended on Jacob alone, we would have
cause for alarm. But Genesis wants us to
get this point: the promises are of God and
from God. He will not let his Word fail (Is
40:8).

Of Twins and
Birthrights
(25:19-34)

In Genesis 25:19, a new tléd6t section be-
gins: “This is the account of Abraham’s son
Isaac.” As we have said, the editor of Gen-
esis has arranged the eleven t6l¢d6t sec-
tions into four larger units (review pages
17-18, above). So far, you have covered
the Primeval History and the Abrahamic
narratives. This third major unit has the
toledot of Isaac (which is actually the story
of Jacob) and Esau (36:1-37:1).2

Genesis 25 has described the children
of Abraham and Ishmael (vv. 2-4 and
1315, respectively). Both had an impres-
sive number of children, including Ish-
mael’s twelve “princes” or tribal rulers
(v. 16). But as elsewhere, the author of Gen-
esis hastens on to the promised line, hav-
ing dutifully marked what became of Ish-
mael’s descendants.

The total number of Isaac’s sons was
two! This rather modest offspring may at
first appear to us less impressive than Ish-
mael’s twelve tribal chiefs. But the author
of Genesis devotes nearly twelve chapters
(25:19-37:1) to Isaac’s two sons, while Ish-
mael’s are covered in a few short verses.?
In God'’s plan of salvation, appearances
can be deceiving, and itis the seed of God’s
covenant promises that the author wishes
to relate.

Genesis 25:19-34 narrates the birth of
twins and the question of birthright. The
author moves on promptly to describe the



Jacob Struggles with His Family

all important birth of Abraham’s grand-
sons before Isaac’s own brief story (which
comes in Gn 26). This illustrates the im-
portance of tracing the patriarchal promises
through the birth of the promised progeny.
Isaac quickly becomes a peripheral char-
acter once the twins are born.

Birth of the Twins (25:19-28)

The “account” (t6leddt) of Isaac begins with
the birth of twins to Isaac and Rebekah.
The comment that Rebekah was unable to
conceive (25:21) presents the dreaded
problem of the barren wife again. Just as
Sarah before her (and Rachel after her, Gn
29:31; 30:1-2), Rebekah had been unable
to provide the all-important male offspring
promised by God. And, just as Sarah and
Abraham had waited twenty-five years
before Isaac was born, Rebekah and Isaac
waited twenty (compare vv. 20 and 26).

In the Abrahamic narratives, the birth
of the promised one was delayed in the
narrative. We followed Abraham and
Sarah in their journeys and agonized with
them over their childlessness. Isaac was
finally born in Genesis 21, and by then we
had watched as Abraham and Sarah grew
in their relationship with God. But the
issue of barrenness is treated much dif-
ferently here. This time the matriarch’s
barrenness and the news that she has con-
ceived is recorded in one startling verse
near the beginning of the unit (25:21).
Though there is a twenty-year delay, the
author’s concern is not to narrate the ac-
tions and struggles of Isaac and Rebekah
during the delay, as it had been with Abra-
ham and Sarah. This time the concern is
with the actions and behavior of the
promised son, Jacob, once he has arrived.

During Rebekah’s difficult pregnancy,
the Lord revealed to her the nature of her
twins’ relationship, which becomes an
important theme for the rest of the Jacob
narrative.

Two nations are in your womb,
and two peoples from within
you will be separated;
one people will be stronger than
the other,
and the older will serve the
younger (25:23).

Jacob and Esau will eventually become
the important nations of Israel and Edom,
thereby fulfilling the promises to Abra-
ham in Genesis 12:1-3 and elsewhere. In
addition, this illustrates the common bib-
lical theme of the younger brother dis-
placing the older, as we have already seen
with Cain and Abel, and Isaac and Ish-
mael.4 It is this struggle between Jacob
and Esau that dominates the “family his-
tory” of Isaac. And this divine revelation
detailing the main theme of the Jacob
cycle occurs at the beginning of the unit,
playing a similar role as the promises of
God at the beginning of the Abraham
cycle (Gn 12:1-3).5

The newborn twins were already dif-
ferent as babies (25:25-27). The red and
hairy Esau grew into a daring and hardy
outdoors man. Jacob, the younger of the
two, was a quiet homebody. Even at the
time of their birth, their future battles were
anticipated. Jacob emerged grasping his
older brother’s heel, and is therefore
named “Jacob,” a name that means some-
thing like “May God Protect,” but also
sounds like the word “heel.” Through
Jacob’s own actions, he devalued the name
into a synonym for “Supplanter,” “De-
ceiver,” or “Cheater” (see Gn 27:36).6 Re-
membering that Old Testament names
often reflect one’s character, Jacob’s name
does not portend an optimistic future for
his relationship with Esau. As we shall see,
Jacob is aptly named. He is the deceiving
trickster, who seeks to supplant his older
brother.

The prophet Hosea suitably summa-
rized the life of Jacob.

In the womb he grasped his
brother’s heel;

as a man he struggled with God
(12:3).

It is his struggles with his family and
with God that consumes most of the rest
of Genesis.

The birth account ends on a distressing
and foreboding note: “Isaac. .. loved Esau,
but Rebekah loved Jacob” (25:28). Parental
favoritism would plague this family for
years to come and cause monumental grief
(read Gn 37:3).
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Stolen Birthright (25:29-34)

The right of the firstborn son brought
several benefits in Old Testament culture.”
At the death of the father, the firstborn son
inherited a double portion of the estate (Dt
21:17). The eldest son also enjoyed special
status throughout his lifetime, ranking sec-
ond only to the father as the head of the
family (Gn 43:33). These responsibilities
and privileges would ordinarily be for-
merly conferred on the firstborn son in the
father’s deathbed blessing.

Esau, as the firstborn of Isaac, had par-
ticular responsibility and privilege because
he would also be called on to continue the
faithful line of Abraham and was heir to
the patriarchal promises of God’s covenant.
In this sense, the red soup incident con-
tinues the presumed heir theme of the
Abraham narrative. First Lot was the pre-
sumed heir of Abraham, then Eliezer, then
Ishmael. Would Esau now become the heir
of Isaac, and the one to carry on the patri-
archal covenant?

Jacob's offer to purchase Esau’s birthright
may not have any of these particular rights
(or responsibilities) in view, but rather deals
with family priority in general. Jacob is po-
sitioning himself for the prior claim of the
elder brother? By doing so, he has prepared
the way to acquire the greater privilege of
the blessing in Genesis 27.

Our narrator does not condemn Jacob’s
actions, but rather judges Esau’s indiffer-
ence toward his family responsibilities and
privileges: “So Esau despised his birthright”
(25:34). In this assessment, the New Testa-
ment author agrees, using Esau as the ex-
ample of someone who missed the grace of
God and caused trouble and defilement be-
cause of a “bitter root” in his life (Heb
12:15-17). Esau chose immediate gratifica-
tion of his physical desires over continued
position in the patriarchal family, thereby
also forfeiting his role in the covenant line
of Abraham. Such foolish decision making
is characteristic of all of us when we relin-
quish the long-term benefits of faithfulness
for the sake of instant gratification of ordi-
nary human appetites.

Although the narrator condemns Esau,
it is also clear that Jacob was no innocent
and unwilling participant. He was eager
to seize the opportunity for his own ad-
vantage, without concern for his brother’s

well-being. In this he was like Cain, who
killed his brother Abel. Jacob was unwill-
ing to be his “brother’s keeper” (Gn 4:9),
choosing instead to manipulate Esau in
his constant struggle to gain the upper
hand. Clearly, this unscrupulous fellow,
this “Deceiver,” Jacob is not cut from the
same cloth as Abraham. As we learn more
about Jacob and his unprincipled charac-
ter, the question of the narrative is, “What
will become of Abraham’s covenant and
the promises of God now?”

Isaac and Abimelech
(26)

Once the twins, Jacob and Esau, are
born, Isaac quickly fades into the back-
ground. This is the only chapter of Gene-
sis devoted to Isaac, and after chapter 27,
he is scarcely mentioned again until his
death (35:28-29). The placement of the
chapter is not as disruptive as it appears,
since it plays a literary role in the sym-
metrical design of the Jacob cycle.?

This chapter relates how Isaac is forced
to flee his home because of famine, claims
his wife is his sister in a pathetic effort to
save his own skin, endures controversies
over water rights with the surrounding
Philistines, and, most important, accepts
in faith the promises of God to Abraham.
If the details sound familiar, it is with good
reason. The point of this account seems
clear: Isaac is a worthy successor to his fa-
ther Abraham, even including the same
flaws.10

Just as famine forced Abraham to flee
the promised land (12:10-20), so now Isaac
journeys to Gerar, another of Abraham’s
former base camps (20:1). Just as Abraham
had dealings with the Philistine king
Abimelech, so now does Isaac, though this
was probably a subsequent king with the
same throne name.! Isaac, like Abraham,
claims his wife is his sister, falsifying the
relationship for fear of his life, again like
Abraham (compare 26:7 with 12:13; and
20:11). Isaac made the same mistake as
Abraham, and yet was delivered by the
mercy of God in the same way.

As unthinkable as it seems that Isaac
could make the same mistakes as his fa-
ther, the point of the narrative is that he
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The Philistines of the Patriarchal Period

It is commonly assumed that
the Philistines of Genesis 21
and 26 represent a historical
anachronism. The Philistines
do not play a dominant role in
Old Testament history until
the time of the judges and the
rise of the monarchy (see the
books of Judges and 1 and

2 Samuel). Extrabiblical
sources refer to the arrival of
the Philistines in southern
Syria-Palestine around 1200
8.c. Egyptian texts include as a
subgroup of the Sea Peoples,
the “Peleset,” who settled on
the southwest coastal plains of
Palestine, and in fact, gave rise
to the word “Palestine.”12
Their presence in the patriar-
chal narratives, therefore, is
believed to be a historical in-
congruity or chronological
misdating by several centuries.
Many people today assume
the author of Genesis mistak-
enly projected the political cir-
cumstances of his own day

(the much later monarchy,
when the Philistines were so
powerful) on the distant patri-
archal period.13

But this assumption raises
more questions than it an-
swers. The later Philistines,
who were the bitter enemies
of Iron Age Israelites, were dif-
ferent from these in Genesis in
both demeanor and govern-
ment.'4 The later Philistines
were warlike and lived in the
five cities of the coastal plain
(the "pentapolis,” consisting
of Gath, Gaza, Ashkelon, Ash-
dod, and Ekron). These later
Iron Age Philistines were ad-
ministered by “lords” (s&ra-
nim). By contrast, the Philis-
tines of Genesis lived around
Gerar and Beersheba, and
were ruled by the kings of
Gerar, known by the throne
name “Abimelech.” These fun-
damental differences between
the Bronze Age Philistines por-
trayed in the patriarchal ac-

counts and the later Iron Age
Philistines make it difficult to
view the Genesis references as
anachronistic. An Iron Age au-
thor reflecting his own histori-
cal period would have in-
vented Philistines who were
much different from the ones
we read about in the patriar-
chal narratives. The Genesis
descriptions seem to be au-
thentic accounts of a true
Bronze Age historic situation,
rather than retrojections of
later history.

It is more reasonable to
compare the Philistines of
Genesis with such people as
the Caphtorim from Crete (Dt
2:23). Thus the term “Philis-
tine” could be used for an ear-
lier Aegean group that was a
precursor to the later Philis-
tines. In a sense, these Caph-
torim would represent the first
wave of Sea Peoples from the
Aegean.

also believed the Word of God in the same
way, and acted on the promises of God as
Abraham had. The great promises of the
covenant are restated and confirmed to
Isaac (26:2-5, 24). Not only are Abraham’s
great promises repeated, but they are ex-
panded and enhanced for Isaac. God em-
phasizes that he will grant Isaac his own
presence in the land (“I will be with you”
26:3; and see v. 24), and urged him not to
go down to Egypt but to live in the con-
fines of the Promised Land. It took an act
of faith for Isaac to stay in Canaan during
the famine, but God granted mercy with
the Philistines. Not only that, but re-
markably Isaac reaped “a hundredfold”
harvest within the year (26:12). God had
truly been faithful in blessing Isaac.

The controversies with Abimelech over
water rights illustrate Isaac’s faithful char-

acter. If we were disappointed by his fail-
ure at Gerar, we have to be impressed by
Isaac’s victory at Rehoboth (26:16-22). The
previous arrangement between Abraham
and the Philistines had been forgotten or
ignored. Isaac had prospered so much, the
jealous Philistines drove him from Gerar.
Twice his father’s wells were captured and
he was expelled from the region. Finally
at the third location, they were left in
peace, so that Isaac named the place Re-
hoboth, or “Open Spaces” (26:22). Isaac
has wisely sought to avoid confrontation,
and graciously accepted whatever ground
the Philistines conferred. When Abimelech
and his corps arrived and requested a
treaty, Isaac affably agreed. But immedi-
ately upon their departure, a fresh well
was discovered with abundant water
(26:32). Despite his failures, Isaac has not

121



Encountering Jacob: God's Troubled Servant

=/ \Wwvw O -
I 1tin

The Philistines
of the
patriarchal age
differed in
several respects
from the Iron
Age Philistines
depicted here.

122

lost faith in the promises, or in God's abil-
ity to grant success.

Jacob Steals
the Blessing (27)

Genesis 27 presupposes a precise under-
standing of the deathbed blessing. In Old
Testament thought, the final fatherly bless-
ing was much more than a prayer for the
future of his children. Rather, the blessing
actually played an important role in de-
termining the destiny of his descendants,
as Jacob's blessings of his children near
the close of Genesis so aptly illustrate
(chaps. 48-49). Thus, the blessing was a
right entrusted to the father in which he
was guided by God's grace to bestow spir-
itual and material possessions, all of which
were irrevocable.l5 Rather than a prayer,
the final blessing was more like a
prophecy, the fulfillment of which was en-
sured by God himself.

All four participants in this episode are
almost equally at fault.’6 Esau had mar-
ried two Hittite wives from Canaan, who
had made the lives of his parents miser-

able (26:34-35). The importance of avoid-
ing such marriages is clear from Abra-
ham's insistence that Isaac marry within
the patriarchal family of Yahweh wor-
shipers from Haran (24:3-4). Yet Isaac is
also at fault for not making the same in-
sistent demand of Esau. Abraham had
carefully arranged for Isaac to marry Re-
bekah; why did not Isaac make the same
arrangements for Esau? Isaac's patience
(almost passivity) in his dealings with
Abimelech was a noble characteristic (Gn
26), but it surfaces here as indifference or
neglect. Rather than call both his sons to
receive a blessing as was customary, he
foolishly summons only his favorite son,
Esau, whose "tasty food" is the kind he
likes (27:4). Though we may be tempted
to blame only Rebekah and Jacob for their
part in the ruse, the narrator has enough
blame to share with Isaac and Esau.

But Rebekah and Jacob have their own
guiltto bear. Rebekah had received the as-
surances of God himself while the twins
were still in her womb: "the older will
serve the younger" (25:23). This divine
pronouncement standing at the head of
the Jacob narrative made clear God's will,
just as the promises of Genesis 12:1-3 did
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for the Abrahamic narratives. Yet even
with the promises of God in her hands,
Rebekah refused to act in love and char-
ity and to wait for God’s timing. Rather,
she took manipulative action to guaran-
tee the future of her favorite son. Jacob,
for his part, willingly went along with her
scheme. His only objection unveils a fear
of detection rather than moral disapproval:
“What if my father touches me? I would
appear to be tricking him and would bring
down a curse on myself rather than a bless-
ing” (27:12).

The consequences of all these actions
are telling. At first glance you may have
thought Jacob and Rebekah got away with
it. But Rebekah was forced to send her
beloved Jacob away to Mesopotamia for
what she hoped would be “a few days”
(27:44, Nxjv), but in reality was twenty
years. She would never see Jacob again.
Jacob, for his part, had to flee for his life.
While in Mesopotamia, he was tricked into
marrying the unattractive Leah, in order
to marry Rachel also. His favoritism for
Rachel and her children would result in
conflict for the rest of his life. Like Abra-
ham before them, these characters were
unwilling to wait on the Lord to accom-
plish his will in their lives. Though ulti-
mately God was faithful to his Word and
accomplished his purposes through them,
they made their lives difficult by pursu-
ing their own designs.

While other biblical narratives illustrate
the exemplary behavior of our great he-
roes of faith, this chapter depicts the falli-
bility of each member of the chosen fam-
ily. All four characters are guilty: Esau in
reckless marriages, Isaac in stupefied fa-
voritism, Rebekah in calculated brazen-
ness, and Jacob in deceitful exploitation.
Yet despite all of this, God’s grace endures
and his purposes for the chosen seed of
Abraham advance.

The Ladder (28)

Esau’s unfortunate marriages became Re-
bekah'’s excuse for sending Jacob away
(27:46). In reality, she was privy to the news
that Esau was planning to murder Jacob.
The urgency of the situation led her to ap-
proach Isaac and insist that Jacob be sent
back to the patriarchal homeland to ac-

quire a suitable wife, as Abraham’s ser-
vant had done for Isaac (Gn 24). The only
hope for finding a godly wife for Jacob
was Bethuel’s household back in Meso-
potamia (see table 11.8.1). Perhaps with-
out knowing the circumstances, Isaac
would also be saving Jacob from Esau’s
wrath.

Jacob’s Escape from Esau (28:1-9)

Isaac’s farewell blessing became an occa-
sion to review and restate the all-impor-
tant covenant promises for Jacob. As Isaac
sent the son of the promise back to Pad-
dan Aram, the homeland of Abraham’s
family,'” he reiterated the threefold bless-
ing that now must become Jacob’s life
charter (28:34). The “blessing of Abra-
ham” (NRsv) contained the now familiar
assurances of land and descendants, pro-
nounced in the name of “God Almighty,”
the patriarchal name for God (E! Shaddai,
Gn17:1).

Jacob set out presumably to find for him-
self a suitable wife, but really to escape
Esau’s anger. He was vulnerable for the
first time in his life. He was the home-lover
being forced to leave home. He has es-
tranged his own brother, and now must
leave his parents to journey to a land that
must have seemed foreign and totally un-
familiar to him. He has the promises of
God in his hands, but he has not the ex-
perience with God nor relationship with
God necessary to find much comfort in the
“blessing of Abraham.” This was a time
for Jacob to find out his convictions, about
God and about himself.

Try to imagine reading this narrative as
though you did not know the outcome.
Will Esau pursue Jacob and attempt to
murder him? Will Jacob ever return to
Canaan? What will happen once he
reaches Mesopotamia? Will he marry
someone in Abraham’s family and con-
tinue the promised line? The suspense is
heightened by this picture: the promised
son, Jacob, running for his life away from
the Promised Land. How can this be, and
how will it ever be resolved? Even if he
does marry a suitable wife and returns to
Canaan, how can the promises of Abra-
ham be fulfilled in the life of someone so
far removed from the faith of Abraham?
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As Jacob goes off into the horizon (28:5),
all of these questions beg for resolution.

Jacob’s Dream (28:10-22)

We will not have to wait long for the an-
swers. At “a certain place” on his way from
Beersheba to Haran, Jacob has to stop for
the night (28:10-11). Lonely and afraid,
and on his own far from home, it must
have been a harrowing experience. Cus-
tomarily in the Old Testament, travelers
forced to spend the night in a strange lo-
cation were taken in by local residents (re-
view Gn 19:1-3, and compare ]Jgs
19:11-21). It was ancient custom not to
allow a visitor to brave the elements out
of doors overnight (see especially Jgs 19:15,
17-20). Whether Jacob was unable to lo-
cate a friendly host, or unwilling to accept
aid, the result was the same. He was alone,
and forced to bed down under the stars.

Taking a stone and preparing a place to
sleep, Jacob settles down for the night
(28:11). He could not have anticipated
what happened next. In a dream, he saw
aladder (more likely a stairway, with steps
rather than rungs) connecting heaven and
earth.!8 The stairway was a two-way street:
angels were “ascending and descending
on it” (v. 12). The significance of the an-
gels is not explicit in the passage, but they
were probably God's patrolling forces who
had access to both heaven and earth—all
of earth. Wherever Jacob roamed on his
journeys, God'’s forces would be guarding
and protecting him (see also God's state-
ment in v. 15).1 Until now, these were
forces that Jacob had not considered. He
had relied all his life on his own ability to
manipulate and deceive. Now in this vul-
nerable moment in a dream from God, he
is made aware that a larger design is at
work in his life.

The central core of the passage is God's
appearance in the dream and his pro-
nouncement of the covenant promises of
Abraham for Jacob (vv. 13-15). Here God
affirms the threefold covenant promises
of Abraham—land, descendants, and
blessing: “I will give you and your de-
scendants the land on which you are lying.
... All peoples on earth will be blessed
through you and your offspring.” Similar
words were still ringing in Jacob’s ears,
for his father had sent him on his journey

with a reminder that he was the heir of
“the blessing given to Abraham” (vv. 3-4).
But this was different. It was one thing for
Jacob’s father to charge him with the sig-
nificance of his relationship to God. This
dream was an entirely different matter.
Jacob’s loneliness and dangerous vulner-
ability in the open spaces made him par-
ticularly receptive to God’s message. Now
it was time for him to decide what he re-
ally believed. No longer could he live on
the strength of his parents’ faith. It was
time for the God of Abraham and Isaac to
become the God of Jacob as well.

The covenant promises have a similar
function in this narrative as in the previ-
ous Abrahamic narratives. As God’s as-
surances of covenant promises to Abra-
ham in Genesis 15 anticipated later events
in Abraham’s life (and the rest of the Bible),
these assurances to Jacob point to the sub-
sequent events in the Jacob narratives.20
The circumstances of Jacob’s life, narrated
in the next several chapters of Genesis, ful-
fill the promises made here and illustrate
once again that God is faithful to his Word.

Jacob had much to think about on his
journey: the threat of Esau, the necessity
of leaving home, the danger of traveling
so far alone, uncertainty about what he
would encounter in Mesopotamia, and
whether he would ever be able to return
to Canaan. God’s concluding promise
seemed tailored particularly for Jacob’s
needs: “I am with you and will watch over
you wherever you go, and I will bring you
back to this land. I will not leave you until
I have done what I have promised you”
(28:15). As you read the next several chap-
ters of Genesis, remember that God's Word
will prove true in your life also.

When Jacob woke up, he had several
worshipful responses to the dream, all of
which were appropriate. He acknowl-
edged the Lord’s presence in the place,
which had been given no name in the nar-
rative to this point. He erected a monu-
ment with the stone he had used as a pil-
low, anointed it with oil, and named the
place Bethel, or “house of God” (vv. 16-19).
The fear that Jacob experienced was a rev-
erential fear from having been in God’s
presence, and was a new experience for
Jacob (v. 17).

We might be tempted to read Jacob’s
vow with skepticism (vv. 20-22). Jacob
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vows that if God indeed protects him on
his journeys, provides for his needs, and
allows him to return to Canaan, then Yah-
weh will be Jacob’s God. In addition, Jacob
pledges to give a tithe, a full one-tenth of
all his income, back to the Lord. If we sus-
pect Jacob of collusion or trickery, we
would hardly be far from the truth about
his personality traits to this point. This
looks like Jacob’s pathetic attempt to ma-
nipulate God as he has so far been able to
do to everyone else.

However, the nature of vows in the Old
Testament makes it more likely that Jacob’s
vow was also an appropriate response to
God’s revelatory dream, if not a mature
expression of faith.2! Most vows are con-
ditional statements uttered in a situation
of distress. It is most likely that such a vow
as this was a natural response of faith, in
which Jacob pledged himself to worship
Yahweh again once the divine promises
were fulfilled. The remainder of the Jacob
narrative shows how God fulfilled his
promises, and Jacob’s vow later in the nar-
rative makes this interpretation preferable
(see Gn 35:1-3, 14-15).

This was Jacob’s first encounter with
God. The faith of his parents had become
his faith as well. His was not a mature faith
like Abraham’s, but nonetheless it was a
new step for Jacob. The recent turn of

events in his family life made it impossi-

ble for him to rely solely on his own abil-
ity to trick, lie, and steal. When God con-
fronted him at Bethel, he grew up
spiritually, choosing to take responsibil-
ity for his own relationship with God. The
promises of God came in a dream, but
Jacob’s response came in his wakefulness.
He found the world of the dream more
convincing and attractive than his old
world of fear, deception, and guilt. He re-
solved to embrace the reality of the
dream.? This is an important lesson for
all of us to learn. At some point in time,
all of us must claim the great promises of
God for ourselves, and step out in faith,
making our own commitments to him.
God has no grandchildren!

In the dream, God committed himself
to the conniving runawayj just as he had
once committed himself to Abraham (Gn
15). The stairway dream is a graphic au-
diovisual lesson for Jacob that God has
come down to him and is with him on his

journey. Heaven has come to earth. Indeed,
the Bible repeats the refrain. God comes
to other runaways as well. This in fact is
God’s defining feature—he comes to re-
bellious people to be with them and to
save them. When finally he chose to be-
come a person to seek and to save the lost,
he was given the name “God with us” (Im-
manuel, Mt 1:23). Just as Jacob was forced
to respond to God’s coming, so must we.

Jacob and Laban
(29-31)

Jacob was a new man. But his newfound
faith could not remove the necessity of fac-
ing up to decisions he had made earlier in
his life. It was still necessary to escape Esau
and Canaan, and there was no choice but
to continue on to Mesopotamia.

Jacob Marries the Daughters
of Laban (29:1-30)

In a pattern we have witnessed before, the
opening scene of this unit has the patri-
arch arriving safely in a foreign land, and
meeting his future wife ata well (compare
Gn 24). God’s protection and guidance is
as apparent with Jacob as it was with
Abraham'’s servant who went to Meso-
potamia to find a wife for Isaac. When
Jacob met the beautiful Rachel, his cousin,
he was overwhelmed with emotion (vv.
10-11). So far, the promises of the stairway
dream were working.

Jacob seemed more than willing to at-
tach himself to Laban’s household (v. 14).
But in meeting his uncle Laban, Jacob met
aman who also knew a thing or two about
trickery and manipulation himself. In fact,
Jacob had met his match. Through Laban,
he would drink deeply “of his own med-
icine of duplicity.”?

Jacob fell hopelessly in love with Rachel.
Since he had arrived in Mesopotamia
empty-handed and could not afford the
normal marriage present (a bride price
given to the bride’s family), he offered a
very considerable part of his work capac-
ity—seven years.?* His love was so pro-
found that even this heavy cost “seemed
like only a few days to him because of his
love for her” (v. 20).

But Laban outtricked the great trickster.
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Table 9.1

As Jacob deceived his father and cheated
his brother, now he gets a dose of his own
medicine from his uncle. At the wedding
feast, Laban substituted the unlovely Leah,
his first daughter, for Rachel. The next
morning Jacob found himself married to
Leah instead of his beloved Rachel. When
he complained to his uncle about the de-
ception, Laban explained it was custom-
ary that the elder daughter should marry
first, and that he could still marry Rachel
ina week’s time, provided Jacob was will-
ing to work an additional seven years.
Jacob was trapped. He agrees to the terms,
and finds himself now with two wives.
His resentment of Laban and his fa-
voritism for Rachel will lead to family dis-
cord that will plague him the rest of his
life. Inhis old age, he favored Rachel’s son,
Joseph, so much that Leah’s sons wanted
to kill him, as we shall see (Gn 37:3—4, 18).
One might reasonably ask how Laban
could possibly have pulled off such an as-
tonishing deception. How could Jacob
have been so wrong? Certainly the late-
ness of the hour in the wedding chamber
and Leah’s heavy bride’s veil contributed
to the ploy. But surely there was more to
it than this! It seems likely that the wed-
ding feast hosted by Laban was an inten-
tional ploy to dull Jacob's senses with wine
(29:22). The text also includes lexical hints
that inebriation was part of the story.?>

Jacob’s Children (29:31-30:24)

This unit shows that God was faithful to
accomplish his purposes, even through
the deceitful actions of Laban and Jacob,
and the jealous hatred of Jacob’s wives.
He had promised a great multitude of
descendants to Abraham’s grandson,
Jacob. It would be through the unfortu-
nate Leah and her maidservant that eight
of the tribes of Israel would trace their
descent.

Jacob’s marriages were stormy from
the start: “Leah was not loved . . . but
Rachel was barren” (29:31). Both women
wanted what the other had. Leah felt that
having sons for Jacob would somehow
earn his love, while Rachel was as des-
perate for children as Sarah had been be-
fore her. Giving birth degenerated into
competition. Each wife gave Jacob her
maidservant (Zilpah and Bilhah) in an
effort to have more children than the
other. Even though this practice was ac-
ceptable socially in the ancient Near East,
ithad caused problems in the patriarchal
family before (Gn 16). Rachel’s desper-
ate deal for the mandrakes (a primitive
drug thought to produce fertility) had an
ironic result, since it failed to help her
but resulted in more children for Leah
(30:14-21). Ultimately, Rachel would also
have a son, but not because of the man-

Ancestors of the Twelve Tribes of Jacobl/israel
The Children of Jacob (Gn 29:31-30:24; and 35:16-18, 22b-26)

Reuben Simeon Levi
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drakes: "Then God remembered Rachel;
he listened to her and opened her womb"
(30:22).

Through all the maneuvering and com-
petition, God steadily fulfilled his
promise of descendants for Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob. The birth and naming
of Jacob's first eleven sons form the lit-
erary central point of an elaborate sym-
metrical structure in the Jacob narrative.%
This is the turning point of the story, es-
pecially the birth of Joseph to Rachel
(30:22-24). This was Jacob's purpose for
living in Mesopotamia so long, though
he may not have been fully aware of it.
The children given to him by Leah,
Rachel, and their maidservants will even-
tually become the twelve tribes of the na-
tion lIsrael. In time, God will provide a
Messiah for the world through Israel.
From ahuman perspective we marvel at
the rancor and bitterness that divide this
family. Yetit is through this dysfunctional
family that God's promises move for-
ward in one giant step. From a divine
perspective, God's grace is working in
the lives of some very improbable sub-
jects. We should be grateful that our sal-
vation rests on the grace of God rather
than on any human merit.

Jacob Struggles with His Family

Jacob’s Prosperity (30:25-43)

God blessed Jacob with children while he
was in Mesopotamia. But he also blessed
him by miraculously multiplying his share
of Laban's flocks. His uncle, true to form,
attempted to limitJacob's success with the
flock by removing all the spotted and
speckled animals to a safe distance, mak-
ing it unlikely that Jacob could increase
his share. Jacob combined selective breed-
ing with the superstitious beliefs of the
time regarding animal husbandry. Mirac-
ulously, his share of the flock thrived and
he became quite wealthy (v. 43). He no
doubt owed his success more to God's
grace than he realized.

Trouble with Laban (31)

Not only was Jacob surrounded by the bit-
ter conflict between his wives, but he him-
self became embroiled in controversy with
Laban. His success had led to jealousy and
resentment (w. 1-2), which suggested the
time was ripe to return to Canaan. But
Jacob was also a man on a divinely given
mission, ever since the stairway dream of
Bethel. Yahweh summoned Jacob in terms
reminiscent of Abraham's initial call (v. 3;
compare 12:1-2), and the time had clearly
arrived to take leave of Laban's company.
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What Were Laban’s Household Gods (Gn 31:19)?

On the occasion of her quick
departure from Mesopotamia
to begin the journey to
Canaan, Rachel stole her fa-
ther’s “household gods” (téra-
pim). Despite an enormous
amount of scholarly attention
given to these items, we still
have unanswered questions
about them. What exactly
were the (t&rapim),and why
did Rachel steal them?2”
Studies of the etymology of
the word have not been con-
clusive. They are referred to
simply as “gods” later in the
chapter (w. 30, 32). Compari-
son with other ancient Near
Eastern cultures reveals that
images of deities (usually fig-
urines in human form) were
sometimes thought to protect
the family, and these may
have been images of deceased
ancestors. They were at times
used for divining the will of

the gods and for predicting
the future.

But can any of these be be-
hind Rachel’s actions? Many
have found a parallel in an
Akkadian legal text from Nuzi,
which is thought to reflect the
social culture of northwestern
Mesopotamia at that time.28
In this case, possession of the
family gods constituted a
claim to the best inheritance
portion, in which Rachel was
guaranteeing her husband’s fi-
nancial future. But this inter-
pretation has considerable
problems, and has been gener-
ally discredited. More recently
discovered texts from Emar (in
Syria) have raised again the
question of a link between
possession of the family gods
and the rights of inheritance.
But these are also inconclusive.

We have some evidence
that these figurines were

viewed as amulets, or sources
of protection and blessing—a
sort of protective charm or
good luck piece. In this case,
they may have had little reli-
gious significance, nor were
they legal and financial guar-
antees for Jacob’s future.
Rachel simply felt insecure
about leaving home and fol-
lowing her husband and Leah,
her rival sister, to a foreign
land.

Was Rachel motivated by
fear, piety, greed, or revenge?
We may never know with cer-
tainty what the nature of
these household gods were.
But they were very important
to Laban (31:30), and it seems
probable that they continued
to be a problem for Jacob
until he purged them from his
family before continuing on to
Bethel (35:2).
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It was time for Jacob’s twenty-year sojourn
to end. He had a vow to keep with God
(at Bethel) and a brother to face at home.

Jacob Leaves Mesopotamia (31:1-21)

Jacob found it necessary to steal away sur-
reptitiously, no doubt because twenty
years had familiarized him with Laban’s
tactics. He knew his uncle would not will-
ingly allow him to leave. Jacob’s business
was too important to Laban.

Rachel’s theft of Laban’s household
gods (térapim) has generated much schol-
arly speculation (v. 19). Whatever these
items were, Rachel was probably trying to
ensure good fortune for her trip to Canaan.

Laban Pursues Jacob (31:22-42)

Laban had been distracted while shear-
ing the sheep, the busiest time of the year
(v. 19). By the time he realized that Jacob
had absconded, it was too late. But he gath-

ered a sizable force and pursued Jacob and
his family, overtaking them in Gilead, east
of the Jordan River near the Promised
Land. In the ensuing confrontation, Laban
accused Jacob of stealing the household
gods, about which Jacob knew nothing.
He allowed Laban to search all his pos-
sessions, to no avail. Rachel coyly con-
cealed the household gods from her fa-
ther, and Jacob began a long diatribe in
which he berated Laban for mjstreating
him all these years.

Jacob and Laban Make a Parting
Covenant (31:43-55)

Laban’s proposal to make a covenant or
treaty must have surprised Jacob. He had
departed in fear, but now Laban himself
proposed peace. In a passage that illus-
trates ancient Near Eastern treaty making
between equals, Laban and Jacob set up a
stone monument, offered a sacrifice and
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Study Questions

1. How does the birth narrative in Gene-
sis 25 foreshadow the future relation-
ship between Jacob and Esau?

2. Why does the biblical author say that
Esau “despised his birthright”?

3. In what ways does Isaac prove a wor-
thy successor to his father Abraham,
both in his flaws and in his more ad-
mirable qualities?

. How does the narrator reveal the guilt
of all four characters in Genesis 277

. Why might it be appropriate to view
Jacob'’s response to his dream as one
of faith?

. Describe two conflicts involving Jacob
while he sojourned in Mesopotamia.

. Explain the possible significance of the
"household gods” of Genesis 31.

ate a celebratory meal together, gave ap-
propriate names to the monument in their
respective dialects (Laban’s Aramaic name
and Jacob’s Hebrew), and declared the
monument a witness of each man’s com-
mitment to peaceful nonaggression.
Jacob must have been more than will-
ing to be free of the grasping and avari-
cious Laban. Now, nearly within view of
the Promised Land, he certainly would
have to deal with brother Esau. A pact of
peaceful coexistence with Laban was in-
finitely better than leaving unfinished
business back in Mesopotamia while he
attempted to finish the business he had

left behind twenty years before in Canaan.
His very presence at the boundaries of the
Promised Land must have reminded him
of God’s promises in the stairway dream
of Bethel: “I am with you and will watch
over you wherever you go, and I will bring
you back to this land. I will not leave you
until I have done what I have promised
you” (28:15).

Would he really arrive safely in the land
of promise with his new family of
promise? And if so, what kind of recep-
tion would he receive from his estranged
brother?
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Jacob Struggles
with God

Genesis 32:1-37:1

Tetrj® m <"l

Out of timber so crooked
as that from which man is
made nothing entirely
straight can be carved.

—Immanuel Kant,
German philosopher
(1724-1804)1

Supplemental Readings: Malachi 1:2-3,

Hebrews 11:9, 20-21

Outline

« Jacob Meets God, Jacob Meets Esau
(32-33)
Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau (32:3217)
Jacob Meets God (32:22327)
Jacob Meets Esau (33)

* The Violation of Dinah (34)

* Back to Bethel (35)

» Esau Epilogue (36)

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1 Given the fear Jacob had of his
estranged brother, identify the means
God used to reassure Jacob of divine
protection.

2. Summarize the ways Jacob prepared for
a confrontation with Esau, and the
efforts he made to avoid conflict.

3. Specify the events involved in Jacob's

encounter with God at Peniel and the
change of character implied by the
change of Jacob's name to Israel.

. Compare the meeting of Jacob and Esau

to Jacob's encounter with God.

. Describe the events surrounding the

violation of Dinah, emphasizing the
command to avoid intermarriage with
unbelievers, the less than noble actions
by everyone involved, and the implied
condemnation of Jacob for his role in the
incident and his delay in the journey to
Bethel.

. Examine the response of Jacob to God's

call to return to Bethel, including the
purging of objects that might hinder
them spiritually.

. Describe God's appearance to Jacob

upon his arrival at Bethel, the promises
God made to him there, and the final
events in the biblical account of Jacob.

. Summarize the theological and literary

significance of the five tdl&ddt panels
that form the basic structure of the
patriarchal narratives.
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So far we have little evidence that God has
been able to carve anything entirely
straight from this crooked timber, Jacob.

God has done many things for Jacob.
He has granted Jacob his family’s
birthright and his father’s blessing. God
has miraculously protected Jacob and
blessed him with abundant material
wealth. He has given him a large family
with many children, so important in that
culture, and God has even restored peace
to Jacob's relationship with Laban. More-
over, God has bestowed on Jacob the most
important element of this entire Genesis
narrative: the covenant promises.

But Jacob is still no Abraham. His re-
sponse of faith to the stairway dream at
Bethel (Gn 28) was a step in the right di-
rection. But Jacob still has a long way to
travel before he fulfills the vow he made
there (vv. 20-22).

The next section of Genesis contains the
rest of the Isaac télédot (32:1-35:29, which
is actually the Jacob narrative) and the
Esau télédét (36:1-37:1). The narrative re-
counts the experiences of Jacob and his
family upon their return to the Promised
Land.

Jacob Meets God,
Jacob Meets Esau
(32-33)

Jacob must have been greatly relieved to
have settled the crisis with Laban at Gilead
on the border of the Promised Land (ch.
31). Genesis 32-33 relates Jacob’s return to
Canaan. Given the fact that he had swin-
dled his brother Esau twenty years before
when he left Canaan, he could ill-afford
to worry about two relatives holding
grudges for separate reasons in different
locations. With Laban appeased, he could
now focus on the unresolved conflict at
home in Canaan.

The last time Jacob had seen him, Esau
was planning to kill him (27:41). Now that
Jacob was returning to the Promised Land,
the inevitable meeting with Esau loomed
ahead. The anger of his estranged brother
was a roadblock to Jacob’s further growth.
Geographically, he could have avoided
meeting Esau on his way back to Bethel.

But spiritually, he had to be reconciled to
his brother in order to reach Bethel, where
he would fulfill his vows to God.2

In the brief paragraph between Genesis
31 and 32, the narrator tells us that Laban
went his way, and Jacob went his
(31:55-32:2).2 But Jacob was not alone.
After Laban’s departure, Jacob was met
by the “angels of God” at Mahanaim. Like
the angels of the stairway dream of Gen-
esis 28, the angels of this new vision were
presumably intended to reassure Jacob of
God's protective presence.* As the Bethel
dream comforted Jacob when he departed
Canaan, now the Mahanaim vision does
so as he returns.

Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau
(32:3-21)

In the hopes that Esau would receive him
with open arms, Jacob sent messengers to
Seir in southern Transjordan with the news
of his return. Jacob’s words were carefully
chosen: “This is what you are to say to my
master Esau . . . your servant Jacob says, . ..
I am sending this message to my lord”
(32:4-5). Though this sort of courtesy was
common in the ancient Orient, such hu-
mility extended to one’s twin brother is
remarkable. The elaborate message is a
tacit admission of guilt and an implied re-
nunciation of the privileges Jacob filched
from his brother.? His news that he has ac-
quired cattle, donkeys, sheep, goats, and
servants implies they are Esau’s for the
taking. Jacob’s servile tone disavows God’s
prenatal pronouncement to Rebekah about
which twin would rule the other (25:23),
and Isaac’s blessing to Esau, which was
irrevocable in that culture (27:40). Jacob
was placing himself at Esau’s disposal, be-
cause he feared the worst.

The news brought back by the messen-
gers was not reassuring. Esau was on his
way to meet Jacob with a small personal
army in tow, four hundred men. It was
now clear that empty apologies would not
suffice, and Esau’s approaching troops
presented Jacob with the greatest crisis of
his life. He resorted to desperate means to
win his brother over. First he prepared for
the worst by dividing his family and prop-
erty into two groups in a desperate at-
tempt to save at least one group. Then he
did what most of us do in extreme crises:
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he prayed. In what is one of the great
prayers of Genesis (32:9-12), Jacob seems
clearly focused on his only hope of sur-
vival: “Save me, I pray, from the hand of
my brother Esau.” God’s promises at
Bethel to bless Jacob and be with him (ch.
28) are the sure foundation for Jacob’s pe-
tition, as is evident in his words “But you
have said . ..” (32:12).6

Not satisfied with prayer alone, Jacob
prepares a substantial gift for Esau, con-
sisting of a farmer’s delight, which he sent
to him in waves: goats, lambs, rams,
camels, cows, and donkeys (vv. 13-21).

With each group of animals, he instructed
his messengers to tell Esau “your servant
Jacob” is coming behind us. Rather than
a bribe, we should accept Jacob’s own
words as explanation of the gift: “I will
pacify him with these gifts . .. perhaps he
will receive me” (v. 20). Perhaps the rep-
etition of Jacob’s name would soften
Esau’s response. It would be easy to crit-
icize Jacob for a lack of faith after so pious
a prayer. But it seems more likely the nar-
rator invites us to see Jacob as afraid and
confused, with perhaps a measure of
doubt mixed in with his faith.””

Jacob Meets God (32:22-32)

Jacob was paralyzed at the thought of
meeting Esau. He had expended his en-
ergy in elaborate preparations for the im-
pending encounter with his brother. But
instead, he had this encounter with God,
for which he was completely unprepared.8

Jacob’s bizarre encounter with God at Pe-
niel is the central episode in the description
of Jacob’s return to Canaan. It is framed lit-
erarily by his preparation to meet Esau
(32:3-21) and the meeting with Esau itself
(33:1-20). The central feature of this central
episode is Jacob’s name change to Israel.
As elsewhere in the Bible, midlife name
changes represent a change of character
(Abram to Abraham, Simon to Peter). This
was God's answer to the problem of Jacob’s
duplicitous and grasping tendencies. God
was in the circumstances and affairs of
Jacob's life, working to transform his char-
acter. The transformation was accompa-
nied by the important blessing of God.

Jacob was apparently unable to sleep (he
had intended to lodge that night in the
camp, 32:21). He rose during the night, took
his family, and embarked on a dangerous
night-crossing of the river Jabbok, an east-
to-west tributary of the Jordan approxi-
mately twenty-five miles north of the Dead
Sea (see map I11.10.1). Though we cannot
be certain, it appears Jacob returned to the
northern bank of the Jabbok after his fam-
ily was safely across.? In any event, now
heisinexorably alone (32:24). The solitude
was God's timing for confrontation. “When
everything is at stake a night of prayer is
no burden, but rather a life-line.”1

The text says simply, “a man wrestled
with him till daybreak” (32:24b). The iden-
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tity of the “man” is not clear at first. We as
readers are left in the darkness of the night
encounter, like Jacob who wrestles with
his visitor until daybreak. But at dawn,
Jacob prevailed over the man, who nev-
ertheless maimed Jacob permanently.
Jacob, perhaps suspecting that his was no
mere human assailant, refuses to let go of
the man without a blessing. The man re-
sponded with a question, “What is your
name?” Jacob’s answer is a confession,
since he is admitting, as Esau observed
years before, that he is rightly named
(27:36). He has been a deceiving trickster
from birth, and his current predicament
with Esau is the result. The mysterious
night visitor changed Jacob’s name to Is-
rael, “God fights/ rules,” because, he says,
“you have striven with God and with hu-
mans, and have prevailed” (32:28).

Now convinced that he wrestles with
no mere human, Jacob also asks for his
name. Certain ancient religions consid-
ered possession of a person’s name im-
portant as a means of gaining a power ad-
vantage, so the visitor refused. Instead,
“he blessed him there” (32:29b). Without
realizing it completely, this was what Jacob
wanted and needed. He had acquired his
father’s blessing by deceit and treachery.
Now wracked with fear at Esau’s revenge,
his wrestling turned to desperate deter-
mination, and he came away crippled,
blessed, and renamed Israel. This time the
blessing was rightfully acquired. In com-
memoration of this momentous event, he
named the place Peniel, or “face of God,”
for he had seen the face of God and sur-
vived (32:30).

The struggle brought to a climactic con-
clusion the “battling and groping of a life-
time.”1 Jacob learned that it was with God
he had been struggling all his life, not Esau
in Canaan or Laban in Mesopotamia. He
also learned that the true and best bless-
ing results from submission to God’s will,
rather than from craftily wrenching it
away from one’s brother. Finally he
learned that in God’s economy strength
comes through weakness, which prepared
him to meet Esau.

Jacob Meets Esau (33)

The Peniel episode disrupts the flow of
the narrative. It comes between Jacob’s

preparation to meet Esau and the meeting
itself. But at the same time, Jacob’s
wrestling with God has prepared the way
for his reunion with Esau, and therefore
heightened the effect of one of the most
touching reunions of the Bible.

Several features of the narrative suggest
that Jacob is a new man after the Peniel
experience.’? When he saw his brother ap-
proaching, Jacob divided his family up
again, as he had done before (32:7-8;
33:1-2). But this time there appears to be
no military strategy involved, only a re-
verse order of his affection for his wives:
concubines, Leah, and Rachel. The pre-
Peniel Jacob was careful to remain behind

his divided goods (32:17-21), whereas the .

post-Peniel Jacob “went on ahead” of his
family to meet Esau (33:3). The degree of
humility apparent in his formal greeting
(33:3) and his insistence on repaying the
“blessing” he had stolen from Esau (33:11)
show to what degree Jacob is a different
man."?Jacob has truly become Israel, lead-
ing one scholar to call this episode “Jacob
at the Jabbok, Israel at Peniel.”14

The great surprise (and relief!) of the
narrative is that Esau too is a different man
than he was twenty years before. Whereas
he had wanted nothing but revenge
against Jacob (27:41), now he runs anx-
iously to welcome his brother home (33:4).
Apparently the four hundred men were
not a military squadron sent to attack
Jacob, but corps offered to protect Jacob
the rest of the way home. The change in
Esau is most apparent in the contrast be-
tween the way the brothers approached
each other: Jacob “bowed down to the
ground seven times,” while Esau “ran to
meet Jacob and embraced him; he threw
his arms around his neck and kissed him”
(33:34). God had obviously been work-
ing in Esau’s heart as well, and he was
eager to be reconciled to his brother.

Jacob is so relieved to be forgiven and
reconciled to his brother that he associates
this meeting with Esau to his meeting with
God in Genesis 32. He tells Esau, “to see
your face is like seeing the face of God,
now that you have received me favorably,”
in an obvious reference to Peniel (33:10).
Just as Jacob saw the face of God in chap-
ter 32 and yet lived, so now he has seen
the face of his brother and survived.

After this cheerful reunion, the broth-




ers part ways, Esau going back to Seir and
Jacob traveling to the interior of the
Promised Land (33:16-20). At Shechem,
Jacob settled near the city, bought a plot
of ground, and built an altar for worship
(see map I11.10.1). It was appropriate that
Jacob worshiped God at Shechem, for this
is where God first appeared to Abraham
when he entered Canaan, and Abraham
had built his own altar there (12:6-7). And,
like Abraham, Jacob purchased a plot of
ground in the land promised ultimately
to belong to his descendants. The name of
the altar, El-Elohe-Israel, “God is the God
of Israel,” acknowledges that Jacob has
now come to appreciate fully the signifi-
cance of that dark night at the Jabbok ford
when his name was changed to Israel. The
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, has
now, at long last, become the God of Is-
rael.

What a wonderful ending this would
have been for the Jacob narrative! Unfor-
tunately the reference to Shechem is also
a prelude to the next chapter.

The Violation
of Dinah (34)

Sometimes it is difficult to understand why
certain episodes were recorded in the
Bible. The ravishing of Dinah is one of
those horrible events that seems to have
no redeeming value, and it is unclear what
the narrator wants us to get from the ac-
count. Yet, as we shall see, it plays a fasci-
nating role in the context of Genesis.

Dinah was the daughter of Leah, and
therefore a member of the less appreciated
portion of Jacob’s family. Jacob had never
loved Leah as much as he did Rachel
(29:30), and he eventually favored Rachel’s
children, Joseph and Benjamin, more than
those of Leah (review the family of Jacob
in p. 126 above). Such favoritism had
plagued the family since the days when
Isaac and Rebekah showed unfair prefer-
ences for Jacob and Esau (25:28), and pref-
erential treatment continued to be the
source of considerable trouble throughout
the rest of Genesis.

The hazards of intermarriage with the
pagan Canaanites are never far from the
surface of the narratives of Genesis. Abra-
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ham had been concerned that Isaac might
marry outside the patriarchal family, like
Ishmael had done (21:21; 24:3-4), and Esau
had disappointed his parents with mar-
riages to unbelieving Hittites (26:34-35;
27:46; 28:8). The danger of Jacob’s pro-
longed stay at Shechem, so near to his ul-
timate destination, Bethel, was at the very
least unwise.

Dinah’s new friends in Canaan got her
in trouble. Too close an association with
the inhabitants of the city made her vul-
nerable to the local prince, whose name
was Shechem. Whether this was rape or
seduction is not clear in the text, but the
result is the same: “he took her and vio-
lated her” (34:2).

Jacob’s response reveals indifference to-
ward Dinah and indecisiveness: “he kept
quiet about it” until Dinah’s brothers came
home from the fields (v. 5). If Jacob seemed
reticent, the other children of Leah were
openly enraged by Shechem’s actions. In-
stead of Jacob taking charge in what was
clearly a dangerous situation, he allowed
Dinah’s brothers to negotiate with the
royal family of Shechem.

The proposed marriage was clearly not
acceptable to Dinah'’s brothers. Yet they
used the possibility of an imminent wed-
ding as a ruse to deceive the inhabitants
of Shechem (v. 13). They feigned accep-
tance of Shechem’s request for marriage,
with one condition: all the males of the
city must agree to become circumcised like
the sons of Israel. While the men of the city
were incapacitated by the surgery, Simeon
and Levi took advantage of them and
slaughtered them. It is a pitiable illustra-
tion of the entire episode that God's great
sign of his covenant with Abraham, cir-
cumcision (17:9-14), became a ploy on the
part of the sons of Jacob to take revenge
against the Shechemites.

Shechem is the only character the nar-
rator thoroughly condemns, though even
he is not completely rotten and without
redeeming features (34:3, 19). The sad fact
is no one in the narrative acts nobly. Dinah
was at best naive and careless; her broth-
ers, brutal and blood-thirsty. Simeon and
Levi may have been motivated by justice,
but they lied and acted imprudently in ad-
ministering it.

The entire account is also a subtle con-
demnation of Jacob. He has delayed in his
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The Bible and Mixed Marriages

The actions of Simeon and Levi
in avenging their sister also
highlight the Old Testament's
stance on another issue: inter-
marriage with the unbelieving
Canaanites. This is partly be-
hind their statement, “We
can’t do such a thing; we can’t
give our sister to a man who is
not circumcised” (34:14). The
patriarchs understood that
they were set apart from the
surrounding nations, and that
intermarriage would be unac-
ceptable. The sons of promise
(Isaac and Jacob) returned to
the patriarchal homeland to
find wives there, while sons of
the non-elect line (Ishmael and
Esau) married local women.

The Old Testament prohibits
intermarriage with non-
Israelites (Dt 7:3). The author
of the Book of Kings goes to
great lengths to show that
Solomon’s foreign wives led to
his ultimate ruin (1 Kgs
11:1-6). Much later, Ezra and
Nehemiah even used divorce
as a means of reversing the vi-
tiating national consequences
of mixed marriages (Ezr 9-10
and Neh 13:23-27).

Yet in all of this, the overar-

ching issue is religious faithful-
ness. When Israel was about to
cross the Jordan and take pos-
session of Canaan, the prohibi-
tion against mixed marriages
focused on the problem of
apostasy. The Lord warned
that Canaanite wives “will
turn your sons away from fol-
lowing me to serve other
gods, and the Loro’s anger will
burn against you and will
quickly destroy you” (Dt 7:4).
Solomon became the tragic
proof that this warning was
necessary.

And yet there could be ex-
ceptions. Ruth the Moabitess,
for example, became the wife
of a prominent Bethlehemite,
and she ultimately played an
important role in salvation his-
tory. She became the great-
ancestress of both David and
Jesus (Ru 4:16-22; Mt 1:5). But
Ruth had radically attached
herself to the Israelite people,
and more important, to the Is-
raelite God, as her classic
statement to Naomi shows:
“Your people will be my peo-
ple and your God my God” (Ru
1:16). Intermarriage was
clearly not a racial issue in the

Old Testament. Rather, the
concern was the reality that
marriage to someone with
radically different commit-
ments and convictions makes
it intensely difficult to be
faithful to God over the long
haul. In fact, Israelite experi-
ence was that it was nearly im-
possible to be true to God
while being married to a
pagan.

This should never become a
racial issue. It appeared to be
racial in the Old Testament only
because each racial group nor-
mally consisted of its own na-
tion and religion. But in our
multicultural, pluralistic envi-
ronment, interracial marriages
are not the issue. Rather, the
New Testament is clear that
marriage to unbelievers is the
issue. The apostle Paul‘s words
to the Corinthians stand as a
warning that binding relation-
ships with unbelievers result in
compromise of one's relation-
ship with God (2 Cor 6:14-16).
Modern Christians should not
condemn interracial marriages,
but should consistently avoid
interfaith marriages.
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journey to Bethel, presumably because of
the tempting benefits of trade with the She-
chemites (34:10). His favoritism for the
children of Leah leads to equivocation and
evasion when Leah’s daughter is abused.
Rather than react strongly and decisively,
he hesitated and allowed his overzealous
sons to take charge. Jacob’s indifference to
Dinah’s molestation is in stark contrast to
his affection for Rachel’s sons, Joseph and
Benjamin, later in the Genesis story.'e
Likewise after the awful deed was done,
Jacob despised Simeon and Levi, not be-
cause of their harsh judgment, their de-

ception, or their abuse of the sacred rite of
circumcision, but because the warlike act
had potentially negative repercussions for
him. Notice the pronouns in his rebuke of
them: “You have brought trouble on me
by making me a stench to the . . . people
living in this land. We are few in number,
and if they join forces against me and at-
tack me, I and my household will be de-
stroyed” (34:30). Simeon and Levi may
have been zealous to a fault, but at least
their concern was for Dinah as a sister, im-
plying that Jacob had not cared for her as
a daughter.””
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R
theophany

The failure on the part of Jacob is evi-
dent when read in contrast with Genesis
32-33.18 There Jacob had agonized and
wrestled with God, coming away a new
man. He had been quickly and humbly
reconciled to his brother, and triumphantly
reentered the Promised Land. But here
once again he is wracked with fear and
apprehension. And now ill-will had en-
tered his family again, this time with his
own children instead of his brother. He
may have limped away from Peniel as “Is-
rael,” but this episode illustrates there re-
mained features of the old “Jacob.”

Back to Bethel (35)

The story of Jacob has been one of strug-
gles, struggles between Jacob and Esau,
between Jacob and Laban, and between
Jacob and God. At long last, Jacob returns
to Bethel to find peace with God, though
peace with his family remained elusive.

Genesis 34 had ended on a note of fear;
Jacob was terrified that the neighboring
Canaanites would seek revenge for the
Shechem massacre (v. 30). But God’s com-
mand to go back to Bethel was a subtle re-
minder that he would protect Jacob. His
first encounter with God was at Bethel (re-
view Gn 28) when he was fleeing Esau’s
sword. God had assured him that he
would go with Jacob and protect him on
his journeys. Jacob had in effect vowed to
return to Bethel and worship God there
again, provided God faithfully kept his
Word.

The sound of God’s command to return
to Bethel has a familiar ring. The impera-
tives “Arise, go up to Bethel!” are similar
to those Rebekah and Isaac used to begin
the story when they told him to run from
Canaan and go to Laban in Mesopotamia:
“Arise, flee...,” and “Arise, go...” (27:43;
28:2, NKkjv). Furthermore, God’s command
to Jacob has parallels with the initial call
of Abraham to begin his great walk of faith
(12:1), and with the charge to go to Mo-
riah to offer up Isaac as a sacrifice (22:2).
With such an introduction, this final chap-
ter on Jacob rounds off and finishes the
Jacob cycle and places him alongside his
grandfather Abraham as the rightful heir
of the patriarchal promises.

In this instance, Jacob was as quick to

obey as Abraham had been (12:4;22:3). He
purged his family of “foreign gods” and
instructed them to cleanse themselves be-
cause of their defilement by war with
Shechem (35:2-5). The exact nature of the
“foreign gods” is unclear. They may long
have been family possessions or recently
acquired booty from the Shechem mas-
sacre (34:27-29). Whatever their origin,
they were probably similar to good-luck
charms, suggested also by the reference to
earrings used sometimes as religious trin-
kets to ward off evil. Jacob’s family took
decisive action to remove anything that
might stand in their way of a deeper rela-
tionship with God. Their burial beneath
the oak at Shechem ridicules these cultic
objects as worthless and pathetic items that
are really no gods at all.’? Indeed, anything
that hinders us on our journey to spiritual
maturity is useless, no matter how valu-
able it appears to the world (Heb 12:1).

So Jacob and his family returned to
Bethel, where he fulfilled his vow made
more than two decades earlier (28:20-22).
The altar he built there (El Bethel, “God of
Bethel,” 35:6-8) links the end of Jacob’s
journey with its beginning, the stairway
dream in which God first revealed him-
self to Jacob.2 This is confirmation of that
encounter. Jacob understands that God
has been with him on his journeys and that
whatever success he has seen is due to the
gracious hand of God.

Like his first night in Bethel those many
years ago, God appears to Jacob again
(35:9-15). This theophany represents the
strongest statement of the patriarchal
promises Jacob ever received. God began
by reminding Jacob of his Peniel experi-
ence. He is no longer the cheating trick-
ster Jacob; he is now Israel. Such reaffir-
mation was necessary after the terrible
episode at Shechem. God revealed him-
self as El Shaddai, God Almighty, to Jacob,
as he had to Abraham (17:1). This patri-
archal name emphasized God’s invincible
power and faithfulness to fulfill his
promises. And indeed, God had been
faithful! Jacob was now safely back in
Canaan, and he had acquired enormous
blessings.

But the promises of protection and re-
turn are short-sighted. God’s vision for
Jacob was much broader and deeper than
Jacob’s immediate concern to be safe and

137



Encountering Jacob: God's Troubled Servant

138

Table 10.1
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1. Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 548, and Wenham, Genesis 16-50, 168, 322, 344, and passim.

well-established in Canaan. The long-
range promises given at the stairway
dream are repeated here for Jacob: nu-
merous descendants and land (compare
28:13-14 with 35:11-12). They would be
hundreds of years in the making, and far
beyond Jacob’s expectations. In fact, this
version of the patriarchal promises con-
tains an element unheard since the days
of Abraham: kings will come from Jacob’s
line (17:6, 16). This promise foreshadows
the coming Messiah, the centerpiece in
God's ultimate plan of salvation.?!

The remaining sections of Genesis 35
contain various details intended to round
off the story of Jacob (vv. 16-29). Here we
read of the birth of Benjamin, the tragic
death of Rachel, the death of Isaac, and
Reuben'’s incest with Bilhah. There is also
a list of the twelve sons of Jacob, complete
now that Benjamin has been born. This
collection of miscellaneous items with its
account of two deaths (Rachel and Isaac)
points backward into the patriarchal his-
tory. But the birth of Benjamin also points
forward to the Joseph narrative (Gn 37-50),
and ultimately to the fuller story of the na-
tion Israel. As such, Genesis 35 serves as
a transition from the patriarchal period to
the beginnings of the people Israel.2

Esau Epilogue (36)

The tolédét-genealogy of Esau is recorded
in Genesis 36 (more precisely, 36:1-37:1).
This chapter explains how the descendants
of Esau came to live in Mount Seir rather
than Canaan proper (see map on page 81).
Like his brother, Jacob, Esau grew into a
great nation, the Edomites, inhabiting the
area south and east of the Dead Sea. Thus
this passage is the fulfillment of the divine
oracle and the patriarchal blessing in Gen-
esis 25:23 and 27:39-40. It also explains the
future relationship between the nations
Israel and Edom. This relationship was
often hostile, though the sense of kinship
was always just below the surface (Dt 23:7;
Ob 10-12).

It is now clear that the five télédét pan-
els of the patriarchal narratives have a care-
fully crafted structure. After the death of
Abraham was recorded (25:7-11), the ge-
nealogy of his elder son, Ishmael was
given (25:12-18). The report of Isaac’s
death (35:27-29) has the same pattern,
being followed by the genealogy of Esau
(chap. 36). In both cases the genealogies
serve as connecting links, holding together
narratives in which one generation gives
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Study Questions

1. Chronicle the events leading up to the 5. How is subtle condemnation of all of

meeting between Jacob and Esau.
How did Jacob plan to appease his
brother? How did his plans change fol-
lowing his encounter with God?

. Explain the significance of the chang-
ing of Jacob’s name.

. How does Jacob’s encounter with God
prepare him to meet Esau?

. Why was intermarriage unacceptable
for the patriarchs? What sorts of inter-
marriages are Christians warned
against, and why?

the main characters sprinkled
throughout the account of Dinah’s
rape and the ensuing slaughter of the
Shechemites?

. Explain the carefully crafted structure

of the five t6/6dét panels of the patri-
archal narratives.

. What can we as modern believers

learn about the promises of God from
the biblical account of Jacob?

Key Term

theophany

way to the next. Thus the non-elect lines
of Ishmael and Esau alternate neatly with
the more complete family histories of the
chosen seed: Terah's télédét, which is the
narrative of Abraham; Isaac’s, which is the
Jacob narrative; and Jacob’s, which is the
Joseph narrative.

The author has intentionally associated
the careers of Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph
in this way to highlight their role in sal-

vation history. And, as we have come to
expect in Genesis, the tdlédot phrase in-
troduces a new important step in the story
by, in this case, covering briefly the ancil-
lary branch of the family and then plac-
ing it aside before continuing with the
main storyline.?

The role of Esau’s foreign wives has
been accented (36:2-5) in order to em-
phasize that Esau stepped outside the di-
vine patriarchal promises. His genealogy
also includes the detail that his descen-
dants, like those of Ishmael before him,
settled outside the land of promise (36:6-8;
and compare 25:18). Having thus tied off
the non-elect line of Esau, the narrator is
now prepared to follow the promises of
God through the descendants of Jacob,
which he will do in the last major unit of
Genesis, the Joseph narrative.
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Encountering Joseph:
God’s Model Servant

Genesis 37-50

The Lorp was with Joseph, and showed

him steadfast love.
—Gn 39:21
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Genesis 37:2-41:57

Seek first his kingdom and
his righteousness, and all
these things will be given
to you as well.

—Jesus, Mt 6:33

Outline

* The Context of the Joseph Narrative
Contrast between Esau and Jacob

What Is Different about the Joseph
Narrative?

What Is the Same about the Joseph
Narrative?

» Joseph and His Brothers (37)
A Tale of Two Dreams (37:2-11)
Joseph in the Pit (37:12-24)
Joseph in Potiphar's House (37:25-36)
e The Judah Interlude (38)
Judah and Tamar (38:1-30)
The Place of Genesis 38
« Joseph's Rise over Egypt (3941
Joseph in Charge of Potiphar's House (39)
Pharaoh's Cupbearer and Baker (40)
Pharaoh's Dreams (41)

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1 Describe how God provides help during
times of injustice and need, and uses
moments of difficulty to produce
growth, as exemplified by Joseph's
slavery and imprisonment.

2. Recognize that the Joseph story is the

'Vi B”" ' tv;'

second of a two-part Jacob narrative and
it is about Jacob's family in general.

. Identify the characteristics of Genesis

37-50 that make these chapters
distinctive from the rest of Genesis, as
well as characteristics that connect them
with the first thirty-six chapters.

. Summarize the source and results of

favoritism shown by Jacob toward
Joseph, and the intensification of these
consequences due to Joseph's dreams
and coat.

. Recount the events leading to Joseph

being sold into slavery and taken to
Egypt.

. Explain the significance of the Judah

interlude in Genesis 38, including the
idea that one sin tends to lead to others,
that God accomplishes his purposes and
changes individuals's character, and that
the interlude contributes to literary
suspense and contrast.

. Trace the rise in Joseph's political power,

recognizing the symmetry and other
literary components in these chapters.

. Contrast the Egyptian worldview with

the perspective presented in the dream
interpretation offered by Joseph.
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Have you ever been tempted to care only
about your own selfish interests at some-
one else’s expense? You may be especially
vulnerable whenever things seem impos-
sibly set against you. If so, you will bene-
fit greatly from reading the next section of
Genesis.

In this chapter, you will read about
Joseph and how he was shamefully treated
by his own brothers and unfairly sold into
slavery. Then he was slandered against
and unjustly thrown into prison, where
we was forgotten and left to waste away
the best years of his life.

Through it all, the faithful young Joseph
sought to do and be only what was right.
This great section of the Scripture teaches
us that God blesses those who seek first
his lordship in their lives above every-
thing else, including personal comfort,
promotion, or safety. The great statement
of Jesus about seeking God’s kingdom
and righteousness above all is no guar-
antee that we will be successful, the way
Joseph eventually was. But Matthew 6 is
referring to our needs (what we eat, what
we wear, what will become of us). Joseph
illustrates how those who are faithful to
God have no cause for worry, even when
all appears lost.

It is not as though these terrible events
happened to Joseph within a relatively
brief number of years, after which he was
relieved of all these injustices. Rather, this
took place over a great passage of time,
and it appeared as though there would
be no retribution or reversal of circum-
stances. Yet God provided for Joseph in
the midst of the most difficult circum-
stances imaginable. Not only did he pro-
vide personally for Joseph, but, more im-
portant, God worked through and in the
horrible circumstances of his life to pre-
serve the nation Israel. This account ex-
plains how the children of Jacob came to
be dwelling in Egypt instead of in the
Promised Land. As such, this is the pre-
lude to the story of redemption outlined
in the Book of Exodus. The plagues and
deliverance of the Israelites from
bondage, the crossing of the Red Sea, and
the Sinai covenant combine to form the
central theme of Old Testament theology.
It is the Joseph narrative that sets the stage
for that drama.

The Context of the
Joseph Narrative

In some ways the Joseph narrative is a con-
tinuation of the Jacob cycle. It can even be
argued that the entire second half of Gen-
esis (specifically, 25:19-50:26) is really
about Jacob and his family.! His birth nar-
rative is recorded at the beginning of this
large unit and his burial at its conclusion
(50:14). In this sense, Genesis 37-50 is ac-
tually part 2 of a two-part Jacob narrative.
The author’s concern in this last t6lédét
section of the book (“This is the account
of Jacob,” 37:2) is to narrate the history of
the whole family of Jacob, not just Joseph.
The leading figures are the sons, Judah
and Joseph, who will eventually become
the leading tribes of the future nation of
Israel (as we will see in ch. 49).

Contrast between Esau and Jacob

The télédot of Esau was included in Gen-
esis 36, and explained how the descen-
dants of Esau came to live in Mount Seir
(see map on page 81). He grew into a great
nation, the Edomites, who inhabited the
area south and east of the Dead Sea. By
contrast, the tdlédot of Jacob, beginning
here in Genesis 37:2, relates how Jacob's
descendants had to go down to Egypt and
eventually become enslaved by the Egyp-
tians. From this point on, the biblical sto-
ryline will be devoted to the children of
Jacob, the Israelites. The contrasting por-
trait of Jacob and Esau is part of the nar-
rator’s way of dispensing with the non-
elect line briefly before continuing with
the details of the chosen seed (see table
10.1, above).

What Is Different about the
Joseph Narrative?

As you turn now to the last major section
of Genesis, you encounter some of the best
prose ever written. Scholars often com-
ment not only on the author’s masterful
use of characterization and suspenseful
drama, but on the larger overarching struc-
ture of the Joseph narrative.2 The account
is a carefully constructed unity more so
than any other you have encountered in
Genesis. This is not a negative reflection
on the Book of Genesis as a whole, which
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is obviously edited carefully and well writ-
ten. But the Joseph narrative in particular
is noted for its literary artistry.

Genesis 37-50 is unique in other ways
as well. Unlike the rest of Genesis, it can
be said that the account of Joseph and his
brothers is cast in a “secular” mold.3 In
other words, the miraculous or supernat-
ural elements do not play as conspicuous
arole as in the other patriarchal narratives.
It was not unusual for God to appear to
Abraham or Jacob, and to communicate
directly through divine speech, or for God
to appear in the form of a human being,
and in Jacob's case, even wrestle with him
physically. In earlier chapters of Genesis,
God would occasionally intervene directly
on behalf of the patriarchs, granting con-
ception to their wives and fertility to their
flocks or miraculously delivering them
from peril. Here there are few such direct
interventions, and God does not appear
before Joseph to communicate with him
through speech as he did frequently with
Abraham.

This is certainly not to imply that the
narrative is a secular novel in which the
author gave little thought to God’s role in
the events. On the contrary, the subtle
irony of the narrative is powerful testi-
mony to the sovereignty and guidance of
God, as we shall see. But this unit is clearly
unique in its more subtle theological mes-
sage. Even the use of dreams as a means
of divine revelation, which is obviously
central in the Genesis 3745, is much more
subtle and opaque than in Genesis 28, for
example. So the Joseph narrative is unique
in the Book of Genesis in its literary style
and theological themes.

What Is the Same about the
Joseph Narrative?

Despite the obvious uniqueness of the
Joseph narrative, it also contains unmis-
takable links to the preceding patriarchal
narratives. In fact, to miss these important
connections with Genesis 12-36 would be
to completely misread the story of Joseph.

On the surface, there are many ways in
which the Joseph narrative is a continua-
tion of the patriarchal stories. The charac-
ters involved have all been introduced in
the earlier patriarchal stories, the narrator
now picking up on the lives of the twelve

sons of Jacob. The nature of their lives as
small-cattle nomads, constantly threat-
ened by famine, is the same as their an-
cestors in Genesis 12-36. Details of the nar-
rative also center on conflicts between
members of the family, especially between
brothers.* It seems obvious that the Joseph
narrative is conscious of its roots in the
earlier patriarchal accounts.

But beyond the surface-level connec-
tions, the Joseph narrative continues and
develops the main themes of the patriar-
chal narratives (and indeed of the Penta-
teuch in general) by showing the gradual
fulfillment of the promises made to Abra-
ham in Genesis 12:1-3.5 At the close of the
narrative, the promises are clearly in
process of fulfillment, and Abraham’s de-
scendants are growing in number and in-
fluence, even if still living in a foreign land.
Furthermore, God is using them to bless
the nations as he promised in Genesis
12:2-3 and elsewhere. Joseph's interven-
tion in the affairs of Egypt to plan for the
seven years of famine saved the lives of
many peoples far beyond the borders of
Egypt itself (41:57). This was all part of
God'’s plan for the covenant people, who
were descended from the patriarchs
(50:20). So we must read the Joseph nar-
rative in the light of the total patriarchal
storyline.

Joseph and
His Brothers (37)

The Joseph narrative is a masterfully told
story of betrayal, suspense, and intrigue.
But more than that, it illustrates how God
is at work in the lives of those who trust
him, and that even those experiences that
are painful are not without redemptive
value when they are entrusted to God’s
sovereign guidance. Read Genesis 37 as
though you did not know the outcome.
Put yourself in Joseph’s position. This
chapter relates how he was captured by
his brothers and sold into slavery in Egypt.

A Tale of Two Dreams (37:2-11)

The opening paragraphs of the narrative
set the stage by describing the internal
strife of the patriarchal family. The narra-
tor begins with the unfortunate relation-
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ship between Joseph and his half-broth-
ers, and the even more unfortunate fa-
voritism Jacob showed Joseph, the first-
born son of his beloved Rachel (Gn 30:24).
Without elaborating on the details, the nar-
rator simply explains that Joseph had de-
livered a negative report on the activities
of his half-brothers to their father (37:2).

We know from the terrible events at
Shechem (review Gn 34) that Jacob’s fa-
voritism for Rachel over Leah, Bilhah, and
Zilpah had continued with their children
(review the family of Jacob in table I11.9.1,
above). He seemed indifferent when
Dinah, his daughter by Leah, was sexu-
ally violated. When his sons by Leah took
bloody revenge on Dinah’s behalf, Jacob
despised them for it. Now here the text
states bluntly, “Israel loved Joseph more
than any of his other sons,” (37:3) and he
apparently made no attempt to hide the
favoritism. He gave Joseph a richly orna-
mented robe, which was probably alonger
robe with more striking colors than nor-
mally worn, and may have been the type
of robe more commonly reserved for roy-
alty than for a seventeen-year-old shep-
herd boy.¢ The favoritism that had plagued
the patriarchal family since the days when
Isaac and Rebekah showed unfair prefer-
ences for Jacob and Esau (25:28) obviously
continued to be the source of considerable
trouble. Jealousy and sibling rivalry con-
tinued to characterize the patriarchal story.

A bad situation is made unbearable by
Joseph's two dreams, and his unwise de-
cision to tell his dreams to his family
(37:5-11). The dreams portray a royal set-
ting in which the entire family pays homage
as subjects to Joseph, a scene fulfilled in
Egypt (42:6; 43:26; 44:14). First, the agri-
cultural setting portrays the sheaves of his
brothers bowing down to his sheaf (vv. 5-7).
Then, in the astral scene, the sun and moon
representing his parents, and the eleven
stars obviously representing his brothers,
all bowed down to Joseph (vv. 8-9).

The dreams only intensify the hatred
Joseph'’s brothers felt for him. This open-
ing paragraph of the Joseph narrative is
marked by the recurring phrase “they
hated him” (vv. 4, 5, 8). The phrase is fur-
ther modified by the observation that his
brothers were unable to speak kindly to
him (vv. 4, 5). The dreams, which he
naively told them, only intensified their

feelings against him (v. 8). Their bitter ha-
tred of Joseph grew unchecked until their
jealousy made the coming catastrophe un-
avoidable: “His brothers were jealous of
him” (v. 11). Furthermore, the paragraph
implies the problem with Joseph was con-
tagious. In verse 2b, there appear to be
only four brothers involved. In verse 4, his
other brothers are implied, and in verse
10, even his father rebukes him, however
mild the rebuke seems.” Clearly this was
a family headed for disaster.

Joseph in the Pit (37:12-24)

Not recognizing the imminent danger,
Jacob sends Joseph out to check on the
progress of his brothers. They were graz-
ing flocks some fifty miles away in
Shechem. Upon arriving in Shechem, the
unsuspecting Joseph is unable to locate his
brothers. When the text portrays him
“wandering around in the fields” (v. 15),
Joseph seems like a young and helpless
child in need of parental guidance. The sus-
pense builds as Joseph learns his brothers
have moved on, even farther from his fa-
ther’s protection. An unidentified stranger
(“a certain man,” NkJv) informs Joseph that
his brothers have moved on to Dothan, an-
other fourteen miles farther north.

There is a scene shift at verse 18, when
Joseph reaches his brothers. Suddenly the
narrative is given from the brothers’ per-
spective. As he drew near to them, his
brothers saw Joseph from a distance. We
know from later in the narrative that Joseph
was wearing his kingly robe on this jour-
ney (v. 23), and the sight of their younger
brother arriving in that infuriating cloak
with the assignment of taking back a re-
port to their father was too much for them
to bear. Before he arrives, they plot to mur-
der him. But Reuben, for reasons that are
not stated in the text, decides to rescue
Joseph. Instead of murdering him, they
pounce on him, strip him of the loathsome
robe, and dump him in a dry pit. At least
they will not be guilty of bloodshed.

Joseph in Potiphar’s House
(37:25-36)

Joseph's brothers callously sat down fora
meal after having dumped him into the
dry cistern. These events took place near
Dothan, which was close to the Via Maris,
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]
levirate
marriage

Joseph looked
for his brothers
who were
grazing their
flocks near
Shechem. When
he found them,
they had moved
on to Dothan,
which was near
one of the major
trade routes to
Egypt. Out of
their jealous
hatred for
Joseph, they
sold him to
merchants
traveling to

Egypt.

the main trade route through Syria-Pales-
tine leading to Egypt (see map IV.11.1).
While they were eating, they noticed a car-
avan of merchant Ishmaelites (also known
as Midianites) on their way to Egypt with
their goods. Then they devised a plan
whereby they could avoid the guilt of ac-
tual bloodshed, be done with Joseph per-
manently (they thought!), and gain a hand-
some financial profit all in one swift action.
Young male slaves were valuable, and they
could sell Joseph to the merchants for a
considerable amount. The Ishmaelites
would no doubt take him away to Egypt,
and they would never have to hear his
dreams or see his royal robe again!

The firstborn among them, Reuben, had
planned to retrieve Joseph later and bring
him back safely to Jacob (v. 22b). But, again,
for reasons the narrator does not explain,
Reuben is away during this point of the
action. There is no one to protect poor
Joseph, and he appears destined to a life
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of degradation and shame in far-off Egypt.

His brothers dipped Joseph’s coat in goat's

blood, and offered it to their father as proof
that Joseph had been slaughtered by a wild
animal. Jacob naively accepted this ex-
planation and was left to his own un-
bearable grief. The narrative appears to
end, except for the curious concluding
comment, which suggests that we have
not heard the last of Joseph: “Meanwhile,
the Midianites sold Joseph in Egypt to
Potiphar, one of Pharaoh’s officials, the
captain of the guard” (v. 36). Joseph sur-
vived the trip to Egypt. He and his dreams
are still alive.

The Judah Interlude
(38)

The placement of the Judah and Tamar

episode in Genesis 38 appears inexplica-

ble at first sight. The Joseph narrative has

only just begun and captured our atten-

tion with the horrible treatment of our
young hero. The conclusion to chapter 37
left us in suspense, informing us that
Joseph had been purchased by a high-
ranking official in Egypt. There will cer-
tainly be more to that story! Indeed, Gen-
esis 39:1 begins with a note that obviously
resumes the events of chapter 37: “Now
Joseph had been taken down to Egypt.”
In other words, the author has intention-
ally included Genesis 38 as an interlude
between chapters 37 and 39. So before we
return to Egypt to see what will become
of Joseph, our narrator first invites us to
consider the actions of Judah.

Judah and Tamar (38:1-30)

The opening paragraphs of Genesis 38 in-
troduce us to all the leading characters of
the story (vv. 1-11). Judah unaccount-
ably—and unwisely—left his brothers to
live in Adullam (v. 1). There he married a
Canaanite woman, an action that has sig-
naled trouble elsewhere in the patriarchal
narratives. She gave birth to three sons:
Er, Onan, and Shelah. Judah’s firstborn,
Er, grew to marriageable age and married
Tamar, presumably also a Canaanitess.
When Er died, Onan refused to fulfill his
cultural and legal obligation in levirate
marriage. This part of the narrative may
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Ishmaelites and Midianites in Genesis 37

The appearance of both “Ish-
maelites” and “Midianites” in
Genesis 37 has given rise to
much discussion among bibli-
cal scholars (compare vv. 25,
27, 28, and 36). Some early
Jewish commentators believed
Joseph was traded more than
once, involving different mer-
chants.2 More recent scholars
have taken this as evidence
the narrative was composed
from separate sources contain-
ing irreconcilable accounts of
how Joseph was sold into
Egypt. The separate sources al-
legedly called the wandering
traders by different names,
and the later editor simply

the final product.?

The explanation may be
much simpler. A clue to the
problem is found in Judges
8:24, where it is explicitly
stated that the Midianites de-
feated by Gideon wore ear-
rings, because that “was the
custom of the Ishmaelites." 10
Here the terms “Ishmaelite”
and “Midianite” are overlap-
ping ethnic identities. It seems
likely that “Ishmaelite” was an
inclusive term for all the de-
scendants of Ishmael, the son
of Abraham by Hagar (review
Gn 16). The various groups of
Ishmaelites were Israel’s no-
madic cousins, of which the

There are many examples from
ancient Near Eastern sources
in which interchangeable eth-
nic designations are used
within a single document.!

It is difficult to be certain
whether the terms reflect sep-
arate ancient sources behind
the present narrative. But in
light of recent scholarship on
the literary unity of the Joseph
narrative, it seems unlikely. It
seems more probable that a
single author could alternate
with ease between these two
designations for a variety of
style, or as a means of empha-
sizing the point that Joseph
was sold to a people outside

chose to leave both terms in
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seem difficult to accept from a modern
Christian perspective, but it was an inte-
gral element in several ancient societies,
including Old Testament Israel.

When Onan also died, Judah was under
obligation to give his remaining son to
Tamar. His refusal left her in a situation
that was socially and economically des-
perate for an ancient Near Eastern woman.
Tamar was forced to return to “her father’s
house” (v. 11), which was a sad attempt to
avoid a life of destitution (Lv 22:13).

The concept of levirate marriage is not
the only shock awaiting the modern reader
of Genesis 38. Judah'’s injustice to Tamar
led her to disguise herself as a prostitute
and trick Judah into serving as the surro-
gate father to her children (vv. 12-30).
Thereby Judah himself unwittingly pro-
vided descendants for Er. He had acted
wickedly by withholding his third son
from Tamar, and now he was behaving
even more wickedly. His first crime led to
a second. Tamar’s action shocks us, but
the narrator is interested in her clever re-
sourcefulness and the way in which she
protected herself from Judah'’s hypocrisy.
In requiring his seal, cord, and staff (v. 18),

Midianites were one part.

the covenant.'?

she demanded what would be the mod-
ern equivalent to his credit cards and dri-
ver’s license for identification purposes
(v. 25). She was cunning, proactive, and in
the right, whereas Judah was brutish, fool-
ish, and clearly wicked. Judah was left in
an undeniable position of guilt. He could
only acknowledge his wrongdoing and
avoid such action in the future (v. 26).

From our New Testament perspective,
we certainly cannot condone what Tamar
did.'"* However, as the ancient narrator
makes clear at the end of the chapter, the
point of the episode is that her actions were
more righteous than Judah'’s, who has be-
haved abominably (v. 26). There is no con-
demnation of Tamar here, even faintly. A
larger point is that it was through these
desperate attempts on Tamar’s part, and
the cruel and wicked actions of Judah, that
God accomplished his purposes. It is this
emphasis on God's sovereign overruling
in the lives of this family that we get an
overall glimpse of the message of the
larger Joseph story. For it is exactly this
that Joseph also learns: “God moves in a
mysterious way, His wonders to per-
form.”15
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®Timnah

®Enaim (?)

oKezib

®Adullam

Judah's sojourn
in Adullam.

The Place of Genesis 38

The apparent interruption created by the
Judah-Tamar episode is really quite com-
prehensible if we remember the context of
the whole. One should recall that the tdle-
dot for this final section of Genesis covers
“the account of Jacob” (37:2a). In this sense,
the designation “Joseph narrative” is
somewhat misleading, since Genesis 37-50
really is the history of the family of Jacob.
We should not be surprised to see details
from the lives of other sons of Jacob
recorded here.

In addition, when one considers the nar-
rator’s overall plan, the Judah-Tamar

episode clearly plays an integral role. Be-
fore the conclusion of the Book of Gene-
sis, we have the customary patriarchal
blessings that Jacob bestowed on his sons
before his death (ch. 49). Joseph and Judah
received pride of place in these blessings,
which also reflects their important roles
in the future of Israel’s history. The nation
will be comprised largely of Judah in the
south and the tribes of Joseph, Ephraim
and Manasseh, in the north.

Moreover, the author of Genesis is al-
ways interested in the biographical
sketches of his characters. The Tamar
episode gives a graphic insight into
Judah's character. He is a callous and ra-
pacious individual. He had been the
brother who realized that murdering
Joseph was pointless when they could gain
a profit by selling him (37:26-27). In Gen-
esis 38, he fails to express any grief or show
mourning for the loss of his two sons, and
succinctly orders to have Tamar burned
for her crime. Yet later in Genesis, Judah
is a changed man. He passionately pleads
Benjamin’s case in Genesis 44:18-34, and
offers himself as a slave in the place of his
brother. It could be argued that a subplot
of the Jacob télédot is the transforming
quality of relationship with God. Judah s
clearly a changed man in later passages,
and the Tamar episode helps explain the
change, especially the declaration “She is
more righteous than I” (38:26).¢ It is em-
inently fitting to recognize this emphasis
on character transformation in the Jacob
toledot, since Jacob is the example of trans-
formation par excellence.

More particularly, this episode also plays
an important role in salvation history.
Christian readers recognize God’s sover-
eign activity in spite of the outrageous ac-
tions of Judah in a way that the original
author of Genesis could not have fully
grasped. This is because readers of the New
Testament know the conclusion to the story.
The Gospel writers included the geneal-
ogy of the Messiah, in which they drew
out the full significance of the birth of Perez
to this unholy union (Mt 1:3; Lk 3:33).
Within the Old Testament itself, it was clear
that Perez was the ancestral head of the
tribe from which Boaz descended. Through
the wonderful and miraculous wedding
of Boaz and Ruth, the line of Judah and
Perez was extended all the way to Israel’s
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Levirate Marriage in the Old Testament

In Genesis 38:8, you may
have been surprised by Judah’s
instructions to Onan, his sec-
ond son: “Lie with your [dead]
brother’s wife and fulfill your
duty to her as a brother-in-law
to produce offspring for your
brother.” Though astonishing
to us, this custom was com-
mon in Israel's day and would
have seemed perfectly natural
to the first readers of this text.

The institution appears to
have had variations, but in
general it was the obligation
of the closest brother of a de-
ceased member of the family
to produce a son for the dead
brother. This second marriage
is known as “levirate” mar-
riage. The term comes from
the Latin /evir, which translates
the Hebrew word for
“brother-in-law” (yabam). The
purpose of marrying a widow
in the family was to guarantee

the childless woman would
have children who would re-
ceive the deceased family
member’s inheritance. The
children would also care for
the woman in her elderly
years.

The practice was not limited
to ancient Israel. Among her
neighbors, the Assyrians, the
Hittites, the Hurrians of Nuzi,
and the inhabitants of Ugarit
are all known to have prac-
ticed some variation of this
custom.13 Levirate marriage
was institutionalized formally
and made a matter of Israelite
law in Deuteronomy 25:5-10.
Fathering additional children
by one’s widowed sister-in-law
was apparently not often de-
sirable, and the Deuteronomy
legislation makes a provision
for the individual who wants
to avoid the responsibility
(also illustrated probably in Ru

4:5-6). The earlier, patriarchal
version of the custom (Gn 38)
did not give Onan such an op-
tion. The patriarchal setting in
Genesis may also imply the se-
riousness of Onan’s refusal to
continue the blessing of the
covenant.

The societal requirement
was for Judah to give first
Onan and then Shelah to
Tamar in order to raise up de-
scendants for their deceased
brother, Er. Onan's refusal to
comply resulted in his own un-
timely demise. Judah’s refusal
to offer his third son led to
even more intrigue and sus-
pense in the patriarchal family.
Though the practice of levirate
marriage seems outlandish to
modern readers, it was the ex-
pected and natural turn of
events for ancient readers. The
concept is an integral element
of the Judah and Tamar story.
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greatest king, David (Ru 4:18-22). So the
story that appears so peripheral to the bib-
lical storyline has a surprise ending, which
makes Judah the ancestor of David and the
Messiah himself!

Still it could be stated that Genesis 38 is
literarily disruptive. The conclusion to
chapter 37 would lead beautifully straight
to chapter 39 without the intervening tale
of Judah and Tamar. Why did the author
place this account here instead of at the
beginning of the Jacob tdlédot, or near its
end? First, as we have said, the narrative
at the conclusion of Genesis 37 leaves us
in suspense. No sooner are we informed
that Joseph has been sold to Potiphar in
Egypt than suddenly we are left to pon-
der what will become of him. The
Judah-Tamar narrative is a digression that
takes us, like Joseph'’s family, far from him
and back into Canaan. Joseph is alone in
Egypt, where he is left to grow up on his

own. Enough time passes for Judah to
marry, raise his sons and for them to marry
as well, showing just how long Joseph was
left to fend for himself.

But the Judah-Tamar account points for-
ward as well as backward. Its placement
here not only leaves us in suspense about
Joseph'’s fate at the conclusion of Genesis
37; it also creates a sharp and unmistak-
able contrast between Judah's character
and Joseph’s behavior in the next chapter,
to which we now turn.

Joseph’s Rise over
Egypt (39-41)

This section relates Joseph’s remarkable
advancement in Egypt. It traces the rise of
Joseph from a foreign slave in Egypt to
prime minister of the entire country. At the
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beginning of Genesis 37 Joseph was sev-
enteen years old. Thirteen years later, at
the age of thirty, he entered the service of
Pharaoh as the second most powerful ruler
in Egypt (41:46). These events can only be
attributed to divine guidance, as the nar-
rator explains: “The Lorp was with Joseph
and he prospered” (39:2; see also 39:21, 23).

Joseph’s advancement is presented in
three scenes corresponding to Genesis 39,
40, and 41. The account is one of two nar-
rative expansions in the Joseph story, and
is concerned with his rise to political
power.!”

Joseph in Charge of Potiphar’s
House (39)

In the first scene, the author has master-
fully created suspense and tension in the
account by describing first Joseph’s rise in
Potiphar’s house (39:1-6a), then an even
greater fall (39:6b-20a), which is then fol-
lowed by yet another advancement, this
time in prison (39:20b-23).18

As wehave said, Genesis 39:1 essentially
recaps 37:36 and resumes the story of poor
Joseph, sold to Potiphar in Egypt. The nar-
rator states clearly from the outset that the
Lord was with Joseph and gave him great
success in all he attempted (v. 2). But one
could hardly have expected him to rise to
the pinnacle of power in such an impor-
tant and powerful nation. God is always
behind the scenes when human evil is pre-
sent, and he works in the lives of those
who are faithful to prosper their service.
Joseph was not destined to be a success-
ful servant! His faithfulness to God was
the means of his advancement both in
Potiphar’s house and in prison.

Potiphar’s wife was struck by Joseph's
stunning good looks, which are described
in much the same language as the ap-
pearance of his mother’s attractive quali-
ties (compare 39:6b with 29:17b). Joseph's
quick and emphatic refusal to surrender
to her sexual advances is a model for all
believers on how to resist temptation. He
had a clear perception of right and wrong,
and he did not wait until the moment of
temptation to ponder or deliberate
whether it might be acceptable to sleep
with her or not: “How then could I do such
awicked thing and sin against God?” (v.9).
Joseph had made his decisionin advance.

He had made commitments to God (and
to Potiphar), and temporary sexual plea-
sure would break those commitments. He
refused emphatically and persistently in
light of her continued requests. But when
all else failed, and he was trapped by
Potiphar’s wife—he ran! Sometimes it is
not enough to be committed and to desire
to do what is right. Sometimes we simply
have to avoid putting ourselves at risk.
When in doubt, just walk (or run!) away.

It was precisely Joseph's refusal to have
sex with Potiphar’s wife that eventually
landed him in prison. But there he met
Pharaoh’s cupbearer, who had the con-
nections to help Joseph. So it was faith-
fulness to God that resulted not only in
Joseph’s advancement in Potiphar’s
house, but his disgrace and imprisonment.
Obedience to God does not always mean
success as the world defines success. Nev-
ertheless, his faithfulness resulted in an-
other advancement in prison and, ulti-
mately, vindication in Pharaoh’s court.
God used the disgrace and failure of
Joseph to raise him up as the vizier of
Egypt, and to prepare him for even greater
things in the future.

The final paragraph (vv. 20b-23) creates
a perfect symmetry for the chapter. Each
phrase matches almost perfectly with a
corresponding phrase in the opening para-
graph (vv. 2-6a). Once again the narrator
states, “The Lorp was with him” while he
was in prison, just as he had been with
him in Potiphar’s house (compare vv.
20b-21 with v. 2). Joseph found favor in
the sight of the prison warden, just as he
had with Potiphar (vv. 21b and 4a). The
prison warden put Joseph in charge of
everything that went on there, just as
Potiphar had placed Joseph over his en-
tire household (vv. 22 and 4b). The Lord
blessed Joseph’s work and made every-
thing he did in the prison prosper, just as
he had done earlier when Joseph was in
Potiphar’s house (vv. 23 and 5). In light of
the tragic events narrated in the interven-
ing verses, this symmetry illustrates God’s
sovereign and gracious control.!®

Pharaoh’s Cupbearer
and Baker (40)

The second scene in Joseph’s advancement
is setin the prison itself. Here he comes in
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contact with two formerly powerful men,
Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker (vv. 14a).
We are not told what these men had done
to anger their master. What is important
is they are now in Joseph's care. This is
perhaps a hint as to how Joseph's fortunes
may be turned around.

After a period of time, the cupbearer and
baker had dreams, the significance of which
they were unable to understand. Joseph
successfully interpreted their dreams for
them with vastly different results (vv.
4b-19). Joseph's interpretation involves a
striking wordplay that seems humorous
(unless you are the baker!). He explained
that the dreams meant Pharaoh would lift
up the heads of both men (compare vv. 13
and 19). In the case of the cupbearer, this
meant Pharaoh would symbolically lift up
his head and restore him to his previous
position of honor in the royal court. For the
baker, this meant Pharaoh would literally
lift up his head by hanging him on a tree. 20
Joseph justifiably takes the opportunity to
ask the cupbearer to remember him when
he is restored to his position of influence in
Pharaoh’s court, because Joseph has been
dealt a double wrong and does not belong
in prison (vv. 14-15).

Three days later, on Pharaoh’s birthday,
the dreams as interpreted by Joseph be-
came reality. Pharaoh lifted the heads of
the chief cupbearer and the baker—one to
restored honor, the other to ignoble death
(vv. 20-22). We might have expected a
grateful cupbearer to remember the young
Hebrew prisoner who rightly interpreted
his dream. But Joseph is hit with another
disappointment, as the final verse of the
chapter states: “The chief cupbearer, how-
ever, did not remember Joseph; he forgot
him” (v. 23). Unlike the immediate rise of
Joseph in the prison at the end of the first
scene in Genesis 39, this scene is followed
by along delay. The next scene opens with
the news that Joseph was left to languish
in the prison for two long years (41:1).

The role of dreams in Genesis 40 is in-
teresting. The two dreams that Joseph
rightly interpreted remind us of the two
dreams that Joseph himself had back in
Genesis 37. Those dreams foretold of
Joseph'’s rise to political power and the
submission of his entire family to him. All
of these dreams together point us forward
to Pharaoh’s two dreams of Genesis 41,

which again Joseph will rightly interpret.2!
In the Joseph story, dreams serve two func-
tions. First, they foretell and prepare the
way for Joseph's rise to influence. But sec-
ond, they actually become the means by
which the earlier dreams are fulfilled. It
was through the correct interpretation of
dreams in Genesis 40 and 41 that the
dreams of Genesis 37 were fulfilled.

Pharaoh’s Dreams (41)

The third scene relating Joseph’s rise over
Egypt s set in Pharaoh’s court. After two
long years in which Joseph was forgotten
in prison, Pharaoh had two dreams
(41:1-7). The dreams portrayed seven
healthy cows consumed by seven sickly
ones, and seven good heads of grain con-
sumed by seven thin ones. As with the
dreams of the Babylonian king Neb-
uchadnezzar (Dn 2 and 4), the royal ma-
gicians of Egypt could not interpret
Pharaoh’s dreams (41:8). It was only then
that the cupbearer remembered the wise
young Hebrew in prison.

After thirteen long years of slavery and
imprisonment, Joseph is suddenly re-
leased and brought to stand before
Pharaoh himself (41:14). In that single mo-
ment of incredible opportunity, Joseph’s
true character was revealed. Pharaoh
thought in terms of a highly developed
and sophisticated human skill of inter-
pretation. But Joseph knew better and
could not allow this line of thought to pro-
ceed. He immediately rejected Pharaoh’s
approach in emphatic terms, and with a
minimum of words (“I cannot do it” is all
one word in Hebrew). Joseph then firmly
and humbly directed attention away from
himself and offered Pharaoh a new per-
spective on the world. Itis not Joseph who
can interpret these strange dreams; it is a
divine gift that Pharaoh has yet to under-
stand: “God will give Pharaoh the answer
he desires” (v. 16).

Pharaoh related the dreams to Joseph,
who promptly explains that they are two
dreams with the same meaning. Further-
more, the dreams are of divine origin and
are meant to reveal the future to Pharaoh:
“God has revealed to Pharaoh what he is
about to do” (vv. 25, 28). There will be
seven years of plenty to be followed im-
mediately by seven years of famine. The
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seven lean years will consume the abun-
dance of the seven good years. All of these
things are imminent and beyond the con-
trol of Pharaoh: "The reason the dream
was given to Pharaoh in two forms is that
the matter has been firmly decided by
God, and God will do it soon" (v. 32).

Joseph's interpretation was at one and
the same time a refutation of Pharaoh and
his worldview and an undeniable confir-
mation of the truth of Joseph's. In Egypt,
Pharaoh was accepted as a divine being,
who could also influence other deities
through the use of magic in order to en-
sure the cycle of life as the Egyptians en-
joyed it (review pages 48-51, above). But
Joseph presented Pharaoh with an alter-
nate view of reality. God alone was divine,
and he had revealed to Pharaoh events
that were about to transpire. The only
thing Pharaoh could do was to prepare
himself and his nation. There was no al-
tering the future God had set in motion.
Joseph, who only a few days before had
been languishing in prison, now had an
opportunity to explain to the Egyptian
Pharaoh how God works. Apparently the
thirteen long years of painful and lonely
service had prepared Joseph for this mo-
ment. He was as faithful in words to
Pharaoh as he had been in Potiphar's
house and in prison.

n*1

Pharaoh was much impressed with the
young Joseph. Who better to store up the
abundance of the seven years of plenty in
preparation for the seven years of famine?
Could Pharaoh find anyone in his entire
kingdom like this young Hebrew, "in
whom is the spiritof God" (v. 38)? In words
reminiscent of both Potiphar's great con-
fidence inJoseph and the prison warden's
trust in Joseph's abilities, Pharaoh made
him the second most powerful person in
Egypt. "You shall be in charge of my palace
... only with respect to the throne will I be
greater than you" (v. 40; compare 39:6 and
22-23). At the age of thirty, Joseph stored
up huge quantities of excess grain during
the seven years of plenty. Then the seven
years of famine began, and it was clear that
Joseph's interpretation and advice had
saved the land of EQypt and prevented na-
tional crisis for Pharaoh. As the famine in-
tensified, Pharaoh gave instructions to fol-
low Joseph's orders. Joseph opened the
storehouses and began selling grain to the
hungry masses.

As with the rest of the Joseph narrative,
Genesis 41 is above all about die sovereign
work of God in the lives of those who serve
him.2The chapter opened with God jolt-
ing Pharaoh out of his vainglorious self-
satisfaction. In Egypt, the pharaohs viewed
themselves as divine. The Egyptian king
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1. How is the Joseph narrative both like

and different from the preceding nar-
ratives in Genesis?

. Describe how favoritism has colored

the narratives in Genesis thus far, and
note how this theme continues in the
Joseph narrative.

. Explain the significance of both the

content and placement of the material
in Genesis 38.

find reference to two dreams? How
are these different references related?

. In what manner is Joseph’s interpreta-

tion of Pharaoh's dreams a challenge
to Pharaoh’s worldview?

. How does the entire Joseph narrative

serve to emphasize the sovereignty of
God?

. What does the Joseph narrative teach

4. Where in the Joseph narrative do we

certainly had no need to consult the word
of an imprisoned Hebrew slave. But dis-
turbing and inexplicable dreams were
sometimes God’s way of capsizing such
prideful complacency (again, compare Dn
2 and 4). It is God who disturbs Pharach
and jostles the memory of the cupbearer,
so that he now remembers the Hebrew
slave who interpreted his own dream. And
God is in charge of history, so that he can
grant dreams that foretell future events
and inspire servants to rightly interpret

Key Term

levirate marriage

us as Christians about the nature of
faith?

those dreams. This narrative is a story
about Joseph, and Pharaoh, and the cup-
bearer, and others. But above all it is a story
about God, the great mover and shaper of
history, and about his pleasure in using a
single servant who is willing to submit his
life to God'’s control.

This third and final scene relating the
rise of Joseph over Egypt closes with a
hint at what is to come. Joseph is dis-
tributing food to the hungry masses of
Egypt because the famine has begun. But
the final verse also informs us that “all
the countries came to Egypt to buy grain
from Joseph, because the famine was se-
vere in all the world” (v. 57). Of course,
among those to visit Joseph in Egypt will
be his brothers from Syria-Palestine, who
could never begin to imagine what has
happened to their hapless brother dur-
ing the many years since they sold him
into slavery.
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Genesis 42:1-50:26

And we know that in all things
God works for the good of
those who love him, who have
been called according to his
purpose.

—Paul, Rom 8:28

Supplemental Readings: Psalm
105:16-25, Acts 7:9-16, Hebrews 11:22

Outline

» The Rationale for the Joseph
Narrative

» The Sons of Jacob Are Reunited
(42-45)
First Trip to Egypt (42)
Second Trip to Egypt (43457)
« Settling in Goshen (46-47)
Vision at Beersheba (46:147)
In Egypt (46:5-47:12)
Joseph during the Famine (47:13-31)
» The Deaths of Jacob and Joseph
(48-50)
Jacob Blesses Ephraim and Manasseh
(48:1-22)
Jacob Blesses His Sons (49:1-28)
The Death and Burial of Jacob
(49:29-50:21)
The Death of Joseph (50:22-26)

Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

1. Comprehend and apply the truth that
God uses evil and unpleasant situations
to produce good results.
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2.

3.

Explain why the account of Joseph takes
up such a large portion of Genesis.
Summarize the events that occurred
during the first and second journeys to
Egypt by Joseph's brothers, emphasizing
the guilt experienced, the test of
character, and the reconciliation that
ensued.

. ldentify the events in Genesis 4577 that

help bring closure to the Joseph
narrative and the Jacob cycle, including
the move to Egypt, Jacob's vision at
Beersheba, settling in Goshen, and
Joseph's leadership during the famine.

. From Genesis 48-49, describe Jacob's

blessing the sons of Joseph and his
subsequent blessing of his own sons,
detailing the literary, prophetic, and
messianic implications of the
accompanying poetic oracle.

. Distill the theological enigma of God's

sovereignty and human responsibility
using the comments of Joseph to his

brothers subsequent to Jacob's death
and burial.

. Contrast the burial of Joseph with the

elaborate burial of Jacob, and the
function of Joseph's coffin as a reminder
to the Israelites that they were not home.
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Why Is the Joseph Narrative
Included in Genesis?

1. To explain how Jacob'’s family came to live in

2. To provide in Joseph an example of holiness

and faithfulness for all believers.

3. To demonstrate the partial fulfillment of the
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patriarchal promises.

The Bible often uses history to illustrate a
truth explained more abstractly elsewhere
in Scripture. Or, to put it another way,
much of the Bible is poetry or letters ex-
pounding on the meaning of historical
events. So the Old Testament prophetic
books often elaborate on events described
in the historical books, and the New Tes-
tament Epistles clarify the significance of
events related in the Gospels and the Book
of Acts. Different sections of the Bible are
meant to complement each other in this
way. The truth of history confirms and
proves by example the truth of doctrine.
This final section of Genesis beautifully
illustrates the truth of the apostle Paul’s
statement that God is always behind the
scenes (and sometimes more visibly in the
scene), working through and in the cir-
cumstances of life to accomplish his pur-
poses for his people. Paul taught the Roman
Christians that God causes all things to
work for the ultimate good and spiritual
well-being of those who respond to him in
love. No circumstances in life—even the
most unimaginable—are beyond God’s
control. And he often turns them around
and uses such circumstances for the ulti-
mate good of his people. Joseph is the per-
fect illustration of this biblical principle.
God used the bad things that happened to
Joseph to accomplish his purposes. But
most people today associate only the good
things thathappen in life with God. Itisup
to us as readers of Genesis to learn to trust
him in the “all things” of our lives.
Genesis 42-50 is a diverse combination
of materials intended to wrap up all the
themes of the book. The first section (chs.

42-45) relates the reunion of Joseph with
his brothers. This unit is a powerful liter-
ary masterpiece filled with human inter-
est and divine grace. This is followed by
narratives that interweave the Joseph story
with that of Jacob, and form a conclusion
for the entire book (chs. 46-50). The fam-
ily of Jacob moves to Egypt and settles in
Goshen (chs. 46-47). Jacob blesses his sons
in poetic passages that have profound im-
plications for the rest of Old Testament
history (chs. 48-49), and a final chapter
(50) narrates the burial of Jacob in Canaan
and the death of Joseph. All of this is tied
together neatly as a conclusion to this book
of beginnings.

The Rationale for
the Joseph Narrative

As we saw in the previous chapter, the
Joseph narrative is in many ways a con-
tinuation of the Jacob cycle. It could be
said that the entire second half of Genesis
(chs. 25-50) is really about the family of
Jacob. This extended section (chs. 37-50),
normally called the Joseph narrative, is re-
ally part 2 of the two-part Jacob narrative.!

But we have also said the Joseph narra-
tive has noticeable differences when com-
pared to the Abraham and Jacob cycles of
narrative. We should add to this that
Joseph is not included in later lists of the
great fathers of Israel’s faith (Ex 2:24; 36,
etc.), and later Jewish tradition also lim-
ited the “patriarchs” (technically defined)
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.2 This is prob-
ably because Joseph does not stand in the
direct line of the Messiah. Genesis is com-
posed around the special family line, start-
ing with Adam and tracing through to the
twelve sons of Jacob.3 Specifically, the book
calls attention to the “seed” of this lineage,
which will become numerous and even-
tually possess the land of Canaan, ac-
cording to the patriarchal promises. But
the book further highlights one particular
line of “seed” that will become a royal dy-
nasty. Itis the line of Judah that will even-
tually give rise to the kings of Israel, and
ultimately the Messiah.

Since Joseph is not technically a patri-
arch, we could ask why the author of Gen-
esis included so much material about him.



Joseph over Egypt

——
Heilsgeschichte

He does not stand in the line of the Mes-
siah, yet we have more material devoted
to him than to Isaac or Jacob. Consider also
that the author of Genesis only gave us
two chapters on creation, but thirteen on
Joseph! Why is the Joseph narrative in-
cluded in the Bible at all? Why is so much
material devoted to this narrative?

First, on a purely historical level, the
Joseph story is important as an explana-
tion of how Jacob’s family came to be liv-
ing in Egypt in the first place. At the be-
ginning of Exodus (arguably the beginning
of the story of national Israel), the family
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is living out-
side the Promised Land in exile in Egypt.
The Joseph narrative at the conclusion of
Genesis explains why. Jacob’s family had
fled to Egypt to escape famine, and Joseph
was used by God to deliver them and
many others as well.

Second, beyond the purely historical
level, the Joseph narrative plays an im-
portant role on another level. Perhaps
more than any other Old Testament fig-
ure, Joseph is an example of holiness and
faithfulness for all believers of every gen-
eration. Only Daniel near the end of the
Old Testament period, and of course, Jesus
in the New Testament match Joseph in
terms of character. Perhaps we could crit-
icize Joseph in Genesis 37 for pride, and
for impudently relating his dreams to his
family. But that could be dismissed as
childish naiveté and innocence. In reality,
the author wants us to see him as a victim
of his circumstances, not only in Canaan
with his brothers, but in Potiphar’s house
and in Pharaoh’s prison. But in each set-
ting, Joseph is exemplary in his faithful
service to God and to those around him.
Thus he is an example for all of us who
seek to be faithful to our calling before
God, but who often find ourselves in try-
ing circumstances.

Finally, the Joseph narrative is included
in Genesis because of its contribution to
the themes of the book and to those of the
Pentateuch overall. Specifically, the patri-
archal promises, so very central to the mes-
sage of Genesis, are carried further in the
Joseph story. The promises made to Abra-
ham in Genesis 12:1-3 and developed
throughout the patriarchal narratives find
gradual fulfillment in the Joseph narra-
tive. The descendants of Abraham begin

to prosper and are miraculously preserved
during the terrible famine. But, God also
blessed the nations through these children
of Abraham. He used Joseph as the viceroy
of Egypt to save the lives of a great mul-
titude of people (Gn 50:20).

In this way, the Joseph narrative makes
a significant contribution to the Heils-
geschichte, or the salvation history, of the
biblical storyline. The theme of the Pen-
tateuch is the partial fulfillment (which
implies also the partial nonfulfillment) of
the patriarchal promises.* God promised
Abraham that he would become a great
nation (Gn 12:2). In the Joseph narrative,
the patriarchal family grew from twelve
to seventy (Gn 46:26-27), which was a par-
tial fulfiliment of the promise to Abraham.
When Jacob blessed his children before his
death, he foresaw that each of them would
become a great tribe of people (Gn 49). At
the end of the Pentateuch they had indeed
become “as numerous as the stars in the
sky” (Dt 10:22). The Joseph narrative par-
tially fulfills the patriarchal promises also
in that “all peoples on earth” began to “be
blessed through” Abraham'’s family (Gn
12:3b). Joseph's faithfulness resulted in the
salvation of “all the countries” who came
to Egypt to buy grain (Gn 41:57; and see
45:5 and 50:20).

But these are still only partial fulfill-
ments. At the end of Genesis, the patriar-
chal family has grown and become a bless-
ing to other nations. But they are living
outside the Promised Land, and there re-
mains much to follow before the promises
to Abraham are fulfilled. The Joseph nar-
rative moves the story forward, but when
it is finished, it is clear that “Genesis re-
quires a sequel.”>

The Sons of Jacob
Are Reunited
(42-45)

These four chapters of Genesis narrate the
reunion of Joseph with his brothers. Due
to the severe famine, the sons of Jacob make
two journeys down to Egypt to acquire
food. These trips are masterfully narrated
in Genesis 42 and 43-45. The author de-
layed the revelation of Joseph's true iden-
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tity, building up the tension and height-
ening the suspense leading to Genesis 45.6

First Trip to Egypt (42)

Asyou read this chapter, you probably no-
ticed that the author revealed what Joseph
knew and what his brothers did not know.
Joseph recognized them immediately
(v.7), but they did not recognize him (v. 8).
Much had changed. Joseph had grown up,
and he now spoke and dressed like an
Egyptian. But he could not help but won-
derifhis brothers had really changed. His
last memory of them was the horror he ex-
perienced when they sold him to slave
traders who carried him to Egypt. Had
they changed at all, or were they still as
traitorous and wicked as they had been
twenty years before? Joseph decided to
put them through a few tests to find out
their character. He decided to detain
Simeon as a hostage, while they returned
to Canaan in order to bring his full brother,
Benjamin, to Egypt.

The scene described in verses 21-24 is
particularly moving. Joseph could speak
the Hebrew dialect they were using, but
he spoke only Egyptian with them and
used an interpreter (v. 23).” When he an-
nounced that one of them would have to
stay in Egypt in prison until they returned
with Benjamin, they began discussing it
among themselves in Hebrew. They did
not realize he could understand them.
Jacob’s sons concluded they were being
punished because of their sin against
Joseph, whom Reuben presumed must be
dead by now. This was all happening to
them because of their guilt and their re-
fusal to answer Joseph when he had pled
for his life (a detail omitted in Gn 37). The
passage of twenty years could not dull the
memory of their sin against their brother,
nor ease their sense of guilt. Their confes-
sion deeply moved Joseph, and he turned
away and wept (42:24).

Second Trip to Egypt (43-45)

This is one of the most beautiful and mov-
ing stories of. the Bible. Reconciliation be-
tween brothers once alienated is in itself a
powerful theme. But in this case, the of-
fended brother (Joseph) was totally inno-
cent of any wrongdoing. On the other hand,
his treacherous brothers are now wracked
with the pain of guilt, and have long since

assumed Joseph was dead. Furthermore,
the narrative is written in such a way as to
heighten the suspense and build to the dra-
matic moment in which Joseph revealed
his true identity to his brothers.

These three chapters relate the second
trip of Jacob’s sons to Egypt. Jacob had not
wanted to send them again because he
would be forced to allow Benjamin to go
along. He was willing to leave Simeon in
prison in Egypt rather than risk losing his
beloved Benjamin, his last son by Rachel.
But the famine was so severe, Jacob was
forced to allow his sons to return (43:1).
When Joseph saw them returning with his
full brother, Benjamin, they were escorted
to his home for a feast at midday. When
Joseph met with them, he was deeply
moved at the sight of Benjamin. He retired
to his private chambers until he gained
control of his emotions (43:30). His broth-
ers were amazed to realize they had been
seated for the meal according to their ages,
from the firstborn to the youngest, and
Benjamin’s portion was five times bigger
than the others.

The incident of the silver cup was again
a test of their character (44:1-17). Joseph's
chalice was symbolic of his authority.
Many thought such goblets could be used
to predict the future, and that they had su-
pernatural powers. Joseph himself had
learned many years before that God re-
vealed to him the future in the form of
dreams. The drama unfolding before him
was in fact the fulfillment of those dreams,
since his brothers had already bowed be-
fore him several times as his dreams had
predicted (37:5-9). Joseph certainly did
not need the silver cup. But to steal such
a goblet was a serious crime. Joseph's trick
would reveal once and for all if his broth-
ers would betray Benjamin as they had
once betrayed him, and whether his broth-
ers had actually changed during the in-
tervening years,

When confronted with the prospect of
losing Benjamin, it was Judah who took a
stand (44:18-34). His speech is the longest
and perhaps the most moving in Genesis.
He mentioned Jacob his father fourteen
times, which illustrates the central point
of the speech. He acknowledged that
Jacob's life, rightly or wrongly, was totally
absorbed in the life of his youngest son,
Benjamin. Because of Jacob’s advanced
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age and frail condition, Judah doubted he
would survive the loss of Benjamin. Judah
could not bear to see his father suffer, and
feared it would result in his father’s pre-
mature death.

Ironically it was Judah who sold a
younger brother (Rachel’s firstborn,
Joseph) into slavery twenty-two years ear-
lier (37:26-27). He no doubt stood by
silently while his father grieved bitterly
for Joseph’s life. Now it was Judah who
was willing to do anything to prevent his
father from suffering like that again. He
offered himself as a slave in order to free
another young brother (Rachel’s second
son, Benjamin), in order to spare his father
from sorrow. Judah was clearly a changed
man, when compared to his actions in ear-
lier episodes. The change appears to have
begun with his declaration “she is more
righteous than I” (38:26).

Judah’s speech was more than Joseph
could bear. He had heard too much about
the weakness of his father, and he was
overcome with worry and love. Unable to
control his emotions, Joseph sent the
Egyptian attendants away, leaving him
alone with his brothers (45:1). Suddenly
Joseph revealed his true identity to his
brothers: “I am Joseph” (v. 3)! His ques-
tion, “Is my father still living?” is more an
exclamation than an inquiry, showing that
his concern was for his father’s health.?
This had been brought on by Judah's re-
peated mention of his aging father.

The revelation that this powerful Egypt-
ian potentate was in reality their long lost
brother was irrefutable for two reasons.
First, up to this point, Joseph had been using
Egyptian and communicating with his
brothers through an interpreter (42:23). But
now he is alone with them, and undoubt-
edly switches to Hebrew.® The revelation
of his true identity in their native language,
and no doubt in their own particular di-
alect and accent, made it impossible to deny
that it was true. This was certainly Joseph,
and there was no getting around it.

Second, Joseph then reminded them of
how they had betrayed him: “I am your
brother, the one you sold into Egypt”
(45:4). This was information so personal
and private that some members of their
own family were unaware of it. They had
carefully carried the secret of what they
had done to Joseph for twenty-two years.

Only Joseph himself could have known
the sordid truth. Now he had spoken
words they never expected to hear, and
none of his brothers could deny the real-
ity of that terrible crime so many long
years ago. This was Joseph, and there was
no escaping the fact.

Little wonder Joseph’s brothers were
dumbfounded. After the initial shock,
Joseph had said “come close to me” (v. 4),
which was probably the last thing their in-
stincts told them to do. Joseph was now a
very powerful man, and he had the abil-
ity to punish them unmercifully for what
they had done to him. What course of ac-
tion would he take? Would he imprison
them, execute them, enslave them?

Joseph immediately calmed their fears:
“ And now, do not be distressed and do not
be angry with yourselves for selling me
here, because it was to save lives that God
sent me ahead of you” (v. 5). The words
“you sold me. .. God sent me” (NRsv) offer
one of the Bible's greatest statements of the
sovereign love and care of God. In the bib-
lical worldview, one needs to look at both
aspects of every event: the human dimen-
sion, which is often skewed and misshapen,
and the divine dimension, which graciously
works for our good. Faith makes it possi-
ble to fix our attention on the latter and live
our lives in the confidence that even the
worst things that happen to us are used by
God for our good.! Joseph went on to em-
phasize three times that it was not they who
sent him to Egypt, but God (vv. 5, 7, 8).1
And his purpose was clear: to preserve the
lives of many nations, and particularly of
the descendants of Abraham. Their wicked
actions had been used by God to preserve
his work through Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, and indeed, to move toward the ful-
fillment of his promises to them. Now the
way was prepared for the beginning of the
history of Israel, a story that continues in
the Book of Exodus.

Settling in Goshen
(46-47)

The remarkable revelation of Joseph's
identity had been followed by a tearful re-
union between brothers (45:14-15).
Pharaoh had commissioned Joseph to
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Jacob moves to
Egypt. send his brothers home to bring Jacob to
Egypt, where the family would live se-
curely on the best of the land and be safe
during the famine. Jacob had been stunned
by the news that Joseph was alive after all
these years (45:26). But the rich gifts sent
by Joseph and the carts intended to carry
him to Egypt were enough to convince
Jacob it was true. He resolved to go with
the entire patriarchal family to Egypt, and
there he would finally be reunited with
his son (45:28).

The conclusion of the Joseph narrative
now begins to intersect with the conclusion
of the Jacob story, and ultimately with the
conclusion of the patriarchal narratives in
general.? The rest of Book of Genesis brings
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together issues that relate to the past and
future of the patriarchal family. Chapters
46-47 bring closure to the past by relating
the move of the family to Egypt and their
settlement in the land of Goshen. Chapters
48-50 bring further closure on the patriar-
chal family by narrating the deaths of Jacob
and Joseph. But this last section also ad-
dresses the future by preserving the patri-
archal blessings on each of the sons of Jacob,
the future tribes of Israel.’3

Vision at Beersheba (46:1-4)

Genesis 46 and 47 relate the third and final
journey to Egypt. This time the entire pa-
triarchal family moved there and settled in
the land of Goshen in the north. On the jour-




ney to Egypt, Jacob stopped at Beersheba
and offered sacrifices to God. There, in a
night vision, God appeared to Jacob in the
only divine vision in the Joseph narrative.

Beersheba had been Isaac’s base, and
this act of worship may have risen from
Jacob’s desire for assurance that the move
to Egypt was the right thing. In the vision,
God reassured Jacob: “Do not be afraid to
go down to Egypt, for I will make you into
a great nation there. I will go down to
Egypt with you, and I will surely bring
you back again” (vv. 34).

For an indefinite period of time, God's
people would live in Egypt, outside the
Promised Land. But in his timing, he
would bring them out of Egypt and they
would reenter Canaan as a mighty nation
(review Gn 15:13-16). The author of Gen-
esis knew that Jacob’s family was in fact
leaving the land of promise in order to
enter a land of slavery. But ultimately, this
too would work to accomplish God'’s pur-
poses, just as the many injustices to Joseph
had been used to God’s glory. The Israelites
would eventually escape Egypt because of
God'’s mighty acts, and by his grace they
would enter Canaan as a mighty nation.

In Egypt (46:5-47:12)

The list of family members who settled in
Egypt (46:8-27) is important because it
shows what God was about to accomplish.
When Jacob’s family settled in Goshen, they
wereonly “seventy inall” (v.27), but “they
acquired property there and were fruitful
and increased greatly in number.” Cen-
turies later, the land was “filled with them”
(Ex1:7;and see Ps 105:24). Just as in Joseph’s
life, the Israelites thrived and prospered
under cruel and unjust circumstances.

After a tearful reunion between Joseph
and his father (46:29-30), the children of
Jacob were comfortably settled in the land
of Goshen. The exact location of Goshen
is uncertain, but it was generally in the
eastern Nile Delta (see map on page 160).
This region was well situated for flocks
and herds, and remained the home of the
Israelites until the exodus.'*

Joseph during the Famine
(47:13-31)

At first glance, Joseph’s policies during
the worst years of the famine may seem

Joseph over Egypt

cruel. But in reality, the Egyptians them-
selves understood his actions as merciful:
“You have saved our lives” (47:25). This
is because Joseph’s policies allowed the
Egyptians to retain something of value.
He gave them rations of grain for their
money, food for their cattle, and seed for
their land. When they were forced to
pledge servitude to Pharaoh, Joseph al-
lowed them to retain 80 percent of their
harvests while submitting only 20 percent
to Pharaoh.'® Joseph’s arrangement made
it possible for Pharaoh and the Egyptians
to survive the famine, all the while in-
creasing Pharaoh’s wealth and power.
Jacob himself twice blessed Pharaoh (47:7,
10) and Joseph’s administrative wisdom
made it possible for the nation to endure
the hard times. The author of Genesis
seems to understand all of this as partial
fulfillment of the promise “all peoples on
earth will be blessed through you” (12:3b).

The Deaths of Jacob
and Joseph (48-50)

These final chapters of Genesis form the
conclusion to the Jacob story, which began
in chapter 25, and the Joseph narrative,
which began in chapter 37.1¢ Though the
passage narrates the death and burial of
both Jacob and Joseph, it is not primarily
focused on the past. On the contrary, both
Jacob and Joseph insist that they may live
and die in Egypt, but Egypt is not their
home. Jacob makes his sons bury him in
Canaan (47:29; 49:29-32), and Joseph'’s
final wish is to be carried back to Canaan
whenever the children of Israel return
there (50:25). In both cases, the hope of a
future for the children of Abraham is a
continuation of the theme of Genesis. The
patriarchal promises are partially fulfilled,
but Israel’s future is in Canaan and not
Egypt.

Jacob Blesses Ephraim
and Manasseh (48:1-22)

This chapter explains the elevation of
Joseph's two Egyptian sons to the status
of full Israelite tribes along with Joseph’s
brothers. Jacob in effect adopted Ephraim
and Manasseh as his own sons, “just as
Reuben and Simeon are mine” (v. 5). Thus
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in future lists of the twelve tribes of Israel,
Ephraim and Manasseh are normally in-
cluded in the place of Joseph. The tribe of
Levi became a priestly tribe and therefore
did not inherit land in Canaan, bringing
the number of landed tribes to twelve (Nm
26:1-51; Jos 15:1-19:51).

This chapter also explains the reversal
of the order of priority, the younger
Ephraim taking precedence over the older
Manasseh. Joseph carefully placed the
older son on Jacob’s right hand in order
that he, Manasseh, would receive the pri-
ority blessing (48:13). But Jacob was well
experienced at the way God often does the

. unexpected, and this is a reminder that

Jacob himself had been the younger twin
who received the older son’s blessing (re-
view 27:1-40). This time, however, there
was no trickery or deception. Jacob qui-
etly and reverently bestowed the greater
blessing on the younger son, which is an
Old Testament theme. We have no way of
knowing exactly why this reversal took
place, or how Jacob knew to enactit.’” But
remarkably this simple act was high-
lighted by the author of the New Testa-
ment Book of Hebrews as Jacob’s out-
standing action of faith (11:21).

Jacob Blesses His Sons (49:1-28)

This is the last of the deathbed oracles of
Genesis, and is the first sustained piece of
Hebrew poetry in the Old Testament.'8 The
use of an extended section of poetry at the
conclusion of a long narrative unit is char-
acteristic of the Pentateuch in general. The
final compiler or author of the Pentateuch
used poetic speech followed by a short epi-
logue to conclude each major narrative sec-
tion. So the Joseph story was concluded in
general with Jacob’s blessings of Ephraim
and Manasseh (48:15-16, 20), followed by
the brief narrative epilogue (48:21-22).
Likewise on a larger structural scale, the
Book of Genesis is concluded with alarger
poetic text (Jacob’s blessings for his twelve
sons in ch. 49), followed by the narrative
epilogue in chapter 50.7°

Many scholars over the years have de-
bated whether Jacob’s deathbed oracles
contribute anything to the Joseph narra-
tive. But recent literary studies have made
it possible to see this passage as the peak
of both the Joseph story and the whole

Book of Genesis. This is true because the
poetry provides a glimpse of the future
nation of Israel in germinal, embryonic
form. Jacob is prophetically describing the
future of the tribes of Israel, even giving
the Judah and Joseph tribes pride of place
(in the south and north, respectively),
whichis in fact what happened inlater Is-
rael.? In this sense, Jacob’s deathbed bless-
ing reiterates the book’s major theme. Hu-
mankind lost the blessing of God through
sin and rebellion in the Garden of Eden.
But God will restore his blessing through
the seed of Abraham.

Jacob's deathbed pronouncement is also
very specific about one aspect of God’s
restoration of blessing. The saying con-
cerning Judah (vv. 8-12) is matched in
length only by that of Joseph (vv. 22-26).
But in particular, Jacob refers to the com-
ing Davidic line of royalty from the tribe
of Judah. In one of the most important
verses (and one of the most hotly debated)
of the Bible, Jacob predicts the rise of the
Davidic monarchy, the establishment of
the Israelite empire, and perhaps even the
coming of the Messiah himself:

“The scepter shall not depart
from Judah,

nor the ruler’s staff from
between his feet,
until tribute comes to him;

and the obedience of the peo-
ples is his.” (49:10, Nrsv)

Thus at the conclusion of the Book of Gen-
esis, Jacob’s vision of future Israel foresees
also the means by which God will restore
the blessing to all humankind.

The Death and Burial of Jacob
(49:29-50:21)

The final narratives of Genesis record the
deaths of Jacob and Joseph. Jacob stated
again his desire to be buried in Canaan, in
the cave of Machpelah, where Abraham
and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Leah
were all buried (49:29-31; and review Gn
23). Joseph was faithful to the last, bury-
ing his father with great pomp and cere-
mony in the patriarchal tomb in the land
of promise (50:1-14).

After the burial of Jacob, there was again
trouble in the patriarchal family. Joseph's



Joseph over Egypt

Drawing from
an Egyptian
tomb showing
the process of
mummification.

U= T
ikl 740

brothers were afraid they had received
mercy and forgiveness from their brother
only for the sake of their aged father. Now
that Jacob was dead, they fully expected
punishment from Joseph. Attempting first
to deceive and cajole (50:16-17), they fi-
nally resorted to falling at Joseph's feet
and offering to become his slaves (50:18).
His reassuring words contain one of the
classic statements of Scripture and pro-
vide the key to understanding the Joseph
narrative: “Don’t be afraid. Am I in the
place of God? You intended to harm me,
but God intended it for good to accom-
plish what is now being done, the saving
of many lives. So then, don’t be afraid”
(50:19b-21a).

God had made both good and evil pos-
sible in the Garden of Eden at the beginning
of the Book of Genesis. Now at its conclu-
sion, we learn that in his grace and mercy,
he works to accomplish his good through
even the sinful actions of human beings
(compare the similar statement in Gn
45:5-8). “Even where no man could imag-
ineit, God had all the strings in hishand.”!

The book offers no explanation of how
God turns evil to good on our behalf. But
implicit here is the intimate relationship
between divine sovereignty and human
responsibility. We can never fully under-
stand how both are held together, yet both
are clearly affirmed in Scripture. Any at-
tempt to emphasize one at the expense of
the other will result in misunderstanding
how we relate to God. So, for example, to
emphasize divine predestination to such
a degree that you and I are not really re-

sponsible for our actions is to put too much
emphasis on sovereignty. Likewise, to as-
sert our human freedom in a way thatim-
plies any of our actions are outside God’s
control is to misunderstand our responsi-
bility before God. The Joseph narrative
beautifully illustrates that both are true
and both must be held in balance. Joseph’s
life experiences taught him well. His
brother’s evil betrayal, Potiphar’s wife’s
lies, the cupbearer’s negligence, all had
taught Joseph that God can overrule the
evil of humans to accomplish good for
those who serve him.

The Death of Joseph (50:22-26)

After a full and prosperous life, Joseph’s
departing words related to the fulfillment
of God’s patriarchal promises.22 Twice in
his dying words he asserted that “God will
surely come to your aid” and predicted
that God would deliver the future Israelite
nation from Egypt in order to bring them
into the land promised to Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob (vv. 24-25). Thus the driving
force of the patriarchal narratives since the
call of Abraham (12:1-3), and indeed the
concepts of restoration and blessing that
have been the concern of the Book of Gen-
esis from the beginning, come again into
focus at the end.

Joseph’s last words conclude the Book
of Genesis, but they are eminently for-
ward-looking. So confident is he the Is-
raelites will be temporary residents that
he gave specific instructions that his body
be taken back to Canaan: “then you must
carry my bones up from this place” (v. 25).
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. Why is Joseph not listed among the

patriarchs?

. Give three reasons why the author of

Genesis gives so much attention to the
story of Joseph.

. In what ways does the story of Joseph

represent partial fulfillment of God's
promises to Abraham?

. Why does Joseph initially conceal his

identity from his brothers? How do
the “tests” he puts his brothers
through reveal their characters?

. Explain how there became only twelve

landed tribes in Canaan in spite of the

fact that Joseph's two sons were
adopted by Jacob.

. Throughout Genesis, we have seen

how younger children often take
precedence over older children. How is
this present in at least two ways in the
Joseph narrative, and where else in
Genesis is this present?

. How may it be said that “Genesis re-

quires a sequel”?

. Describe how the life of Joseph can

serve as an example of faithfulness
amid trials.

Key Term

Heilsgeschichte

He was thus embalmed and placed in a
coffin in Egypt. Coffins were characteris-
tic of Egyptian burial practices, and they
are not referred to again in the Old Tes-
tament.?’ The text had related the elabo-
rate mourning and burial ceremonies for
Jacob (50:1-14). By contrast, Joseph was
summarily stuffed away in a box and pre-
served for a greater day. His bones in the
coffin would be a constant reminder to
the Israelites that Egypt was not their
home. And some great day, the time of
deliverance would dawn in the work of
one especially prepared for that event,

Moses. In the meantime, Joseph'’s faith
would serve as an example of how the Is-
raelites were to live in a foreign land (Heb
11:22).

Genesis, like the Old Testament as a
whole, ends on a note of expectation. On
the one hand, it is a self-contained and
complete book in that all the themes are
neatly tied together. With the death of
Joseph, the story of the patriarchal family
is concluded, and the themes of blessing
and promise are amply developed. But,
on the other hand, Genesis is also incom-
plete in that it requires a sequel. Joseph’s
bones in the Egyptian coffin remind us
that the patriarchal promises are only par-
tially fulfilled. There will come a future
day when the promises will be entirely
fulfilled and the peace of the Garden of
Eden will be restored. That story contin-
ues in the Book of Exodus and extends
through the rest of the Bible.
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[Moses] was in the assembly in
the desert, with our fathers and
with the angel who spoke to
him on Mount Sinai; and he
received living words to pass on
to us.

—Stephen, Acts 7:38
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Now that you have encountered the con-
tents of Genesis, it is time to encounter as
well some important questions about the
Book of Genesis. Unlike most modern lit-
erature, ancient Near Eastern literature in
general and biblical books in particular do
not often come with full bibliographical
information, such as the author’s name,
place of publication, and date of publica-
tion. Modern scholars devote much time
and energy to interpreting the meaning of
these texts, which often also involves an
attempt to determine who wrote the ma-
terials, when they were written, and to
whom they were written.

As you know by now, the Book of Gen-
esis has a deliberate and carefully crafted
structure. It is a self-contained book that
can stand on its own right. On the other
hand, it has an intimate relationship with
the rest of the Pentateuch, which is like-
wise deliberate and highly intentional. Not
only does Genesis anticipate and prepare
for the next four books of the Bible, but it
depends on them for completion and ful-
fillment.! For this reason and others, it is
impossible to consider questions of au-
thorship without including evidence from
the entire Pentateuch as well. In this next
section you will be asked to consider what
the text of the Pentateuch has to say about
its own composition, with particular at-
tention given to the Book of Genesis. In
chapter 14, we will examine how modern
scholarship has interpreted this evidence.

Evidence
on the Authorship
of the Pentateuch

We begin by asking what the Bible itself
has to say about the authorship of Gene-
sis and the rest of the Pentateuch. We will
then consider some of the evidence avail-
able for addressing this question, includ-
ing Jewish and Christian tradition, lin-
guistic and historical evidence, and others.

Biblical References

Genesis itself contains no explicit refer-
ences to the author, who has chosen to re-
main in the background. The rest of the
Pentateuch, on the other hand, offers sev-

eral interesting glimpses. On more than
one occasion we are told that Yahweh in-
structed Moses to write something down
(Ex 34:27). The written document then
may serve as a memorial for future gen-
erations (Ex 17:14). Significantly, in Exo-
dus 24:4 the text notes that Moses wrote
“all the words of the Lord” (Nkjv). Near
the end of Deuteronomy, it is stated that
Moses wrote “the law” (31:9, 24), pre-
sumably referring to the legal core of the
Book of Deuteronomy,? and the song of
Moses (31:19, 22). On another occasion we
are told that Moses recorded the travel
diary of the tribes of national Israel (Nm
33:2). In addition to these explicit refer-
ences, there are others in the Pentateuch
that imply Mosaic writing activities (see
Ex 25:16, 21-22).

These references in the Pentateuch sug-
gest first of all that Moses could write. It
may seem unnecessary to state such an
obvious proposition, but it is often as-
sumed that Moses, if he was historical at
all, was probably illiterate. These refer-
ences would argue against such a posi-
tion. Second, these references indicate that
Moses himself had a hand in the compo-
sition of certain blocks of material in the
Pentateuch. Namely, it appears from these
statements that Moses wrote at least the
so-called Book of the Covenant (Ex 20-23)
and a majority of the Book of Deuteron-
omy. In addition, we are told that other
parts of the Pentateuch were given to
Moses by Yahweh, though we are not quite
sure of the full implications of this (see Ex
25-40, minus chapters 32-34, and most of
the Book of Leviticus).

Jewish and Christian Tradition

Given these many references, itis not sur-
prising that Jewish and Christian tradition
has been unequivocal in the assumption
that Moses wrote the Pentateuch. There
are many other references in the Old Tes-
tament besides these from the Pentateuch
that assume some connection between
Moses and the materials in the Bible's first
five books.? In fact, the Old Testament as-
sumes in a most general way that Moses
was ultimately responsible for the law,
David for the hymnic literature, and
Solomon for the wisdom literature. Later
Jewish tradition continued along this as-
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sumption, referring to the first five books
of the Bible as “the Books of Moses.”4

The earliest Christian assumptions
about the origins of Genesis and the rest
of the Pentateuch are obvious from nu-
merous references in the New Testament,
such as “Has not Moses given you the
law?” (Jn 7:19).5 Though such statements
appear often in the New Testament, they
are of minimal help in our search for in-
sight into the precise nature of the com-
position of the Book of Genesis. They do,
however, illustrate the early Christian con-
nections between the legal materials of the
Pentateuch and Moses.

Grammatical Evidence

By grammatical evidence, I refer specifi-
cally to the spelling (orthography) and in-
ternal structure and forms of words (mor-
phology) used in the Hebrew text of
Genesis. Such evidence cannot, of course,
provide much insight into the authorship
of ancient texts. However, in light of our
growing knowledge about these topics,
they are helpful in suggesting the tempo-
ral limits of the text. In other words, such
evidence establishes the earliest possible
date for the text (that is, the terminus a quo).

Archaeologists have collected numer-
ous inscriptions written in ancient Hebrew
and other languages closely related to He-
brew (Phoenician, Aramaic, Moabite, etc.)
dating to the tenth century B.c. and later.
Comparisons between the Hebrew text of
the Old Testament and these other in-
scriptions have increased our knowledge
of early Hebrew spelling and morphol-
ogy. These investigations have revealed
certain features of Hebrew grammar that
make it possible to date the present Book
of Genesis no earlier than approximately
the tenth century B.c., thereby establish-
ing a terminus a quo. This is not to say the
materials in Genesis could not have been
written prior to that date, but only that the
present text of Genesis could nothave been
produced prior to that date. This type of
evidence also puts limits on how late the
text may have been produced. Ortho-
graphic features of the present text of Gen-
esis reflect the Persian period and could
not have come from later than Israel’s post-
exilic period.®

It is impossible to explain the signifi-

cance of this evidence without a detailed
discussion of Hebrew grammar. But per-
haps it would be useful to describe in the
most general terms a few of these obser-
vations. For example, the history of He-
brew orthography is instructive, specifi-
cally in the way Hebrew developed a
spelling system to mark vowels. Until the
tenth century B.c., northwest Semitic in
general (the language family of which He-
brew was a part) represented only conso-
nantal sounds. During the ninth century,
Hebrew and other languages of this group
developed a means by which the most
common vowels could be marked.” But
these markers were usually reserved for
the vowels at the ends of words. Then in
the mid-eighth century, the vowel letters
began to appear in the middle of words.?
Since Genesis uses these vowel markers
regularly throughout (both in the middle
of words and at the end) this evidence
alone is enough to demonstrate that the
present text of Genesis (and indeed of the
rest of the Old Testament) reflects the re-
visioning and normalization of the late
preexilic period, that is, after the mid-
eighth century B.c.?

In terms of morphology, a single exam-
ple may suffice. The true relative pronoun
for early Hebrew was zi, as is clear from
ancient Phoenician inscriptions and the
archaic Hebrew poetry preserved in the
Old Testament. But this was replaced in
Hebrew around the tenth century by the
term “iger, which is commonly used in all
Old Testament narrative, including the
Book of Genesis.1®

Such observations do not provide de-
finitive evidence for authorship and date.
However, they illustrate that the text has
gone through some significant grammat-
ical revisioning and literary updating, and
these observations provide time markers
for when those changes were made. An
author or compiler of Genesis may have
finished the work centuries before these
changes in the language occurred. But the
text itself continued to need revisions.

Remember, these minor grammatical re-
visions had no detrimental effect on the
inspired truth of the text. God’s inspira-
tion of the Bible has preserved his truth
faithfully (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pt 1:19-21). As sov-
ereign God, he has superintended the en-
tire process of inscripturation, including
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grammatical updating. The situation is not
completely unlike the proliferation of new
English translations of the Bible in our day.
The truth of the ancient authors has not
changed, but we are in constant need of
freshening our translations in order to
match the changing English language.

Sociopolitical Evidence

When one compares Old Testament Israel
with other Semitic nations of the ancient
Near East, there are certain similarities that
are noticeable.!* Besides the general com-
parisons made by anthropologists about the
way different cultures develop around the
world, it is possible to see repeatable trends
in ancient Semitic cultures as well. These
generally progress through a period of trib-
alism in a pre-state context to statehood over
many centuries. After a period of imperial
strength, the nation usually succumbs to in-
ternal decay and eventual ruin.'?

It was during the periods of greatest po-
litical strength that most of these cultures
preserved and produced their literature. Pe-
riods of politically enforced peace provided
the only times in which kings and scribes
were afforded the luxury and resources nec-
essary for the production of literature. In
some cases, new forms of historiographic
literature were developed and the older ven-
erated literature of that culture was collected
and deliberately preserved.

Israel certainly reflected this sociopolit-
ical pattern. Her period of political

not entered
Mesopotamia at the
time of Moses, so Ur
could not have been
known as “of the
Chaldeans” until
much later.

(Jgs 18:29).

Statements in Genesis That Appear to Come
from the Period after Moses

Genesis 11:28, 31 Genesis 14:14 Genesis 36:31
“Ur of the “as far as Dan” "befoye any
Chaldeans The city of Dan was :s;;:l;tde"kmg
The Chaldeans had known as Laish until

after Moses. It was
given the name
“Dan” during the
period of the judges

strength, the united monarchy of David |
and Solomon, was painfully brief, though |
later generations of Israelites always es- |
teemed it as the ideal time in their history |
(1 Kgs 4:25). The Bible hints that the king- !
doms of David and Solomon devoted re- |
sources to the scribal arts. For the first time ;
in Israelite history, we read of officials
whose specific task it was to record events
or details of monarchic life. These court
historians were the “recorder, chronicler”
(mazkir, 2 Sm 8:16; 20:24; 1 Kgs 4:3) and the
“scribe, secretary” (sdper, 2 Sm 8:17; 20:25;
1 Kgs 4:3). Though it is impossible for us
to know the exact function these officials
served in the royal court, their titles imply
they either recorded daily activities of the
court or preserved the sacred literature of
Israel’s past, or both. It is possible that Is-
rael’s united monarchy produced hu-
mankind'’s first historiographies.

This may also confirm the Bible’s por-
trayal of David and Solomon as patrons
of the literary arts, especially hymnic and
wisdom literature. If this is a fair com-
parison, then just as certain Assyrian and
Babylonian kings preserved the ancient
literature of their cultures,'3so David and
Solomon preserved materials already
viewed as ancient and sacred at the time
of Israel’s united monarchy. This would
presumably have included the ancient Mo-
saic traditions now preserved in the Pen-
tateuch, as well as the creation and patri-
archal traditions of Genesis.

This statement sug-
gests that the passage
was updated during
the monarchic period.
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Such sociopolitical comparisons accent
the role of the united monarchy in the
preservation of pentateuchal traditions.
This emphasis explains several individ-
ual references in the Pentateuch that seem
to have come from the period after Moses.
For example, the list of Edomite kings and
sheikhs included at the end of the Esau
toledot (36:31-43) is likely a piece of post-
Mosaic material. The statement that these
individuals ruled “before any Israelite king
reigned” (36:31) makes it seem likely that
this was an insertion from the monarchic
period of Israel’s history.

In addition to this list from the monar-
chy, there are several briefer comments
that appear to have come into the text
later in Israel’s history. The designation
of the homeland of Abram as Ur “of the
Chaldeans” (11:28, 31, and elsewhere) is
probably a later gloss. The Chaldeans do
not appear in texts from the ancient Near
East until the first millennium s.c., when
they apparently first entered Mesopota-
mia. The city of Ur in southern Babylo-
nia could not have been known as “of the
Chaldeans” until much later. Since this
passage in Genesis is not a predictive
prophecy, we should assume the desig-
nation of the city is a later insertion to dis-
tinguish it from another city of the same
name.!

There are other such examples from else-
where in the Pentateuch. But perhaps one
more from Genesis will suffice here. In
14:14, we are told that Abram pursued
Lot’s captors “as far as Dan.” But the city
of Dan was given that name in the judges
period (Jgs 18:29), and was formerly
known as Laish. It seems likely, then, that
this is another example of revisioning, or
updating an early Israelite tradition from
a monarchic perspective. If we are correct
that the royal scribes of the united monar-
chy had a significant role in copying and
editing these Genesis traditions, such
slight revisions would be no more unusual
than the subtle changes in English Bible
translations.

Manuscript Evidence

Besides the standardized Hebrew text of
the Pentateuch, we also have ancient trans-
lations in several other languages, as well
as a paleo-Hebrew form known as the

Samaritan Pentateuch. Together these
serve as valuable witnesses to the relative
date for the composition of the Pentateuch.
Using these sources, it is possible to es-
tablish the terminus ad quem (or finishing
point), being the latest possible date at
which the Pentateuch could have been for-
mulated as we have it today.

The Greek translation known as the Sep-
tuagint together with other Jewish sources
from ancient Qumran (i.e., the Dead Sea
Scrolls) were using editions of the Penta-
teuch that were in basic agreement with
the text as we have it in the standardized
Hebrew text. This observation demon-
strates that the text of the Pentateuch has
been handed down in its present form
since at least the third century B.c.15

But we can go even further back than
this. In a way that has not been fully ap-
preciated by modern scholarship, the
Samaritan Pentateuch also establishes the
antiquity of the Pentateuch. Detailed stud-
ies of the Samaritan Pentateuch and its re-
lationship with the Septuagint, the Dead
Sea Scrolls, and other ancient Jewish
sources reveal the existence of a penta-
teuchal text type in ancient Palestine al-
ready in the fifth century B.c. The earliest
forms of the Samaritan Pentateuch were
being revised and modernized as early as
about 450 B.c., which testifies to the exis-
tence of a complete text of the Pentateuch
at that time.6 This confirms that the Pen-
tateuch itself must be older than the fifth
century B.C. Such an early date is con-
firmed by the need for the scribes of the
time of Ezra (mid-fifth century B.C.) to
modernize and interpret the Pentateuch
in order to make it understandable to the
people of their day (Neh 8:8, 13).

Redactional Evidence

As we shall emphasize in chapter 15, Gen-
esis serves as an important prologue for
the rest of the Pentateuch. However, it is
much more than a mere historical and ge-
ographical prelude. Many of the episodes
and ideas detailed here anticipate the rest
of the Pentateuch. There is an intimate the-
ological connection between Genesis and
Exodus-Deuteronomy created by literary
parallels between the Primeval History
and patriarchal narratives on the one hand,
and the events and institutions of the Mo-
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saic period on the other. All of this appears
to have been quite intentional and must
have been in the mind of the author of
Genesis from the start. The Book of Gen-
esis has been redacted (or "edited") in-
tentionally from a Mosaic perspective, and
therefore has implications for the date of
the composition of Genesis.

| offer here only a couple of examples.
Already in Genesis 1 the author carefully
constructed the creation account with the
Sinai covenant in mind. The idea of Sab-
bath rest is as old as creation itself (Gn
2:2-3). Yet the way in which the seven days
of creation prepare for the fourth com-
mandment at Sinai is unmistakable (Ex
20:9-11). The reason for keeping Sabbath
isin fact the ideal that the Israelites should
imitate the Creator's example: "For in six
days the Lord made the heavens and the

earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but
he rested on the seventh day. Therefore
the Lorda blessed the Sabbath day and
made it holy" (Ex 20:11). The creation ac-
count in Genesis |:1-2:4a appears to have
been redacted with the Sinai covenant in
view.

In Genesis 12:10-20, the author related
how severe famine forced Abraham to flee
to Egypt, where God protected and cared
for him (review pages 73-74, above). That
account also has been intentionally edited
so as to prefigure the later experience of
the Israelites. Like Abraham, the children
of Jacob were forced to Egypt by famine
(the Joseph narrative). Like their great fore-
father, the Israelites acquired wealth from
the Egyptians when they left (Ex 12:35-36).
In both accounts, God sent plagues on
Egypt in order to liberate first Abraham,
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then Moses and the Israelites (Gn 12:17
and Ex 7:14-12:36). There are other paral-
lels, but this is sufficient to demonstrate
that the Genesis account has been inten-
tionally edited with the Mosaic era in
mind."”

The date of Moses and the exodus is of
course still a moot question. Most of those
scholars who assume the events of Exo-
dus-Deuteronomy are historical place
them in the Late Bronze Age (1550-1200
B.C.), specifically in either the fifteenth cen-
tury B.C. or the thirteenth century B.c. The
fact that Genesis was edited in the light of
the rest of the Pentateuch implies it could
not have been put in its present literary
form prior to the Mosaic period. On the
other hand, the editorial additions referred
to above from the united monarchy would
suggest that the book was in something
similar to its present form by the time of
David and Solomon.

Ancient Near Eastern Parallels

Besides the general sociopolitical com-
parisons with other Semitic cultures of the
ancient Near East, it is helpful to review
again the literary parallels from Israel’s
ancient neighbors (see pages 46-48,
above). As we have seen, the most strik-
ing parallels to the early chapters of Gen-
esis, and to a lesser extent the patriarchal
narratives, come from Mesopotamia. Gen-
esis frequently addresses similar topics in
an outline comparable to that of the Meso-
potamian sources. But the actual names
and details are often quite different. It ap-
pears there was definite Mesopotamian
influence on the traditions of Genesis,
though somewhat indirect. If we could de-
termine the approximate time when such
influence took place, we might have ad-
ditional clues as to when the traditions of
Genesis took their present form.

We know that Mesopotamian culture
spread throughout Syria-Palestine in the
mid-second millennium B.c.’® But after the
arrival of the Sea Peoples around 1200B.C.,
the normal flow of international cultural
interchange was disrupted. The ancient
Israelites were not likely to have been in-
fluenced by Mesopotamian culture for
centuries afterwards. Against the views of
many modern scholars, it is even more un-
likely that the Jews of the Babylonian exile

in the sixth and fifth centuries B.c. would
have incorporated features of Babylonian
mythology in their ancient traditions, even
after stripping such myths of pagan and
polytheistic elements. The Jewish leader-
ship was too adamantly opposed to such
Babylonian influence, and materials re-
ceived under such pagan influence would
not likely have found a place in their sa-
cred Scriptures.

Instead, the oblique Mesopotamian in-
fluence on Genesis is more likely to have
been the result of cultural contact much
further back in Israel’s history. The only
likely time Mesopotamian literary influ-
ence could have had such an impact on
Genesis seems to be the first half of the
second millennium 8.c.1®

Religious Perspective

We have observed that the faith expressed
in the patriarchal narratives best reflects
the first half of the second millenniums.c.
(2000-1500 B.C., review pages 87-88,
above). In addition, it can be stated that
the author(s) or editor(s) of the Pentateuch
highly valued the religious traditions of
the patriarchal narratives in spite of the
many features that seem to be at odds with
the form of Yahwism defined in Exo-
dus-Deuteronomy.

The compiler of the Pentateuch has gone
to considerable length to associate the faith
of the patriarchs with that of Mosaic Yah-
wism. He has accurately depicted actual
patriarchal beliefs and practices, even
when those beliefs and practices seemed
to conflict with normative Yahwism. He
has been faithful to the patriarchal tradi-
tions handed down to him, without sup-
pressing or extracting those features that
were so different from the faith of Moses.

Some modern scholars have argued that
the patriarchal traditions were contrived
by first-millennium authors who specu-
lated about hypothetical ancestors of Is-
rael’s past—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. But
if this were so, we might expect such a late
author to make the patriarchal traditions
conform to the accepted Yahwism of the Is-
raelite monarchy. Instead, the patriarchal
traditions were accepted as genuine tradi-
tions from an ancient period of Israel’s his-
tory, and were included as a theological
predecessor to the Yahwism defined by
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Moses.? It is not likely that a late author
could have created fictitious patriarchs who
had certain religious ideas in common with
later Canaanite Baalism (see below), nor
could such a late author accurately reflect
the early-second-millennium traditions of
Genesis 12-50. The following observations
lend credibility to the argument that the
theological perspective of the patriarchal
traditions has been accurately preserved in
Genesis and incorporated into the Yahwism
of the Mosaic period.

The details of this kind of evidence are
complex. They have been summarized re-
cently around the issue of holiness.?! This
concept of holiness (Hebrew ¢ados) be-
comes central in Mosaic definitions of Yah-
wism from Exodus 3:5 on, where God says
to Moses, “Take off your sandals, for the
place where you are standing is holy
ground.” Thus the holiness of Yahweh re-
quires religious expression that is exclu-
sivistic, regulated by legal stipulations,
mediated by a priest or prophet, and based
at a central sanctuary, which became
Jerusalem in later Israelite Yahwism. By
contrast, the term for holiness does not
occur in the patriarchal narratives.2 The
absence of terminology for the concept of
holiness illustrates the contrasts between
Mosaic Yahwism and patriarchal religion,
which does not appear to have been ex-
clusivistic at all. In contrast to Moses, Abra-
ham and his family had a faith that was
unstructured, unmediated, and did not el-
evate one particular place as more sacred
for divine worship over others.

The contrast can be seen in certain other
details. The frequent use of El (the Hebrew
generic word for “God”) in the patriarchal
traditions is significant, both in the names
for God (see page 87, above) as well as in
the names for people and places, such as
the compound names Israel, Ishmael, and
Bethel. Given the central importance of
some of these names, we may assume they
arose prior to the constitutive expression
of Yahwism in the rest of the Pentateuch.
In other words, since Yahweh was the God
of Israel, we would have expected com-
pound names such as Isra-Yah, or Beth-
Yah in these traditions. The only explana-
tion is that these patriarchal traditions
arose prior to the Mosaic period.??

Certain cultic practices alsoillustrate the
contrast. In general, patriarchal religion

seems completely unmediated, requiring
no one to intercede between the worshiper
and God. Abraham and Jacob talk with
God and interact with him freely. Later Is-
raelite faith required prophets and priests
to mediate the relationship between peo-
ple and God.

The role of trees (12:6-7; 13:18; 21:33)
and pillars (28:18, 22; 31:13, 45-46; 35:14)
in patriarchal worship seems particularly
foreign to the faith of later Israelite Yah-
wism.2¢ Such customs were intimately re-
lated to later Canaanite fertility cults, and
were given a resounding prohibition else-
where in the Pentateuch (Ex 23:24; 34:13;
Lv 26:1; Dt 16:21-22). Rather than suppress
or conform these traditions to convictions
of a later period, the editor of Genesis
clearly views them as vestiges of religious
expression from an earlier age, and in-
cludes them without explanation. They
appear to reflect a genuinely ancient pa-
triarchal tradition—ancient, that is, to the
editor of the Pentateuch.

Finally, it is important to notice that of
the three great religious observances of the
Pentateuch and later Israelite faith, only
one is mentioned at all in the patriarchal
narratives.?> Circumcision becomes an im-
portant sign of God's covenant with Abra-
ham (Gn 17), and is accepted as funda-
mental to Yahwism elsewhere in the
Pentateuch. But the other two observances
of the Pentateuch (Sabbath observance and
dietary restrictions) are completely absent
in the patriarchal narratives. Again, this is
presumably because the editor of these
Genesis materials who combined them
with the rest of the Pentateuch already
considered the patriarchal narratives to be
of great antiquity and to accurately reflect
the religious expression of the ancestors
of Israel’s faith.

Canaanite religion changed significantly
sometime around the middle of the sec-
ond millennium B.c. The chief god El was
replaced by Baal as the supreme deity of
the Canaanite pantheon, and a religion
that had been somewhat compatible with
patriarchal religion was replaced by a rad-
ical fertility cult that could never exist com-
fortably alongside Israelite Yahwism. The
use of El-type names became less preva-
lent than before, now being replaced by
Baal names. This change from EI to Baal
brought other innovations in Canaanite
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religion. The uses of trees and stones took
on an entirely different connotation, one
of sexual fertility and divine sexual activ-
ity. Such practices could never be toler-
ated by Mosaic Yahwism. The rest of Old
Testament history is largely the story of
Israel’s failure to resist compromises of
their orthodox Yahwism with Canaanite
Baalism.

In conclusion, the cumulative effect of
the various religious traditions in the pa-
triarchal narratives is clear. Patriarchal
faith reflects a period of time before Mo-
saic Yahwism received its constitutive ex-
pressions in the rest of the Pentateuch. The
editor(s) of the Pentateuch intentionally
equated patriarchal faith with Yahwism
without suppressing non-Yahwistic ele-
ments because the traditions were already
venerated as sacred and ancient, and they
therefore accurately reflect the situation
in the first half of the second millennium
8.C. These Genesis traditions were adapted
by the compiler of the rest of the Penta-
teuch as part of the constitutive religious
heritage of ancient Israel.

Requirements
of the Evidence

Having surveyed the evidence available
for the authorship of Genesis and the rest
of the Pentateuch, it will now be our task
to summarize what this evidence demands
of us. This brief discussion will explore the
parameters of the evidence in order to de-
termine the maximum and minimum con-
clusions possible in light of that evidence.
In other words, we seek now to answer
the questions, “What is the most that could
be said about the authorship of Genesis
on the basis of this evidence?” and “What
is the least that could be said?”

A Word about Words

Before proceeding, we need to define an
important term: “authorship.” The term
as used here deals not so much with the
mechanical process of writing or record-
ing, as we usually mean when we apply
the term to the production of modern lit-
erature. With regard to ancient books such
as Genesis, we can only use the term to
refer to the fundamental substance of the

content. This is true partly because ancient
books do not come with a complete set of
bibliographical data, as we said at the be-
ginning of this chapter. But also the nature
of the evidence we have just surveyed
makes it impossible to discern the precise
relationship between the substance of a
book and the actual mechanical process
of writing.

More often than not, it is impossible for
modern scholarship to determine the re-
lationship between the origin of an ancient
book’s substance and the actual act of
recording. Not only is most ancient Near
Eastern literature anonymous; the concept
of “author,” where it is present, tends to
indicate someone who is a preserver of the
past, someone who builds on earlier ver-
sions and adapts traditions for a new day.
This is complicated even further by the
ancient use of oral traditions and our in-
ability to trace the history of such tradi-
tions. So by “author” and “authorship”
we seek to discern the source or the ori-
gin of the materials of Genesis, which may
or may not have a relationship with the
actual process of recording.

What Is the Most
That Could Be Said?

In general, the Bible, and all of Jewish and
Christian tradition credit Moses as the au-
thor of the Pentateuch. None of the other
types of evidence makes this unfeasible,
though the Pentateuch must have been a
malleable and adaptable text that went
through later revisions and updates. This
would reasonably mean Moses inherited
the traditions of the Primeval History (Gn
1-11) and the patriarchal narratives (Gn
12-50) from Israel’s ancestors and incor-
porated them as a one-book introduction
for the Pentateuch. Whether he received
them in written or oral form is beyond our
ability to determine. Whether he was the
one responsible for the current structure
of Genesis is also impossible to determine.

In addition, the evidence also requires
that Moses is responsible for the penta-
teuchal law, which with many insertions
covers roughly Exodus 20-Deuteronomy
26. Thus the heart of the Pentateuch has a
Mosaic self-claim, which should not be
missed. Much of this material is said to be
material that the Lord spoke to Moses (as
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in Ex 25:1 and Lv 1:1), or the very “words
Moses spoke to all Israel” (Dt 1:1). More
specifically, the text states that Moses ac-
tually wrote down an account of the bat-
tle against Amalek (Ex 17:14), the so-called
Book of the Covenant (Ex 24:4), a section
known as “the code of festivals” (Ex 34:27),
the desert itinerary (Nm 33:2), and at least
portions of the Book of Deuteronomy
(319,19, 22, 24).

Since none of the other evidence avail-
able precludes these textual claims, this is
the most that we can say on the basis of
our present knowledge. Moses is the au-
thor or originator of the Pentateuch in gen-
eral, and he personally was involved in
the mechanical composition of certain sec-
tions as defined by the statements in Ex-
odus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

What Is the Least
That Could Be Said?

On the other hand, it should also be ob-
served that the evidence does not require
that Moses drafted the Pentateuch, either
in its entirety or in its present five-book
formation. Many of the traditions and
teachings that he handed down to the later
Israelites may have been oral in nature and
may not have taken literary shape until
later. The least that can be said is that
Moses was involved in the composition
of parts of the Pentateuch and was ulti-
mately seen by later Israelites as respon-
sible for the gist of the whole, though the
current five-book format may have been
decided later.

Possibilities
of the Evidence

The previous section explored what the
evidence demands of us regarding the au-
thorship of the Pentateuch. Now we will
consider what the evidence allows. Keep-
ing all the evidence in mind, this brief sec-
tion will suggest a feasible model for the
composition of the Pentateuch in general
and the Book of Genesis in particular.

Moses, the Yahwistic Innovator

First, we know from Exodus 3:13-15 and
6:2-3 that Moses was the “Yahweh inno-
vator” of Israel’s religion. The precise in-

terpretation of these important passages
is a matter of enormous scholarly debate
and need not detain us here. The point for
our discussion is that Moses ushered in a
Yahwistic innovation in Israelite religion.
He received patriarchal traditions that ap-
pear to have referred to God consistently
as El, “God,” or with El-type names (Elo-
him, El-Shaddai, El-Elyon, and the like).
But from Moses’ time forward, God would
be known primarily by his intimate name,
Yahweh, which reveals more of his char-
acter. The more generic term “El” reveals
what he is (God); the name “Yahweh” re-
veals who he is.

The specific phraseology of Exodus 3:15
is instructive on this point: Elohim said to
Moses, “Say to the Israelites, “The Lorp
[i.e., Yahweh], the God [i.e., Elohim] of your
fathers—the God of Abraham, the God of
Isaac and the God of Jacob—has sent me
to you.” This is my name forever, the name
by which I am to be remembered from gen-
eration to generation.” This statement in-
tentionally associates God’s new name
with the ancient patriarchal traditions.

The patriarchal traditions in Genesis
12-50 have been preserved in Yahwistic
framework, which anticipates and pre-
pares for the materials in the rest of the
Pentateuch. As we have seen, the Genesis
materials are more than a mere historical
introduction, tracing the origins of Israel
and explaining how the children of Jacob
came to be in Egypt. The book is a theo-
logical prologue for the exodus and Sinai
covenant. Genesis is fundamentally and
intimately tied to Exodus-Deuteronomy
in a way that has been intentional through-
out its editing process, a process that was
distinctively Yahwistic in nature.

Moses, the Delegator
of Authority

In Exodus 18:13-27, Moses learned from
his father-in-law how to delegate respon-
sibility to those who were trustworthy and
able. Itis clear from a few references in the
Pentateuch that Moses entrusted the
preservation of the legal materials, and in
some cases even the responsibility for writ-
ing those materials, to the priesthood. The
most important of these is Deuteronomy
31:9: “So Moses wrote down this law and
gaveit to the priests, the sons of Levi, who
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carried the ark of the covenant ofthe Lord,
and to all the elders of Israel." Moses thus
entrusted the safekeeping of the document
itself to the levitical priesthood, and he
gave the responsibility of seeing that the
nation actually lived according to its in-
struction to the elders of Israel. This added
further to the role of the levitical priests,
who were in charge of the ark of the
covenant with its copy of the Ten Com-
mandments. In verses 24-26, Moses fur-
ther instructed the priests concerning their
role in preserving the written copy of the
legal material.27

In ancient Near Eastern treaties, it was
customary to make two copies of the
agreement, one for the sanctuary of each
party entering into the agreement's oblig-
ation.B But in Israel's unigue covenant
with God, there was but one sanctuary for
the written form of the treaty. So the writ-
ten law was entrusted to the care of the
levitical priests who were also caretakers
of the ark of the covenant, which served
as the receptacle for the tables of law. It
appears that Moses delegated responsi-
bility for the law to the priests.

The Pentateuch contains a few other hints
about the role of the priests in preserving
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the law. Moses gave instructions for all fu-
ture kings of Israel to keep a copy of the law
ever before them, making aroyal copy from
the official and sanctioned version pre-
served by the priests (Dt 17:18). On occa-
sion, the priests were to be consulted about
specific legal requirements, which they were
said to teach the Israelites according to the
details of what Yahweh "commanded
them" (Dt 24:8). On another occasion they
were actually given the responsibility for
preserving a specific legal rite in written
form (Nm 5:23-24). Later in Israelite history
it appears there were priestly scribes who
specialized in preserving legal material
through writing (Jer 8:8).29

The full significance of these references
has not often been appreciated. We can-
not be precise about the role played by the
levitical priests in the composition and
preservation of the Pentateuch in general.
But it seems clear that they were deeply
involved. Perhaps the levitical priests were
an extension of Moses' work on the Pen-
tateuch. He may have officially sanctioned
them to use their own authority in pro-
tecting, preserving, and even composing
sections of the pentateuchal law.30
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Moses, the Fountainhead
of Prophecy

There can be no doubt that Moses stands
at the head of Israel’s literary traditions as
the great lawgiver. He can be said to be the
fountainhead of all Israelite prophecy.3! In
this light, the deposition of the written form
of the law into the ark of the covenant is
significant (Dt 31:24-26). It is likely that
other documents that contributed to the
understanding of Israel’s covenant rela-
tionship with Yahweh also began to be com-
piled and collected along with this basic
constitutive document of Israel’s religion
and nationhood. As we have seen, the
priests may have had a significant role in
the actual preservation of such documents.
But ultimately, it was only Moses who had
authority to determine the contents of what
was preserved in the ark and what was ex-
cluded. This would have been the begin-
ning of the canonical process for ancient Is-
rael’s Scriptures. Future documents would
have authority in the community only if
they complemented Israel’s understand-
ing of the covenant with Yahweh.

So we suggest a picture of a growing
body of religious traditions centering
around the Mosaic covenant of Mount
Sinai and preserved by the priesthood,
perhaps even contained along with the
Ten Commandments in the ark of the
covenant.? These would have included
the materials that ultimately made up the
Book of Genesis (i.e., the traditions of the
Primeval History and the patriarchal nar-
ratives), the legal materials, and other
types of materials all sanctioned by Moses
as appropriate expressions of the
covenant. In this way, the sacred writings
from the time of Moses were preserved in
the Israelite sanctuary for well over two
centuries, at least until the united monar-
chy was established.

Scribes of Israel’s Monarchy

As we have said, evidence suggests that
the earliest literature of an ancient Semitic
culture is systematically studied for the
first time, collected, and preserved for fu-
ture generations during the height of that
culture’s imperial strength (see sociopo-
litical evidence above). The biblical refer-
ences to the scribes and recorders in the
royal court of David and Solomon seem

to confirm such a picture for ancient Is-
rael. It seems likely that scribes of the
united monarchy formally devoted them-
selves to the study and preservation of the
ancient texts related to the Sinai covenant.

This explains the obvious post-Mosaic
material present in Genesis, such as the
designation of Abraham’s hometown as
“Ur of the Chaldeans” and the presence
of the Edomite king list (36:31-43, see dis-
cussion above). The scribes of the united
kingdom would no doubt have updated
and modernized the texts for their own
readers. It is possible these scribes were
even the ones who arranged the materi-
als in the present five-book format, which
would explain the editorial intentionality
with which Genesis prepares for Exo-
dus-Deuteronomy.

The Role of the Exilic Community

After Jerusalem fell to Nebuchadnezzar
in 586 B.C., most of the leaders were taken
into exile in Babylonia. The exile officially
ended in October 539 B.c., when Babylo-
nia was captured by the Persians and the
Jews were released and permitted to re-
turn to the ruins of Jerusalem. Scholars
have often speculated about the role these
exilic and postexilic communities might
have played in the production of the lit-
erature of the Old Testament (see ch. 14,
below).

It is certainly true that Israelites of the
monarchic period (i.e., before the fall of
Jerusalem and the loss of the monarchy)
did not have a “static” view of these texts.
In other words, ancient texts were not
standardized, but were rather more fluid
than we tend to view them today.3* Such
a standardized or static view of the text
was certainly a later Jewish development
and was not characteristic of Israelite
times. The preeminent scribe of the post-
exilic period, Ezra, found it necessary to
clarify and interpret the meaning of the
text as he read it to the people, which im-
plies he modernized the text as he taught
(Neh 8:8).

The Jewish practice of standardization
explains the Hebrew text as we now have
it. It has without doubt gone through sig-
nificant grammatical revisions and
spelling updates, which is what we would
expect from this period. “A principle
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Study Questions

1. What do orthography and morphol- do these differing theological perspec-

ogy contribute to a discussion regard-
ing the date of the Pentateuch? What
can these issues not determine for us?

. Explain the importance of the monar-
chical period when discussing the dat-
ing of the Pentateuch. What textual
anachronisms suggest that textual
editing took place during this period?

. Define “redaction.” How is it apparent
a significant redaction of Genesis took
place during or after the Mosaic era?

. Describe how the theological perspec-
tive of the patriarchs differs from that
of the Pentateuch as a whole. What

tives reveal?

. What can be confidently confirmed in

response to the statement, “Moses
wrote the Pentateuch”?

. Comment on the possible roles of

priest, scribe, Moses, and the exilic
community in the preservation and
transmission of the Genesis material.

. What issues have captured your atten-

tion during this discussion of dating
and authorship? What areas and argu-
ments would you like to explore fur-
ther?

which must never be lost sight of in deal-
ing with documents of the ancient Near
East is that instead of leaving obvious ar-
chaisms in spelling and grammar, as later
became the fashion in Greece and Rome,
the scribes generally revised ancient liter-
ary and other documents periodically.”

I offer the following general statement
as a conclusion to this brief survey of the
evidence on the authorship of Genesis. On
the basis of the internal features of Gene-
sis and other types of evidence surveyed
here, the materials compiled in the book

Key Terms

Septuagint
Babylonian exile

appear to have originated in their various
features during the Mosaic era. They were
preserved by the priests and scribes of
early Israel, until they were finally orga-
nized in their current format, probably
during the united monarchy. The text con-
tinued to be revised and updated well into
the exile and beyond.®

Above all, we should rejoice in the
knowledge that the entire process of in-
scripturation was providentially superin-
tended, so that Genesis, like the rest of the
Bible, is true and certain. We do well to
give it our closest attention, “as to a light
shining in a dark place, until the day
dawns and the morning star rises in [our]
hearts.” For as the New Testament apos-
tle explains, no portion of Scripture is a
product of human effort or will. Rather,
the Bible came to us from people who
spoke from God under the direction of the
Holy Spirit (2 Pt 1:19-21).
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In those days Israel had no
king, so the people did what-
ever seemed right in their
own eyes.

—Jgs 17:6; 21:25 (nit)

Outline
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Objectives

After reading this chapter you should
be able to

. Describe eight methods of criticism used

by modern Bible scholars.

. Recount the history of biblical criticism as

it relates to the Book of Genesis, the
Pentateuch, and the Old Testament in
general.

. Summarize Wellhausen's Documentary

Hypothesis and similar, related
approaches that preceded it.

. Identify recent modifications and

corrections to the Documentary
Hypothesis perspective that make use of
archaeological evidence and ancient
Near East studies.

. Begin to develop a method of biblical

interpretation that affirms a high view
of Scripture and makes use of
archaeological evidence. Near Eastern
studies, and the critical methodologies in
ways that are compatible with a holistic
supernatural worldview.
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Asin any field of endeavor, there is a great
variety of opinions among Old Testament
scholars about the evidence we consid-
ered in the preceding chapter. However,
the situation is even more complicated
than one might expect. The author of the
Book of Judges assessed the moral and po-
litical climate of his own day as one of
chaos and turmoil. His assessment is not
inappropriate to describe the field of Old
Testament studies today. No single theory
or scholarly consensus rules the day, so
chaos prevails.

In this chapter, I will give a brief intro-
duction to the methodologies used by
modern biblical scholars. This will be fol-
lowed by a survey of the scholarship on
Genesis and the Pentateuch in general,
which will in essence be an overview of
how modern scholarship has interpreted
the evidence surveyed in chapter 13. The
ideas outlined here are exceedingly com-
plex, and you should bear in mind that
this chapter can only introduce you to the
many issues involved.

Nature
of Biblical Criticism

Initsbroadest sense, biblical criticism is the
search for truth through the application of
the laws of reason to an investigation of the
biblical text.! It has the unfortunate sound
of something negative and distasteful be-
cause of the primary meaning of “criticism”
as the act of passing judgment on the mer-
its of something or someone, a judgment
that is usually unfavorable. You may be
asking, “Who would dare criticize the
Bible?” But criticism also designates the
“science which deals with the text, charac-
ter, composition, and origin of literary doc-
uments.”? As such, it is a strictly neutral
term, neither negative nor positive. And,
as such, it is something we all do! It is in
factimpossible to read the biblical text with-
out also considering the questions of au-
thorship and date of composition.

So biblical criticism seeks truth by ap-
plying the laws of reason to the biblical
text.3 One of the tasks of modern criticism
has been to develop appropriate rules for
such investigation, which has in turn led
to the development of several distinct

methodologies. These have sometimes
been subdivided into “lower criticism”
and “higher criticism,” though these terms
are not as common as they once were be-
cause of their derogatory implications.
Lower criticism refers to textual criticism,
which seeks to reconstruct the original
wording of the texts from the various man-
uscripts currently available. Higher criti-
cism refers to all other forms of biblical crit-
icism, which seek to answer questions
regarding the Bible’s composition and ori-
gins. Since the Enlightenment (seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries A.p.), biblical crit-
icism has given rise to a number of distin-
guishable but interconnected methodolo-
gies, to which we now turn.

Survey
of the Methods

This overview will introduce you to the
most commonly used methods of biblical
criticism. A few will receive only brief
mention though they are no less impor-
tant in the task of interpreting the Bible.

Textual Criticism*

No original copies (called “autographs”)
of any books of the Bible have survived to
the present day. Textual critics therefore
seek to reconstruct as completely as pos-
sible the original wording of the text based
on the existing manuscripts available. This
involves the examination of ancient me-
dieval Hebrew manuscripts (the Masoretic
Text), as well as the early Greek transla-
tions (the Septuagint and various ancient
editions), and translations in many other
languages, including Latin, Coptic,
Ethiopic, and Aramaic. In addition, ar-
chaeologists found hundreds of manu-
scripts and manuscript fragments in eleven
caves along the northwestern coast of the
Dead Sea between 1947 and 1956 (the so-
called Dead Sea Scrolls). These scrolls writ-
ten in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek (a few)
antedate by almost a thousand years the
previously known earliest manuscripts of
the Old Testament. The Dead Sea Scrolls
have had great impact on Old Testament
studies in general and textual criticism in
particular, largely confirming the reliabil-
ity of the text as we have it.



The Dead Sea
Scrolls, found in
these caves,
have had a
significant
impact on Old
Testament
textual criticism

All of these manuscripts were copied by
hand since they were produced before the
age of the printing press. Therefore errors
of the eye and ear were inevitable. The tex-
tual critic works to discover these errors and
restore the original text as much as possi-
ble. This task may appear to be an exceed-
ingly frustrating one. Without the benefit
of any original manuscripts, how can tex-
tual critics ever know if they have recon-
structed the text correctly? So many years
removed from the autographs, is textual
criticism an exercise in futility resulting in
nothing more than educated guesswork?

Actually there is a remarkably high per-
centage of agreement among the numer-
ous manuscripts available. The work of
textual critics illustrates the reliability of
the text without the need for a perfect wit-
ness to it. We may use as an illustration
the standard yard at the Smithsonian In-
stitution in Washington, D.C.5Few of us
have ever actually seen the perfect stan-
dard of measurement by which we all are
accustomed to measuring objects. Many
of us never even realized it existed. Yet we
routinely use our rulers, scales, and tape
measures without the need to consult the
pristine standard in Washington. These

Interpretations of the Evidence

approximate measures derive their value
from that standard, and are true and de-
pendable because they have the true stan-
dard behind them. Nor would the loss or
destruction of the standard yard signifi-
cantly affect us. The numerous copies of
the standard in our possession would en-
able us to continue with our lives as nor-
mal. Likewise, the loss of the biblical au-
tographs is not really significant for textual
critics. They seek to compare the copies in
order to preserve the standard as carefully
as possible.

Finally, it should be noted that the num-
ber of variants in the Old Testament text
that change the way we interpret a given
passage are exceedingly small. None of
the variants that would actually alter our
interpretation of a passage have any sig-
nificant bearing on the great doctrinal
truths of the church.

Source Criticism
and Redaction Criticism

The role of source criticism in Old Testa-
ment studies is to discover the literary pat-
terns of the text. These patterns in turn en-
able the critic to speculate about, and
possibly isolate, various sources used in
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Tasks of the Form Critic

1. Analyze the structure of the genre.
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. Define the text as an example of one genre

or another.

. Identify the social setting that produced

and maintained the genres.

. Determine the intention of the genres.

the composition of the text.6 Often the
source critic relies on a combination of sev-
eral types of criteria to distinguish the
sources. In pentateuchal studies, these in-
clude the different names for God, repeti-
tion or parallel accounts of single events,
apparent contradictions, style, and theol-
ogy. I will only introduce the various cri-
teria used for source analysis here. You
will see them again below when we sur-
vey the results of source critical work on
Genesis.”

First, we have seen how the opening
chapters of Genesis use both the general
word “God” (Elohim) and the sacred name
for God, usually translated “the Lord”
(Yahweh). Sometimes we even encoun-
tered the two together: “the Lord God.”
We have also observed that the patriarchal
narratives use El-type names for God with
much more frequency than the otherwise
widespread use of Yahweh. Scholars work-
ing on Genesis since the 1750s have ac-
cepted the two divine names as a funda-
mental criterion for source distinction in
Genesis and elsewhere in the Pentateuch.

Second, we have also observed that the
author of Genesis records parallel events
on a number of occasions. For example,
both Abraham and Isaac lie to foreign
kings about their relationship to their
wives (12:14-20; 20:1-18; 26:1-11). There
seem to be two namings of Beersheba
(21:22-34; 26:26-33), and two occasions
when Bethel is given its name (28:10-22;
35:13-15). Similarly, there are two passages
explaining the change of Jacob’s name to
Israel (32:22-32; 35:10). Source critics have
often assumed such duplications and trip-

lications of incidents are separate tradi-
tions of a single event.

Third, source critics sometimes assume
that apparently contradictory statements
in Genesis reflect different sources behind
the text. For example, in the flood story,
Genesis 6:20 instructs Noah to bring into
the ark one pair of every kind of animal,
whereas 7:2 says for him to bring in seven
pairs of clean animals.® Likewise certain
statements that seem inconsistent in the
creation accounts of Genesis 1 and 2 are
often used as evidence for separate sources,
as are disagreements between the legal sec-
tions of Exodus and Deuteronomy.

Variety in style and vocabulary is often
accepted as a fourth criterion for source
analysis. Source critics frequently assume
that a source will have a consistent way
of expressing ideas that is not necessarily
present in other sources. This includes not
only distinctive words or phrases that a
particular source uses, but also the gen-
eral level at which the prose narrative is
written. Some prose narratives are lofty
and grandiose, possessing a certain poetic
quality, while other bits of prose can be
dull and repetitious. Such differences are
often used by source critics to distinguish
between sources.

Fifth, sometimes source critics rely on
religious and theological concepts as a cri-
terion for source division. Certain sources,
it is assumed, have a stilted and tran-
scendent view of God, while others por-
tray him in a more personal and intimate
manner.

The validity of these five criteria for
source distinction has been challenged
on various grounds. The last two criteria
discussed here (style and theology) are
the most subjective and least reliable. But
source critics believe that the cumulative
effect of all five criteria together make it
possible to distinguish the ancient sources
used by the editor of the Pentateuch.
Once the sources are identified primar-
ily through the use of the first three of
these criteria, it is believed the use of style
and theology is further confirmation of
the results of the study. I will have more
to say later about the validity of these cri-
teria, but for now it is enough to point
out that source analysis in ancient texts
can be quite subjective. The Pentateuch
does not use cross-references or any other
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Sitz im Leben

method to reveal the nature of its sources.
The fact is we have little objective evi-
dence for sources behind the present text
of the Pentateuch.

The historical books refer more fre-
quently to their sources, with express men-
tion of The Book of Jashar (or Book of the Up-
right, Jos 10:13, 2 Sm 1:18), The Book of the
Annals of Solomon (1 Kgs 11:41), The Book
of the Annals of the Kings of Israel (1 Kgs
14:19; 15:31; and others), and The Book of
the Annals of the Kings of Judah (1 Kgs 14:29;
15:7; and others). The later historical books
obviously relied on traditional Israelite
sources, some of which have survived in
the Bible (see Ezr 1:2—4, and the use of
Samuel and Kings by the author of 1 and
2 Chronicles). But with the sole exception
of the mention of The Book of the Wars of
Yahweh in Numbers 21:14, such explicit
references to sources are not used in the
Pentateuch.

These were real sources that the authors
of the Old Testament had before them,
but which perished over the course of his-
tory. The source critic seeks to go beyond
this point by reconstructing those sources
that were unnamed by the biblical authors.
If the source critical approach is valid at
all, it must always be a tentative endeavor
because of the impossibility of verifica-
tion, and any conclusions reached
through source critical analysis should
be held open to constant scrutiny and
reevaluation.

Redaction criticism is related to source
criticism and is tied to its conclusions. The
term “redaction” refers to the editorial ac-
tivity in which received materials have
been arranged in a definite literary form.
The tasks of the redaction critic are some-
times defined differently, but they usually
involve analyzing the manner in which
the sources were edited together, in which
case it assumes the results of source criti-
cism and agrees with its findings. Redac-
tion critics also attempt to uncover the the-
ological perspectives of the individual
editors of biblical sources by analyzing the
editorial techniques and choices used in
shaping and framing the written sources
available to him. They study the literary
tapestry of a text in order to learn about
the ancient editor who created it. In this
way source criticism and redaction criti-
cism are complementary endeavors.

Form Criticism
and Tradition Criticism

The role of form criticism in Old Testa-
ment studies is to analyze and interpret
the literature of the Old Testament through
astudy of its literary types or genres.? This
approach assumes that ancient literature
usually began as oral tradition, and Old
Testament form criticism likewise starts
by assuming that most of Israelite litera-
ture arose as folk literature, which went
through a long and complicated oral pre-
history. Although these oral genres were
a constant for much of the Old Testament
period, there was also a certain flexibility
and change that can be detected in their
development. Each genre or form is be-
lieved to have originated in a particular
historical setting (or Sitz im Leben, “situ-
ation in life”) in the history of the Israelite
people. The form critic believes this orig-
inal setting can be recovered through a
study of the form itself.

Thus form criticism attempts to go be-
yond the work of source criticism, which
has tended to view the sources of the Pen-
tateuch as literary products of individual
personalities, rather than as a collection of
the literary traditions of the people. The
form critic’s methodology traditionally
has four steps, involving the form’s struc-
ture, genre, setting, and intention.?

First, the form critic analyzes the struc-
ture of the genre. This usually involves an
investigation of the beginning and con-
cluding formulas, or other conventional
patterns of communication in an attempt
to isolate the original speeches or stories
that were later combined into the larger
unit of written text. After the smaller di-
visions have been determined, the form
critic studies the structure or outline of the
specific unit.

Second, the form critic defines and de-
scribes the text as an example of one or an-
other genre or type. The goal here is to lo-
cate the most appropriate literary category
for the unit in question. The genres or
forms are greatly varied, but they can in-
clude such examples as the announcement
of a child’s birth, the naming of a city, a
prophetic judgment speech, or an indi-
vidual psalm of thanksgiving. These forms
are never rigid but contain a great deal of
flexibility, and one of the important ob-

185



Encountering the Authorship of Genesis

tradition
criticism

historical

8
-]

literary

-
g
g

canonical
criticism

186

servations at this stage of the study is the
way in which a particular example of a
genre differs from other examples in the
Old Testament.

Third, the form critic attempts to iden-
tify the social setting that produced and
maintained the various genres. This study
involves an investigation into the national
life of ancient Israel in an attempt to locate
the precise historical situation, or Sitz im
Leben. These historical locales out of which
Israel’s literature arose often come from
religious and worship practices, legal in-
stitutions, education, family life, or cus-
toms of the royal court.

Fourth, the form critic seeks to deter-
mine the intention of the genre, and offers
an explanation of its purpose and func-
tion. Form criticism assumes that each
genre of the Old Testament arose from its
historical situation in order to fulfill some
specific purpose in the life of national Is-
rael, and it survived because it continued
to meet that need. The task at this point is
to ask about both the purpose of the genre
in Israel’s history in general and the pur-
pose of the particular unit under investi-
gation in particular.

Both source and redaction criticism deal
in particular with literary stages of Old Tes-
tament literature. The emphasis of form
criticism on the preliterary oral stages gave
rise to yet another methodology, tradition
criticism. The designation “tradition crit-
icism” has been used in a variety of ways.
But in general it attempts a comprehen-
sive analysis in order to tell the whole
story. It brings together the results of both
source criticism and form criticism in order
to construct a history of Old Testament lit-
erature through both its preliterary and
literary stages. It assumes that both oral
and written traditions played a role in the
final shape of Old Testament literature. In
a sense, tradition criticism lies between
form criticism and redaction criticism. It
is interested in all the steps from the be-
ginning of the oral traditions (form criti-
cism) to the last stages of the editing
(redaction criticism).

Historical Criticism

Sometimes the designation “historical crit-
icism” is used for the methodology that
seeks to combine the results of all the other

critical approaches in an attempt to re-
construct a chronology of the history of Is-
raelite literature. This endeavor deals with
the historical setting of a document, in-
cluding its date and place of composition.
Historical criticism attempts a chronolog-
ical narrative of events related to the com-
position of Israel’s literature within the
total picture of Israel’s history in general.
Its distinction from the other methods is
one of emphasis, since historical criticism
is interested in the history of Israel in gen-
eral, including the history of the produc-
tion of Israelite literature.?

Literary Criticism

In the past few decades, a new method-
ology has risen in biblical studies known
as literary criticism.® This approach in
general seeks to analyze a biblical text not
in light of who composed it or when it
was written. Rather, the literary critic is
interested in the intention of the author
and the way in which the author has cre-
ated meaning through the various com-
ponent elements of the structure of the
text itself. Thus the literary critic begins
not with the who and when, but with the
why and how of a text. The results of this
approach have included a new appreci-
ation for the literary artistry of the bibli-
cal text. Many literary critics have also
challenged the findings of the older and
more established conclusions of source
and form criticism.

Canonical Criticism

Another relatively new approach is the
so-called canonical criticism, which may
refer to a number of approaches sharing
a similar interest in the nature, function,
and authority of the biblical canon. The
term “canon” itself refers to the authori-
tative collection of biblical books that
have been accepted as the rule of faith
and practice (Greek kanon). Canonical
criticism attempts to study the received
form of the Old Testament and to expose
its theological message. This approach is
less concerned with particular editorial
levels and more interested in the final
product. It also seeks to discern the in-
terpretive techniques used in different
communities of faith by which the an-
cient traditions were adapted.
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While not rejecting the findings of the
documentary approaches, scholars using
canonical criticism seek to study the final
form of the Bible, since this is what has au-
thority for the religious community.* They
are less concerned with how the text ar-
rived and more concerned with the inter-
nal and theological message of the canon.
This approach provides a helpful correc-
tive to the atomizing tendencies of its crit-
ical predecessors.

Survey of
Scholarship on the
Book of Genesis

The Book of Genesis has been at the cen-
ter of pentateuchal research for well over
two hundred years. There are a number
of reasons for this, but among them is the
fact that Genesis is foundational for the
rest of the Pentateuch, and the issues in-
volved in source and form critical analy-
sis first come to the surface in its opening
chapters. Therefore scholarly work on
Genesis has set the stage for the great va-
riety of views on the authorship of the Pen-
tateuch.

This section will survey the major de-
velopments of research that have domi-
nated and controlled work on Genesis in
particular and the Pentateuch in general
in modern critical scholarship. These de-
velopments involved hundreds of schol-
ars around the world, and we can only
highlight the events here in brief sum-

mary.®

Eighteenth Century

The seeds for modern science were sown
during the Enlightenment, when human
beings elevated the significance of human
reason and began to interpret the world
from a purely humanistic and, in most cases,
nontheistic worldview. It was inevitable that
the authority and reliability of the Bible
would come to be questioned, since the con-
cept of divine revelation and supernatural-
ism in general were being rejected.

Jean Astruc

The beginnings of a source critical ap-
proach to the Pentateuch are usually traced

to Astruc, though he had less illustrious
predecessors. Astruc was a French student
of medicine who in 1753 published anony-
mously an inductive investigation of the
Pentateuch. His work is usually acclaimed
as the beginning of pentateuchal source
criticism proper. Astruc established the di-
vine names “Elohim” and “Yahweh” as
the basic criterion for identifying and dis-
tinguishing the sources used by Moses in
the compilation of Genesis. He concluded
that Moses used one source referring to
God primarily as Elohim (Astruc’s source
A) and one referring to him as Yahweh
(source B). Astruc developed other crite-
ria, which he used to further divide the
sources for the rest of the Pentateuch.

Astruc never questioned Mosaic au-
thorship or the authority of the Pentateuch.
His approach was naive in that he as-
sumed he could approach ancient Near
Eastern literature with the same assump-
tions one might use for modern Western
European literature. Yet his primary em-
phasis on the divine names as a criterion
for source analysis paved the way for fu-
ture source critics of the Pentateuch.

Johann G. Eichhorn

Eichhorn produced a three-volume intro-
duction to the Old Testament (1781-83),
in which the term “introduction” desig-
nated a thorough scholarly treatment of
the higher critical issues for the entire Old
Testament. He is sometimes called the “Fa-
ther of Old Testament Criticism.”

In his treatment of Genesis, Eichhorn
followed Astruc’s lead by accepting the
divine names “Elohim” and “Yahweh” as
the basic criterion for separating the main
sources. He used “E” to designate the Elo-
him document (Astruc’s A source), and
“1” for the Yahweh document (Astruc’s
B).16 But Eichhorn also admitted there
must be other sources for Genesis, since it
was evident that some materials did not
harmonize with the ] and E documentary
approach. He speculated about other cri-
teria, such as style and content as means
to understand the original sources better.
Eichhorn also applied this approach to the
rest of the Pentateuch, and he eventually
rejected Mosaic authorship altogether.

Eichhorn's early documentary hypoth-
esis quickly became popular because it
seemed to supply the most satisfying ex-
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planation of how the Pentateuch was com-
posed. But there were unanswered ques-
tions about his conclusions and the next
one hundred years of European scholar-
ship on the Old Testament were devoted
to answering two questions: How does
one explain the obvious unity of the Pen-
tateuch in light of the diverse documents
used in its composition? What were the
basic characterizing features of each of the
documents themselves?

At the end of the eighteenth century,
scholars continued Eichhorn’s investiga-
tions. The period was one of unrestrained
confidence and optimism, even arrogance.
Some scholars claimed to have isolated as
many as seventeen different sources in
Genesis alone! K. D. Ilgen was the first to
divide E into two separate documents, E!
and E?, and grouped the numerous dif-
ferent sources of Genesis into three basic
documents: ], E!, and E2.

Nineteenth Century

In the early part of the nineteenth century,
the two- or three-document hypothesis
began to lose favor. Several scholars began
to advocate a “fragmentary” hypothesis
of pentateuchal composition. In this ap-
proach the Pentateuch had been produced
by combining a mass of fragments rather
than documents. Some scholars believed
these original fragments were woven to-
gether by a redactor (or editor) in the pe-
riod of Solomon. Others claimed to have
discovered as many as thirty-eight or more
fragments for the Pentateuch, and felt they
were edited together during the exile.

W. M. L. de Wette

De Wette was among the early fragmen-
tary proponents, suggesting that a group
of ] fragments and E fragments was be-
hind the present Pentateuch. But his views
were criticized by Heinrich Ewald, and by
1840 de Wette changed his position to a
supplementary hypothesis (see below).
However, the most important proposal
made by de Wette had to do with the
Book of Deuteronomy, and left a lasting
impact on Old Testament studies in gen-
eral. He revived Jerome’'s initial sugges-
tion that Deuteronomy was the law book
found by Josiah'’s officials in 622 B.c. (read
2 Kgs 22-23). Jerome’s original observa-
tion is quite possible since Deuteronomy

had been deposited in the temple at
Solomon’s dedication (see Dt 31:26 and
1 Kgs 8:1-4). It had no doubt been ne-
glected during the reigns of Manasseh
and Amon. But de Wette went further by
suggesting that Deuteronomy was in fact
a pious fraud. He argued that the book
was not an ancient document long ne-
glected, but a new document written in
Josiah's day to support the Josianic reli-
gious reforms. Deuteronomy’s anony-
mous author had intentionally written
the book so that it would only appear to
be from Moses. Rather than a book from
the time of Moses (Late Bronze Age),
Deuteronomy came be seen as a late-
seventh-century composition.

Heinrich Ewald

Early in his career, Ewald emphasized the
unity of Genesis in an attack on the frag-
mentary theories. In 1823, he suggested a
“supplementary” hypothesis, in which a
single core E document was supple-
mented by ] and strands from the Book of
Deuteronomy.

However, Ewald’s supplementary the-
ory did not account for all the material in
the Pentateuch. The legal sections espe-
cially did not belong to any of the three
documents, ], E, or D. So twenty years later
he proposed his complicated “crystalliza-
tion” hypothesis, in which numerous nar-
rators and editors participated in the com-
position of the Pentateuch plus Joshua.
Ewald joined those scholars who preferred
to speak of a Hexateuch (the first six books
of the Bible) rather than a Pentateuch. His
crystallization approach suggested that
each of the first six books contained cores
or centers around which other parts clus-
tered. These materials went through an
elaborate editorial process until the whole
reached final form around 600-500 B.c. This
hypothesis never gained wide acceptance.

Wilhelm Vatke

Like all of us, these scholars were influ-
enced by the philosophical ideas of their
day. At this point in our survey, it is nec-
essary to discuss Vatke and the influence
of Georg W. F. Hegel’s idealism, because
of its great importance for the rest of our
story. Hegel’s famous dialectic (or logical)
philosophy was one of the most impor-
tant philosophies of the nineteenth cen-
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tury and had great influence on histori-
ans, theologians, economists, and scien-
tists. The dialectic was based on the con-
cept of the contradiction of opposites
(thesis and antithesis) and their continual
resolution (synthesis). An idea (or thesis)
comes into conflict with its opposite (an-
tithesis), but eventually converges with it
in a new synthesis. The new synthesis will
likewise eventually come into conflict with
its own antithesis, and the process con-
tinues onward. The phenomenon of con-
flict, combination, and development has
manifested itself in nature, history, and re-
ligion throughout human history.

The impact of Hegel on Old Testament
studies is undeniable.!” Beginning with
Vatke, scholars of the nineteenth century
forced the religious history of ancient Is-
rael into the Hegelian model. Vatke argued
that Israel’s religion was primitive and
naturalistic during the judges period and
the early monarchy (thesis). The antithe-
sis of this came during the later monarchy
and the age of the prophets, when Israel’s
religion emphasized a more personal and
spiritual God. The postexilic period pro-
vided the synthesis of these by institu-
tionalizing and legislating Israelite faith.
This approach to Israel’s religion com-
bined with nineteenth-century evolution-
ary thought became a powerful influence
on later Old Testament scholars. This is
particularly true of Julius Wellhausen, who
said he learned “best and most” from
Vatke.!8 But more about him later.

Vatke’s developmental and evolution-
ary approach led him to an innovative sug-
gestion concerning Israelite law and the
legal sections of the Pentateuch. He con-
cluded that the law of the Old Testament
appeared at the end of Israel’s religious her-
itage rather than the beginning, as the Bible
claims. Vatke’s argument that the legal reg-
ulations of the Pentateuch were actually
composed during the exilic and postexilic
periods did not meet with instant approval.
But this feature of his work would even-
tually become the linchpin for the source
critical approach to the Pentateuch.

Herman W. Hupfeld

and Eduard Riehm

In the mid-nineteenth century, these two
scholars made adjustments in the docu-
mentary approach that would eventually

win wide acceptance. In 1852, Hupfeld ar-
gued for the presence of three self-con-
tained documents behind the Pentateuch,
E1, E2, and J. The framework of the whole
was provided by E!, which was the foun-
dational document for the others. ] was a
continuous document that had been
woven together with E2. In 1853, Riehm
identified Deuteronomy as a self-con-
tained, independent source. Thus the four
main sources—E!, E2, J, and D—for the
Pentateuch were established, though the
sequence would change.

K. H. Graf and Abraham Kuenen

Initially Graf agreed with the Hupfeld se-
quence of the documentary sources (that
is, E1, E2,J, D). But he eventually became
convinced by the arguments that the law
came late in Israel’s history. In 1865, he
used the fixed date of D (622 B.c., follow-
ing de Wette) and effectively convinced
the scholarly world that E! was exilic, thus
establishing the sequence E?JDE!. He sug-
gested asignificant role for Ezra in the exile
who supposedly compiled the priestly and
legal materials in E?, and later combined
them with E2,], and D to form E?JDE!, the
Pentateuch. Because of the effective way
in which Graf argued for the lateness of
the priestly-legal materials of the Penta-
teuch, the Documentary Hypothesis that
won the day is often known as the Graf-
Wellhausen Hypothesis.

Subsequently, Kuenen reversed the se-
quence of the first two sources, arguing
that the Yahwist (or ] author) was the ear-
liest of the four authors. He established
the sequence JE2DE!. By attempting to
date the composition of the individual
sources, Graf and Kuenen elevated source
criticism beyond its earlier attempts and
began to move in the direction of histori-
cal criticism. This would further set the
stage for Wellhausen, whose synthesis of
previous work and whose articulation of
the Documentary Hypothesis would make
him the most important Old Testament
scholar of the century.

Julius Wellhausen

We have said that since Eichhorn’s day
European Old Testament scholars had
been concerned with two main questions:
How does one explain the unity of the Pen-
tateuch in light of the sources it used?
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What were the basic characterizing fea-
tures of each of the documents them-
selves? After a century of scholarship,
most believed the latter question had been
answered. The JE?DE! analysis of Graf and
Kuenen was widely accepted as self-evi-
dent for most scholars near the end of the
nineteenth century. But the problem of
unity remained. Given the differences in
style, vocabulary, theological conceptions,
and so on, how does one explain the ob-
vious unity of the present arrangement of
the Pentateuch?

It was into this atmosphere of optimistic
scholarly endeavor that Wellhausen ar-
rived on the scene. With exceptional acu-
men and clarity, he was able to combine
the prevalent source theory of Graf and

Kuenen with skillful historical criticism in
a way that appeared to explain the unity
question. Now the source hypothesis had
the unity it needed. Within a few decades
of his work, the Graf-Wellhausen Hy-
pothesis had swept the scholarly world,
and remains with us today as one of the
leading theories of pentateuchal origins.

Wellhausen accepted the consensus
built over the previous century concern-
ing the nature and sequence of the four
self-contained documents behind the Pen-
tateuch. He accepted the late date for the
legal material of E! and changed its siglum
to P in order to emphasize the document’s
priestly origins. Now the sources were
JEDPS

] was composed according to Well-
hausen around 850 B.c. in Judah and used
the divine name “Jehovah,” or “Yahweh.”
In a simplistic narrative style, this docu-
ment presented God in anthropomorphic
terms. Angels appear in this document oc-
casionally, but usually God deals directly
with humans face to face. The E document
was written around 750 B.C. as a correc-
tive to the ] document (its antithesis). This
document uses the less intimate word
“Elohim” ("God"”), and avoids anthropo-
morphic terminology. E presents the north-
ern perspective in a prose style more stilted
and formal than that of J.

Sometime after the Assyrians conquered
the northern kingdom of Israel (722 B.c.),
a redactor or editor (known as RE) com-
bined J and E into a new document, JE.
This new document reflected the theo-
logical convictions after the historical cri-
sis. Accepting de Wette’s hypothesis about
Deuteronomy, the D document was writ-
ten around 622 B.C. to reinforce the cultic
purity of Judah’s worship. This new source
stressed the importance of worshiping the
Lord God (often combining “Yahweh” and
“Elohim”) at a central shrine, Jerusalem.
The D document was the antithesis of JE,
since it corrected and updated the less pre-
cise and older document. Early versions
of the Documentary Hypothesis limited
D to Deuteronomy 5-26 and 28. This doc-
ument used a sermonic style, often ex-
pressing its theology in exhortations.

The redactor (RP) put D together with
JE around 550 B.C., after the fall of
Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 586 B.C.
But the new JED document neglected the
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priestly concerns of the postexilic com-
munity. At some point during the middle
of the fifth century BC, the P document
(formerly E!) was written to address this
deficiency. Wellhausen believed the P doc-
ument contained legal material concern-
ing priests, Levites, and the various types
of sacrifices (e.g., Lv 1-7). P also empha-
sized the transcendence and awesomeness
of God. Around 400 B.c., these two final
documents (JED and P) were combined
by another redactor into a JEDP complex
of materials that comprise the Pentateuch
as we know it today. Further modifications
and editorial changes were added until
around 200 B.c., when the Pentateuch as
we know it was completed.

Wellhausen believed that the law, and
indeed the concept of monotheism, were
late developments in Israelite history. Any
references to a central sanctuary with ex-
clusive worship of God at Jerusalem had
to be later than 622 B.c., when Josiah's re-
forms were enacted and D was composed.
Religious material from the late postexilic
period was read back into the ancient his-
tory of Israel. There was thus almost no
historical veracity in the Pentateuch. Well-
hausen'’s reconstructions were dominated
by antisupernaturalism and by the evo-
lutionary thought so prevalent in the nine-
teenth century. The theory made no al-
lowance for divine intervention in history,
or for unique divine revelation.

The influence of Hegelian thought on
Wellhausen is obvious. The JE document
stemmed from the period of early Israel’s
nature religion, in which worship arose
freely from the circumstances of the cycles
of nature and the agricultural calendar.
The Deuteronomic emphasis on central
worship was antithetical to the freedom
of the nature religion (the D document).
The JED document was a synthesis be-
tween these positions. The P document
with its priestly concerns completed the
“denaturing” process in ancient Israel by
legalizing the religious guild and creating
arigid and legalistic tradition. The Penta-
teuch as we know it was thus a synthesis
between JED and P20

Wellhausen had brilliantly united the
results of source criticism with the nine-
teenth century’s understanding of histor-
ical and religious institutions in ancient
Israel. It seemed that all the questions had

been answered. Wellhausen’s presenta-
tion was compelling and persuasive. By
the turn of the century, the Graf-Well-
hausen Hypothesis had convinced the
scholarly world, including scholars in Eng-
land and America.

Conservative Responses

From the very beginning of the source crit-
ical endeavor, there had been many schol-
ars who questioned the assumptions and
presuppositions of its proponents. They
challenged the results of source criticism
on several grounds, including internal bib-
lical evidence and the growing body of ar-
chaeological evidence from the ancient
Near East. We can only mention a couple
of these early opponents here, but it is sig-
nificant to realize that the church was not
left without a voice in the debate. Unfor-
tunately, few people were listening.

Ernst Wilhelm Hengstenberg

The leader of the conservative wing of Eu-
ropean biblical scholarship was without
question Hengstenberg. In the mid-nine-
teenth century, Hengstenberg argued
against the antisupernatural presupposi-
tions of Vatke, de Wette, and others. He
believed the sequence and deliberate
arrangement of materials in the Penta-
teuch presupposed the authenticity of the
Bible’s message. His arguments were in
many ways never satisfactorily answered
and are still valuable in today’s ongoing
debate about the origins of the Pentateuch.
Hengstenberg influenced many other Ger-
man authors, most notably Karl Friedrich
Keil, who collaborated with Franz De-
litzsch to produce a series of commentaries
on the Old Testament from a conservative
perspective. Published in the mid- and
late-nineteenth century, the English trans-
lation of their commentaries is still widely
used by conservative scholars.

James Orr

The often repeated claim that no serious
alternative was ever offered by conserva-
tive scholars for the Documentary Hy-
pothesis is patently untrue. In 1906, Orr,
a leading conservative scholar of the day,
offered a scorching criticism of the Well-
hausen school and suggested his own hy-
pothesis. He defended Mosaic authorship
and the historicity of the Pentateuch, while
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using a keen critical approach to offer his
own solution. He admitted the presence
of a variety of writers, but rejected the ]
and E distinction. Most of the materials in
the Pentateuch are Mosaic orimmediately
post-Mosaic, including Deuteronomy and
the P document, which provided a frame-
work for the materials usually taken as ]
or E. Genesis itself is almost entirely pre-
Mosaic. Orr also admitted that the Penta-
teuch did not reach its final form until the
exilic or postexilic period, perhaps under
Ezra’s supervision.

Orr’s criticisms were enough to show
that it was not the methods being used by
Old Testament scholars that were flawed.
The critical approaches themselves (that
is, source, form, and historical criticism)
had not caused the vitiating results of the
past one hundred years of scholarship. In-
stead the negative conclusions were due
to the antisupernatural and rationalistic
presuppositions of the scholars who were
using the critical methodologies. Orr’s
penetrating critique, like that of Heng-
stenberg, was never answered by propo-
nents of the Graf-Wellhausen Hypothesis.

Early and Mid-twentieth Century

Despite the stringent criticisms of Heng-
stenberg, Orr, and others, the Graf-Well-
hausen Hypothesis became an unques-
tioned assumption in most scholarly circles
within a few decades. Old Testament schol-
ars in Germany, France, Great Britain, and
America accepted the source hypothesis
as something other than just that, a hy-
pothesis. As has happened at other times in
the human endeavor to understand the
world, a mere theory used to explain real-
ity gained such wide acceptance that it be-
came established dogma, appearing above
challenge or question.?! But theories need
constant reexamination and reconsidera-
tion, and the widespread acceptance of a
given hypothesis does not guarantee its
truth. Truthfulness is not decided by the
collective opinions of those who seek it.
Old Testament scholarship during the
first half of the twentieth century is char-
acterized for the most part by modifica-
tions and variations of the Documentary
Hypothesis. After a brief comment about
the significance of ancient Near Eastern
research during this period, we shall sur-
vey a few of the most significant devel-

opments of the early twentieth century.
But none will wander too far from the
basic tenets of the Graf-Wellhausen hy-
pothesis.

Archaeology and the
Ancient Near East

It is interesting to note that just as the source
critical approach was finding its definitive
shape in the Graf-Wellhausen theory dur-
ing the last half of the nineteenth century,
an entirely new field of research was de-
veloping. Egyptian hieroglyphics and
Mesopotamian cuneiform were deci-
phered, and thousands of written docu-
ments from the ancient Near East began
yielding their secrets. Though ancient Near
Eastern research has since developed into
a scientific field of study in its own right,
its relationship with Old Testament stud-
ies is clear. The world of the ancient Near
East is the world of the Old Testament, and
the Hebrew books of the Old Testament
are products of that ancient culture.

Yet the emergence of ancient Near East-
ern studies has produced a distinct ten-
sion with Old Testament studies. The an-
cient world that emerged from the new
data tends to agree and confirm the struc-
ture and integrity of the Old Testament
documents as they have been transmitted
to us. But this is often in contrast to the re-
constructions of nineteenth-century Old
Testament scholarship.?2 Already in the
nineteenth century, the findings of the new
disciplines of Assyriology and Egyptol-
ogy were challenging the results of source
criticism. One distinguished proponent of
the source critical position, Oxford pro-
fessor A. H. Sayce, abandoned his support
of the Wellhausen reconstruction as a re-
sult of a serious consideration of the ar-
chaeological data. The facts emerging from
ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia seemed
to him to confirm the basic historicity of
the biblical text.??

But the material available to Sayce in
1904 was nothing like the virtual explo-
sion of data from the ancient Near East
that occurred in the twentieth century. At
the turn of the century, archaeologists first
discovered the famous law code of Ham-
murapi from approximately 1750 B.c., but
which actually preserves much older legal
customs. WitK the discovery of Hammu-
rapi’s law code, archaeology revealed an
ancient Semitic legal system centuries
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Archaeological Discoveries
of the Early Twentieth Century

1901 Law Code of Hammurapi
Revealed an ancient legal system several centuries older than Moses

1906 Hittite Civilization
Revealed that references to Hittites in the Pentateuch were plausible
1920s Ur in Southern Babylonia

A city more sophisticated than previously thought

1930s Mari

Revealed documents that portray a culture parallel to patriarchal life in Genesis

1930s Ugarit
Revealed the nature of polytheistic religion in Syria-Palestine

older than Moses, which shared many fea-
tures with Mosaic law. Rather than a late
exilic or even postexilic Jewish phenome-
non, ancient Semitic laws appear to have
originated early in ancient Near Eastern
culture, and presumably early in Israelite
history as the Bible attests.?*

In 1906, German excavators began
working in Asia Minor and eventually re-
vealed an entire culture previously un-
known, the Hittites. Prior to this point,
scholars assumed the pentateuchal refer-
ences to the Hittites were historically
worthless because we had no extrabibli-
cal evidence of their existence. Now, how-
ever, we know of an elaborate Hittite civ-
ilization, with two periods of imperial
strength in which the Hittites were one of
the most powerful kingdoms of the an-
cient world. We know enough about their
language to write a modern dictionary,
and to study their prayers, political
treaties, and concepts of history.?>

[ offer here a few other examples of im-
portant archaeological finds illuminating
the ancient Near East, though space does
not permit me to elaborate in great detail.
In the 1920s and 1930s, the ancient city of
Abraham, Ur of the Chaldeans, came to
light. Archaeological research there re-
vealed an ancient city far more sophisti-
cated than previous Old Testament schol-
ars could have imagined. Writing was
shown to be common hundreds of years
before Moses; perhaps even Abraham had
been able to read and write. The Mesopo-
tamian site of Nuzi was aburgeoning city

in the mid-second millennium B.c. It was
also uncovered in the late 1920s and
yielded legal documents from private
homes that contained parallels with social
customs reflected in the patriarchal nar-
ratives of Genesis.

Another large city along the Euphrates,
Mari, was excavated in the 1930s and pro-
duced thousands of letters and other doc-
uments. Most come from the first half of
the second millennium B.c,, and portray a
culture in many ways parallel to patriar-
chal life as described in Genesis. The port
city Ugarit along the Mediterranean coast
of Syria was excavated during 1929-37, and
has continued to have periodic excavations
since 1948. The many documents discov-
ered have thrown light on the nature of
polytheistic religion in Syria-Palestine dur-
ing the fifteenth and early fourteenth cen-
turies B.c. Beyond its obvious importance
as a source for the study of ancient Israelite
religion, the Ugaritic language has also
proven to be close to biblical Hebrew. Much
from the Ugaritic documents parallels the
writing style, vocabulary, and forms of Old
Testament Hebrew.

There are dozens of other important ar-
chaeological discoveries that I could men-
tion. This discussion has not included the
important finds in Egypt, or the more re-
cent finds at Ebla and Emar in Syria-Pales-
tine, or even the importance of the Dead
Sea Scrolls for the later biblical periods. But
this is enough to illustrate that the first half
of the twentieth century was a remarkable
period of archaeological discovery, and the
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fields of Assyriology, Egyptology, and
Syro-Palestinian archaeology came of age.

William F. Albright

The application of these new disciplines
to Old Testament studies was most evi-
dent in the prodigious works of William F.
Albright and his many students in the
United States. Albright was an individual
of immense gifts and talents who made
significant and lasting contributions to the
study of ancient languages, archaeology,
and ancient Near Eastern history in gen-
eral. His continuing influence on Old Tes-
tament studies in particular makes him
perhaps the most significant scholar in this
field in the twentieth century.?

It is not accurate to say that this great
mass of new information somehow
proved the Bible right, or confirmed the
Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch. In
fact, rare is the ancient Near Eastern dis-
covery that has any direct connection with
an Old Testament event or person. But the
first half of the twentieth century saw a
burgeoning new field, ancient Near East-
ern studies, which at last provided an ex-
ternal, objectifiable check on the needless
speculations of earlier Old Testament
scholars. Exponents of the Graf-Well-
hausen Hypothesis believed that the au-
thors of Genesis had simply created a
world that did not exist. The age of the pa-
triarchs portrayed in Genesis merely dis-
appeared as a historical period. But ar-
chaeology and ancient Near Eastern
studies provided hard facts, objective ev-
idence of an ancient world very much like
the one described in Genesis.

Unfortunately, Old Testament scholars
were not always paying attention, espe-
cially those working in Europe. While ar-
chaeology may have been providing an
external check on the whimsical theories
of the nineteenth century, many scholars
in the first half of the twentieth century
continued developing or modifying the
Documentary Hypothesis.

Hermann Gunkel

One important development that could
have benefited from closer attention to an-
cient Near Eastern materials was the rise
of form criticism, which attempted to trace
the fundamental ideas of the ancient Is-
raelites back to their original oral forms
(see discussion above). The pioneering

scholar who helped give definition to form
criticism was Gunkel, who wrote several
important works on Genesis.?” Though
Gunkel accepted the basic Documentary
Hypothesis as defined by Wellhausen, his
approach implied a fundamental criticism
of Wellhausen as well. He believed that
behind the ] and E sources of Genesis were
collections of sagas preserved orally for
centuries, instead of relatively late writ-
ings of a few great individual authors.
Gunkel was in many ways closer to the
fragmentary hypothesis of the early nine-
teenth century. Since many of these sagas
were preserved accurately, they may in
some cases preserve historical kernels of
truth. In some ways, the new form criti-
cism was affirming in a different way what
the growing body of evidence from the
ancient Near East was showing.

Gunkel and his many followers failed
to utilize fully the ancient Near Eastern
data. The smaller biblical units that even-
tually comprised Genesis were not ac-
cepted as reflecting actual historical events,
but were rather the products of fruitful
human thinking and cultural speculation.
Ultimately the final text and its meaning
became less important to form critics than
the oral stages or the situation behind the
text. In addition, the whole question of an
extended period of oral transmission has
been challenged on all sides. Conserva-
tive scholars have consistently objected
that there is no evidence in the Bible or the
ancient Near East supporting the idea that
biblical materials had a long oral prehis-
tory prior to being committed to writing.?®
Other scholars who can hardly be labeled
as conservatives have also challenged the
possibility of an extensive preliterary stage
of pentateuchal materials.?

Albrecht Alt and Martin Noth

Gunkel’s form critical approaches were
continued in the first half of the twentieth
century in the influential works of Altand
Noth. They applied form critical tech-
niques to the text in an attempt to discern
the nature of Old Testament law, the so-
cial organization and religious beliefs of
the early Israelite tribes, and biblical his-
tory in general. Much of their reconstruc-
tion of patriarchal and premonarchic Is-
rael has not withstood the test of time. But
their form critical investigations did suc-
ceed in reclaiming the early historical tra-
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ditions of the Israelites, much of which
had been rejected by adherents of the Graf-
Wellhausen Hypothesis as unreliable.

Gerhard von Rad

Another important German scholar of the
early twentieth century was von Rad. Of
his numerous works, several used form
critical and redaction critical approaches,
still assuming the basic validity of the Graf-
Wellhausen Hypothesis. Von Rad believed
Israel had preserved her basic history in
the form of “ancient credos,” or short his-
torical creeds still apparent in certain pas-
sages of the text (particularly Dt 6:20-24;
26:5b-9; Jos 24:2b-13). These creeds were
preserved because they were used for cen-
turies in liturgical affirmations of faith in
public acts of worship. Von Rad believed
he could trace the redactional history of
these creeds. He concluded that the author
of the ] document (the Yahwist) had in-
herited the basic historical outline of God’s
actions on Israel’s behalf, and filled it out
with materials from local and tribal
sources. The Yahwist was thus the one who
gave the Pentateuch its rudimentary form.
The various works of von Rad have had
a tremendous impact on Old Testament
studies, and many of his insights have last-
ing value. However, a few caveats need to
be mentioned. The creeds identified as such
by von Rad omitted any reference to the
Sinai covenant, so von Rad assumed this el-
ement of the Pentateuch had been edited
into the whole by J at a later date. But it is
obvious from only a cursory reading of the
rest of the Pentateuch that the Sinai covenant
is central to the whole. Furthermore the re-
construction of the history of these creeds
is extremely subjective, as is the role of the
Yahwist in editing these materials.

Recent Developments

The works of Noth and von Rad oddly
enough had emphasized the historical di-
mensions in the early Israelite traditions.
They did not often agree with the Bible’s
self-claims, but at least their form critical
investigations allowed some degree of
basic historicity behind the oral and writ-
ten traditions of ancient Israel. Develop-
ments of the later twentieth century would
challenge even these conclusions.

Thomas L. Thompson
and John Van Seters

Critical investigation of the early Israelite
traditions preserved in Genesis reached a
turning point in the mid-1970s, when two
important books were published just a
year apart. Thompson’s work published
in 1974 refuted the archaeological evidence
for a patriarchal age in Israel’s history.®
His was an attack on the widely accepted
argument that archaeology and ancient
Near Eastern evidence support a second-
millennium B.C. setting for the Abraham
narratives. Thompson emphasized the pa-
triarchal narratives as literary creations.
Instead of traditions that preserved even
the smallest trace of reliable history, they
were theological stories from later times
reflecting an unhistorical worldview. The
patriarchal stories were used in the ] doc-
ument toward the end of the tenth cen-
tury or during the ninth century B.c. They
contained nothing of historical value what-
soever from Israel’s earlier periods.
Likewise, Van Seters also denied the sec-
ond-millennjum setting for the Abraham
narratives. In Van Seters’ view, every-
thing in the Abrahamic cycle is respond-
ing to the exilic situation. The Yahwist was
an actual author in the exile rather than
an editor of oral and written traditions
from early in Israel’s history. Abraham was
a fictional figure, created for theological
reasons. Van Seters employed form criti-
cal methods to arrive at his conclusions,
and then supported them with archaeo-
logical evidence from the first millennium
B.C. He denied the validity of any second-
millennium archaeological connections.
In a sense, Van Seters has revived a sup-
plementary hypothesis, since the exilic
J document was then supplemented by a
postexilic P document. He questioned the
existence of the E source as defined by the
Graf-Wellhausen school.

Rolf Rendtorff

A major criticism of the Documentary Hy-
pothesis appeared in the 1970s, when
Rendtorff offered a new approach to the
production of the Pentateuch.32 Rendtorff
felt the tradition-critical approaches of his
predecessors in Germany, especially Noth
and von Rad, were incompatible with the
classical expression of the Graf-Well-
hausen Hypothesis. He argued that their
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method of moving from the smallest units
of the text through the larger complexes
of tradition and ultimately to the final form
of the text left no room for independent
literary sources such as J, E, and P. There-
fore the Documentary Hypothesis must
be abandoned.

Instead, Rendtorff argued that the Pen-
tateuch was comprised of large strands of
material that have been joined end to end.
The Primeval History (Gn 2-11), the Exo-
dus history (Ex 1-15), the Sinai materials
(Ex 19-24), and the various cycles of pa-
triarchal narratives were brought together
during the time of Solomon. Unlike
Thompson and Van Seters, Rendtorff as-
sumed the various blocks of materials in
the Pentateuch reflected a level of actual
historical events, and he valued the an-
cient Near Eastern control data more se-
riously. Rendtorff suggested aP and even-
tual D redaction of the whole, but in
general he argued against the classical
source analysis of JEDP and its tendency
to atomize the text.

Canonical and Literary Criticism

These two relatively recent developments
have also been less likely to accept the clas-
sical expression of the Graf-Wellhausen
Hypothesis. Canonical criticism actually
employs all the various approaches we
have discussed here, but tries to use them
in a balanced way, avoiding the extremes
of each one. While most who fit in this cat-
egory would not necessarily reject the
JEDP analysis, they seek to explore the the-
ological message of the received form of
the canon, rather than individual sources
or literary traditions behind the text.
Recent work by literary critics has been
even less accepting of the older source ap-
proaches. Literary criticism by definition
is less concerned with investigating the
historical evolution of the text (that is, its
diachronic development), and more in-
terested in the literary artistry of the text
as it now stands (that is, its synchronic
structure).? Of the many examples of lit-
erary critics who flatly reject the JEDP Hy-
pothesis, perhaps the one most relevant
for Genesis is the work of Gary A. Rends-
burg.3 After careful literary critical analy-
sis of the four cycles of Genesis, Rends-
burg concludes that the source distinctions
in Genesis as isolated by the Graf-Well-
hausen Hypothesis are untenable. His lit-

erary approach found more uniformity
and much less fragmentation in Genesis
than is generally assumed, and he argued
that the standard source divisions (J, E,
and P for Genesis) must be discarded.

Conclusions

It should be clear by now that the latter
part of the twentieth century has wit-
nessed the collapse of the older consensus
on the Documentary Hypothesis. This has
not been a total collapse, since there are
still plenty of scholars who work on this
assumption. However, it hasbecome clear
that in our day, Old Testament scholars
are all doing what is right in their own
eyes and no single approach or method-
ology seems to have the answers.

The works of literary critics together
with the severe criticisms of Rendtorff
have exposed the bankruptcy of the Graf-
Wellhausen approach. Conservative bib-
lical scholars on the whole have taken one
of two approaches. On the one hand, many
have rejected the Documentary Hypoth-
esis altogether and leveled rather impres-
sive arguments against it.35 On the other
hand, more and more conservatives are
attempting to reclaim the genuinely use-
ful insights of the earlier source critics,
such as Astruc and Ewald, and incorpo-
rate these into a new construction of how
the Pentateuch came into being.% This is
a promising development since many of
the observations of those scholars work-
ing prior to Graf and Wellhausen were le-
gitimate and completely compatible with
a high view of Scripture. It was the skep-
tical and antisupernaturalistic impulses of
the second half of the nineteenth century
that debased those observations and re-
sulted in an approach to the Bible that is
in fact incompatible with the Bible itself.

The various critical methodologies are
not inherently antisupernaturalistic. In-
deed, they are necessary for serious bibli-
cal studies and productive in the hands of
scholars who respect the unique nature of
the Bible. Christian scholars will always
embrace the concept of divine intervention,
which must also be brought together with
the intellectual achievements of modern
Western civilization. A Christian approach
to the biblical text will be a wholistic view,
which means it will never appropriate only
that portion which can be squeezed into a



Interpretations of the Evidence

Study Questions

. Define “criticism,” and distinguish be-
tween “lower” and "higher” criticism.

. List and explain five criteria by which
source critics identify sources in the
narrative of the Pentateuch.

. Compare and contrast source criticism
and form criticism. How does tradition
criticism relate to source criticism and
form criticism?

. What is distinctive about historical, lit-
erary, and canonical criticism? In what
way does each interpret the text
uniquely?

. Chronicle the development of the
Documentary Hypothesis, and explain
how this development paved the way

cording to Wellhausen, when was
each document composed and why?

. How have the remarkable discoveries

of the twentieth century demon-
strated that one may be justified in
viewing certain features of the patri-
archal narratives as historically based?

. In what ways has form criticism con-

tributed to Old Testament scholarship?

. Compare and contrast the recent de-

velopments in pentateuchal studies.
What features do these approaches

share, and what features are distinc-
tive?

. Describe how various approaches to

biblical criticism may enhance our un-

for the work of Julius Wellhausen. derstanding of the text. On the other
hand, how do philosophical presuppo-
sitions influence one‘s reading of the

Scriptures?

. Outline the chronology of Well-
hausen’s Documentary Hypothesis. Ac-

predetermined naturalistic system. Chris-
tian scholars will apply the best of their crit-
ical skills to the text while always remain-
ing open to divine intervention in the world
and in history.””

Finally, it should be clear from this brief
survey that a greater use is needed of the
ancient Near Eastern materials as an ex-
ternal check on Old Testament studies in
general. The enormous amount of data
from the ancient Near East is continuing
to accumulate, and there is no sign of abate-
ment in the near future. Every summer, ar-
chaeological expeditions are carried out
across the Middle East, and exciting finds
are not uncommon. The very nature of
such an enormous amount of material
makes it important to involve numerous
scholars cooperating across several disci-
plines. A careful use of the critical method-
ologies will produce very different results
than we have seen over the past two hun-
dred years if they are combined with two
commitments: first, a commitment to the-

istic supernaturalism and second, a com-
mitment to the use of the ancient Near East-
ern parallel materials as a control over the-
oretical hypotheses.

Key Terms

lower criticism
higher criticism
autographs
Redaction criticism
form criticism

Sitz im Leben
tradition criticism
historical criticism
literary criticism
canonical criticism
Hexateuch
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Conclusion

Genesis and Beyond

It is all so wonderful that even the
angels are eagerly watching these
things happen.

—1 Pt 1:12b (nL7)

Primary Readings: Hebrews 1:1-2; of sin in Genesis 1-11, and the patriarchal
1 Peter 1:10-12 narratives that emphasize the concept of covenant
in Genesis 12-50.

- . Articulate subthemes of Genesis, including
Outline suffering danger and exile for sin, the preparation
for the remainder of the Pentateuch, how the
righteous actions of a few can accomplish much
. i for others, and promises of land and descendants
The Problem with Paradise given to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph.

The Promises to Abraham . Compare the relationship between the Old and
The Promises to Isaac New Testaments to the relationship between
The Promises to Jacob and Joseph Genesis and the remainder of the Pentateuch.
. Contrast Moses to the patriarchs, as well as
observe important continuities between them.
. Examine the theological concept of covenant as it
relates to the conditional acquisition of the land,
Objectives the implication that exile can occur due to
disobedience, yet the possibility of reclaiming the
After reading this chapter you should homeland of Canaan and the potential for peace,
be able to a relationship with God, and living in God's
presence.
1. Summarize the broad theological themes 6- Trace the three administrations of God’s grace: the
of Genesis: creation, sin, and the effects patriarchal, the Mosaic, and the messianic.

« From Paradise to the Patriarchal
Promises

* From the Patriarchs to Moses
* From Moses to Jesus
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It is impossible to overemphasize the in-
fluence of the Book of Genesis on the rest
of the Bible, or for that matter on world
history. This concluding chapter will con-
sider the theological connections within
Genesis itself, and then relate these to the
rest of the Pentateuch and the Bible as a
whole. As the New Testament apostle said,
even the angels in heaven long to under-
stand the full significance of these truths.

As you know well by now, the Book of
Genesis has two main sections, the uni-
versal scope of chapters 1-11 and the pa-
triarchal narratives of chapters 12-50. The
description of the universe is given in
sweeping detail in the two opening chap-
ters. Then the problem of human sin is
graphically portrayed in the Garden of
Eden and the rest of chapters 3-11. The
problem of sin is not limited to the first
human couple, but is in fact endemic to
the entire human race. The entrance of sin
has a devastating effect on God’s perfect
creation. As a result, the first human fam-
ily loses its uninhibited relationship with
God and human history appears to be
caught up in an endless cycle of chaos,
evil, and destruction.

But a significant turn occurs with the
call of Abraham in chapter 12. The prob-
lem of sin finds partial resolution through
covenant relationship with God. God es-
tablished the covenant with Abraham,
demonstrated the transformational results
of the covenant through Jacob, and re-
vealed his sovereign, providential care
through Joseph. In some ways the rest of
the Bible is an elaboration of these themes.
God'’s revelation creates a people of God
(Israel) who is to live in covenant rela-
tionship with him, thereby solving their
own problem with evil. This covenant peo-
ple is then succeeded in the New Testa-
ment period by the church of Jesus Christ.

From Paradise to the
Patriarchal Promises

There is a sense in which the theme of Gen-
esis 1-11 is also the theme of the rest of the
book, and indeed the whole of the Penta-
teuch. No matter how drastic human re-
bellion was, God'’s grace never failed to
deliver from the consequences of sin. The

theme of the patriarchal narratives and for
the Pentateuch as a whole is thus fore-
shadowed here. Abraham and the other
patriarchs suffered danger and exile be-
cause of their deceitfulness and faithless-
ness. But God’s promises of children and
protection were fulfilled. Likewise, Israel
suffered a generation’s delay in inheriting
the Promised Land because of their re-
bellion. Yet at the conclusion of the Pen-
tateuch, they stand on the borders of the
Promised Land ready to enter the blessed
hope. Thus the first eleven chapters of the
Bible foreshadow on a universal scale the
same themes developed in the rest of the
Pentateuch.!

The Problem with Paradise

As we have seen, Paradise was perfect in
every way. God himself proclaimed every
aspect of his creation as “good.” The only
problem with the Garden of Eden was that
it was populated with human beings. The
narrative from Genesis 3-11 illustrated
graphically the nature of the human sin
problem and the devastating effects it had
(and still has) on the world. Once sin en-
tered into God'’s good and perfect creation,
it only continued to escalate with seem-
ingly endless effects. Yet God’s grace also
preserved a faithful and righteous rem-
nant who served him.

The Promises to Abraham

In this context, the appearance of the
promises to Abraham may not have
seemed to meet the need (12:1-3). What
can the promises of land, descendants, and
blessing to a single individual mean in
light of the universal problems detailed in
Genesis 3-11? But the text illustrates the
principle that God often uses the right-
eous actions of a few in order to accom-
plish his great purposes on behalf of the
many. In fact we might see this as a re-
curring theme in the Bible. Joseph was
righteous in the face of the insidious
scheming of his brothers, and later against
the insurmountable odds in Egypt. Moses
faced Pharaoh and the mighty Egyptian
forces, and Gideon'’s three hundred men
prevailed against the Midianite thousands
(Jgs 7:1-8). The prophet Elisha verbalized
this principle: “Those who are with us are
more than those who are with them”
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(2Kgs 6:16). His disciple’s eyes were then
opened and he saw the heavenly forces
supporting Elisha against the Syrian army
(2 Kgs 6:8-19).

God's solution to the sin problem was
contained in Abraham'’s response of faith
to the threefold promise. The promises
were gradually explained further as the
Abrahamic narrative unfolded. Abraham’s
nephew Lot chose a certain portion of the
land because of its appearance (“Lot
looked up and saw . . . so Lot chose for
himself the whole plain of the Jordan,”
13:10-11). But of course, this was land cho-
sen for the wrong reasons, and land that
Lot would not long claim as his own. By
contrast, God commanded Abraham to lift
up his eyes and look north and south, east
and west at all the land of Canaan. The en-
tire land will be Abraham’s and his de-
scendants will become as numerous as the
dust of the earth (13:14-17).

In this way, the two primary promises,
land and descendants, become inter-
twined in subsequent statements. In the
two sections of Genesis 15, God recom-
mits himself to these two promises. The
enormous number of descendants is the
point of vv. 1-6: “Look up at the heavens
and count the stars . . .” (v. 5). Here also
God clarified that the coming promised
child would be Abraham’s own biologi-
cal son, not an adopted one (v. 4). Genesis
15:7-21 confirmed the land-promise and
established the covenant between God and
Abraham. Consequently, the land and de-
scendants are linked together, and both
are associated with Abraham’s new
covenant with God.

Genesis 17 is significant as the passage
in which God places the marks of the
covenant upon Abraham: the name
change and circumcision. The chapter is
striking for its emphasis on the covenant,
as we observed earlier because of its use
of the term “covenant” thirteen times. But
this chapter also builds on the promises
of the covenant (“You will be the father of
many nations,” v. 4b), and the name
change itself illustrates Abraham’s fa-
therhood of a great multitude (“I have
made you a father of many nations,” v. 5b).
The two promises of land and descendants
are linked further when God promises to
give “the whole land of Canaan” to Abra-
ham and to his offspring (v. 8).

After the binding of Isaac, God again re-
stated the promises to Abraham: “I will
surely bless you and make your descen-
dants as numerous as the stars in the sky
and as the sand on the seashore” (22:17).
This account of the offering up of Isaac as
a sacrifice on Mount Moriah reveals the
Old Testament perception that a man'’s
children were extensions of his own value
and significance.?

The Promises to Isaac

In the brief narrative dealing with Isaac,
all three promises—land, descendants,
and blessing for the earth—which were
given originally to Abraham are restated
this time for Isaac (26:2-5). There is, how-
ever, anew element here. This time the di-
vine land-promise is expanded to include
the presence of God: “Stay in this land for
a while, and I will be with you and will
bless you” (v. 3). For the first time in the
patriarchal narratives, we begin to see the
Garden of Eden principle again: life in the
land given by God means life in God’s
presence as well (see also “for I am with
you” in 26:24). This implies of course that
the land can be lost if God’s presence is
driven away.

The Promises to Jacob and Joseph

A central part of Jacob's stairway dream
at Bethel is the reaffirmation of the pa-
triarchal promises in Genesis 28:13~15.
As with Isaac, all three promises made at
the beginning to Abraham are included
here. As with Isaac before him, the reaf-
firmation of the promises to Jacob also
involved a promise of God’s presence: “I
am with you and will watch over you
wherever you go, and I will bring you
back to this land. I will not leave you until
I'have done what I have promised you”
(28:15).

The strongest reaffirmation of the pa-
triarchal promises to Jacob occurred in the
second Bethel theophany (35:11-12). Again
the land and descendants are tied together:
“I will give this land to your descendants
after you” (v. 12). This statement of the
covenant promises further contains a
promise that kings will come from Jacob’s
line (v. 11). This element of the patriarchal
promises had not been heard since the
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days of Abraham (17:6, 16), and fore-
shadows the coming Messiah.

When the aged Jacob took his family to
Egypt due to famine, God again comforted
him and restated the basic patriarchal
promises. He spoke of a multitude of de-
scendants (“I will make you into a great
nation”), his own guiding presence ("I will
go down to Egypt with you”), and the cer-
tainty of a return to the Promised Land (“I
will surely bring you back again,” 46:3-4).

As we have seen, the Joseph narrative
is different from the patriarchal narratives
proper. But even here the patriarchal
promises find reverberations. The narra-
tive itself carries forward the story of the
patriarchal family in a general way. The
presence of God as a feature of the
promises to Isaac and Jacob plays an in-
tegral role in the Joseph narrative as well.
The section devoted to the rise of Joseph
in Egypt repeats the refrain “the LorD was
with Joseph” (39:2, 21, 23). More specifi-
cally, Jacob spoke from his deathbed to
Joseph of the all important divine promises
given to his fathers and to him personally
at Bethel (48:34). As for Joseph himself,
his final wish may demonstrate that he
had learned his lessons well: “I am about
to die. But God will surely come to your
aid and take you up out of this land to the
land he promised on oath to Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob” (50:24). He was about to
die in Egypt. But he understood that he
did not belong in Egypt, even though he
had made his home there for many years.
Ultimately, Joseph knew that God would
visit his descendants and lead them out of
Egypt to the Promised Land. That confi-
dence led him to declare that, on that great
and glorious day, he did not want his
bones to be left behind in Egypt.

From the Patriarchs

to Moses

The patriarchal narratives of Genesis 12-50
relate to the rest of the Pentateuch in a way
that is familiar to Christian readers. The
best analogy is the relationship between
the Old and New Testaments.? As the New
Testament complements and fulfills the
Old, so the Mosaic covenant relates to that
of Abraham. As the New Testament

teaches that Jesus Christ fulfills divine
promises from the Old Testament, so the
exodus from Egypt and the revelation in
Exodus to Deuteronomy fulfills the
promises to the patriarchs in Genesis
12-50.

In neither case has the new revelation
superseded the old. Mosaic Yahwism did
not replace patriarchal religion any more
than the New Testament makes the Old
Testament outdated or obsolete. Rather,
they are both mutually illuminating.¢ A
famous quote from Saint Augustine states
that “the New is in the Old concealed, the
Old is in the New revealed.”> This senti-
ment emphasizes that the truths of the
New Testament exist in germinal form in
the Old Testament, and those of the Old
Testament are made clearer in the New.

But the reverse of this quotation is just
as true: the Old is in the New concealed,
and the New is in the Old revealed. In
other words, the revelational truth of the
Old Testament is hidden in Jesus Christ,
just as yeast is hidden in dough. It is
through the reading of the Old Testament
that the true character and person of Jesus
becomes clear. For the Christian reader,
the two Testaments need each other to
such an extent that either one will be mis-
understood without the other. The New
Testament is incomprehensible without
the Old, and the Old Testament is incom-
plete without the New.

The relationship between Abraham and
Moses is very much like the mutual illu-
mination between the Testaments. The the-
ological dependency between the patri-
archal narratives and the rest of the
Pentateuch is abundantly clear in the lit-
tle paragraph at Exodus 2:23-25. Moses
had fled from the turmoil in Egypt and
sought a new life in the land of Midian (Ex
2:11-22). The children of Israel still needed
rescuing from their bondage, but Moses
had turned his back. But the cry of the Is-
raelites rose up to God, and he heard their
groaning, he saw their pain and was de-
termined to do something about their
bondage to the Egyptians. This paragraph
prepares the reader for the conflict be-
tween God and Moses in Exodus 3 and 4.
Moses is determined to put Egypt behind
him and forget the horrible suffering of
his people. But God is just as determined
to send Moses back as a means of salva-
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The New is in the Old concealed,
the Old is in the New revealed.

Saint Augustine

tion. The conflict at the burning bush was
inevitable because of God’s gracious per-
sistence and Moses’ stubborn rebellion.
God and Moses were on a collision course.

Onelittle phrase in Exodus 2:24 reveals
God’s motives, and gives a glimpse into
the heart of God. What was it that made
him determined to save the Israelites? It
was his covenant relationship with the pa-
triarchs: God heard the groans of the Is-
raelites in Egypt, and “he remembered his
covenant with Abraham, with Isaac and
with Jacob.” This reveals the connection
between the patriarchal promises of Gen-
esis 12-50 and the deliverance described
in Exodus. Theologically, all that transpires
in Exodus, the call of Moses, the plagues,
the escape from Egypt and crossing of the
Red Sea, and the tabernacle instructions
in the wilderness, all of it is the result of
God'’s love for Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob!

Another important passage theologi-
cally is Exodus 6:2-8. This passage is sig-
nificant for any study of Old Testament
theology for a number of reasons. Perhaps
central among them is the emphasis on
the switch from patriarchal El-type reli-
gion to Mosaic Yahwism.

God also said to Moses, “I am the
Lord [Yahweh]. I appeared to
Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as
God Almighty [El Shaddai], but
by my name the Lord [Yahweh] I
did not make myself known to
them.” (6:2-3)

Scholars often debate whether this means
the patriarchs knew the name Yahweh at
all. Regardless of the outcome of that de-
bate, the passage clearly makes a distinc-
tion between Moses and the patriarchs, a
distinction that can justifiably be compared
to the differences between the Old and
New Testaments.

Yet in some ways Exodus 6:2-8 is more
remarkable for tying Moses to the patri-

archs than it is for distinguishing between
them. The paragraph goes on to remind
Moses that God made a covenant with the
patriarchs to give them the Promised
Land in which they were living as aliens
(v. 4). Furthermore, the Israelites have
groaned under their heavy bondage in
Egypt, and God states laconically, “I have
remembered my covenant” (v. 5). This is
followed by a list of things God intends to
do for the Israelites: he will bring them out
and free them from their slavery, he will
redeem them, and make them his people
(vv. 6-7). Finally he will bring them to the
land he swore on oath to give to Abraham,
to Isaac and to Jacob, and it will become
their possession (v. 8).

The passage is certainly aware of the
distinction between patriarchal history
and religion on the one hand, and the time
and faith of Moses on the other. But the
point is they are related, despite their dif-
ferences. Moses and the exodus event (Ex-
odus-Deuteronomy) are natural results of
the Abrahamic covenant (Genesis 12-50).
They flow one from the other and they
need each other for mutual interpretation.
They are not mutually exclusive but mu-
tually illuminating. So theologically and
literarily, the rest of the Pentateuch flows
from Genesis 12-50. And historically,
Moses and the exodus occurred as aresult
of the relationship between God and the
patriarchs.”

At the end of the Pentateuch, there is
one further reference that ties Exodus—
Deuteronomy together and relates the
whole to Genesis 12-50. Just before the
death of Moses, the Lord showed the
whole of the promised land to Moses and
stated, “This is the land I promised on oath
to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob...” (Dt34:4).
Thus all of the events of Moses’ life—the
plagues, the exodus, the building of the
tabernacle—the events recorded in Exo-
dus-Deuteronomy have happened as a re-
sult of the patriarchal promises and are
theologically dependent on them. Israel’s
possession of the land was due to God's
promises to the patriarchs.

However, contained also in these patri-
archal promises and in Mosaic law is the
possibility of exile. As horrible as this
prospect was for the Israelites, the Penta-
teuch was clear that later Israel could lose
the land and be driven from its borders.
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Mosaic law had established Israel as God’s
people. But they did not yet inhabit God’s
land. So the constitutive nature of the re-
lationship between God and Israel was
covenant faithfulness, not physical pos-
session of Palestine. The Mosaic law itself
does not relate the giving of the land,
which is reserved for the Book of Joshua.
The essential element of the relationship
between God and Israel is law, not land.

Aslong as the covenant relationship was
maintained, the land was secure. Yet
Deuteronomy emphasized that the land
would be given to Israel as a gift and as
the natural result of Israel’s relationship
with God. Acquisition of the Promised
Land was conditioned upon Israel’s con-
tinued faithfulness to God’s covenant re-
lationship (Dt 28:36, 64).

In this respect, the rest of the Pentateuch
looks both backward to the Garden of
Eden and forward to Israel’s future. Adam
and Eve also inherited the land (the Gar-
den of Eden) and were charged with pre-
serving the created order and living in re-
lationship with God. Like Israel, their life
in Paradise was conditioned on their con-
tinued relationship with God. When they
broke that relationship, they lost the gar-
den. Likewise with Israel, their life in
Palestine was conditioned on their
covenant with Yahweh. Deuteronomy
could quite naturally predict the loss of
the land and an exile of the Israelite peo-
ple if they failed to guard their most pre-
cious possession: their covenant relation-
ship with God.

The reverse was also true. For Adam
and Eve, blessed peace and security was
theirs simply by living in harmony with
God. The patriarchal promises included
the lasting presence and protection of God
as a consequence of their relationship with
God. So with later Israel. The presence of
God was related to the temple in
Jerusalem. The Holy of Holies inside il-
lustrated God's presence with his people.
But God'’s presence was not somehow
guaranteed by that physical structure. The
temple itself could be torn down and the
people driven away from the Promised
Land. This was in fact what Jeremiah and
other prophets warned would happen if
Israel refused prophetic calls to repen-
tance. But continued enjoyment of his
blessed presence was possible for Israel as

long as they lived in harmony with God
and kept his covenant.

From Moses to Jesus

As we have seen, the patriarchal promises
of Genesis 12-50 are foundational for the
rest of the Pentateuch. God’s covenant
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob was the
first administration of God’s grace, which
came to fruition in another administra-
tion, that of Mosaic Yahwism. Thus Moses
developed, modified, and perpetuated the
covenant promises to Abraham.

But the significance of the patriarchal
promises is not limited to the law of Moses
or the internal structure of the Pentateuch.
Indeed, the basic elements of the promises
continue to be central for the rest of the
Old Testament, and therefore for the New
Testament as well. It is possible to speak
of three administrations of God's grace, the
patriarchal, the Mosaic, and the messianic.?
Though there are significant differences
in each, God’s commitments to Abraham
at the beginning of salvation history carry
through the rest of Scripture in a way that
adds continuity and consistency to the
whole. In this final section I want to illus-
trate only a few of the many ways in which
this is so.

Immediately after the Pentateuch closes,
the next chapter is intended to show the
continuity between Moses and Joshua. Is-
rael’s new leader is the legitimate succes-
sor to the great lawgiver. The Lord can-
didly informed Joshua that Moses his
servant was dead, and charged him with
the responsibility of leading the people of
Israel into the promised land: “Now then,
you and all these people, get ready to cross
the Jordan River into the land I am about
to give to them” (Jos 1:2). The Israelites are
certain to meet with success because of the
land-promise, which has now become
Moses’ promise as much as it was the pa-
triarchs”: “I will give you every place
where you set your foot, as I promised
Moses” (1:3, 6).

But as we have seen, the land-promise
in the patriarchal narratives was broad-
ened to include more than just possession
of the physical land, but included life in
God'’s presence. So also God assured
Joshua of his abiding presence: “As [ was
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Study Questions

1. How are the themes of the first eleven
chapters of the Bible continued
throughout the Pentateuch?

Exodus testify to God’s love for the pa-
triarchs?

. How does Exodus 6:2-8 tie Moses to
. Describe how God'’s promises to Abra- the patriarchs?
ham are experienced and partially ful-
filled in the lives of Abraham’s descen-

dants.

. Explain how Jesus fulfills certain Old
Testament expectations.

. How has this study of Genesis en-

- How may we say that Genesis looks hanced your understanding of God?

forward to the rest of the Pentateuch

as the Old Testament looks forward to
the New Testament?

What new insights have you gained as
you have walked through Genesis? In
what tangible ways will these insights

4. In what way does all that transpires in

with Moses, so I will be with you; I will
never leave you or forsake you” (Jos 1:5b;
and see also 1:9b). Just as God assured
Moses at the burning bush that he would
not be alone when he returned to Egypt
(Ex 3:11), so now he assures Joshua of his
protecting presence as Joshua leads the Is-
raelites into the Promised Land. Centuries
later, the magnificent temple in Jerusalem
would be the Holy Place where God’s pres-
ence would abide with the children of Is-
rael (1 Kgs 8:12-13), as had been predicted
by Moses (Ex 15:17, and see Ps 132:14).

In a sense, the rest of the Old Testament
is the story of God's relationship with the
children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The
plot s filled with twists and turns in which
they at first lived in the presence of God
in the Promised Land, but ultimately failed
to keep the covenant. Like Adam and Eve
in the Garden of Eden, they eventually
drove God’s presence from the land and
were themselves driven from the land into
exile. The temple, symbol of God’s abid-
ing presence, was torn down as a painful
reminder that God was no longer bless-
ing this land.

But along the way there were also hints

affect your walk of faith?

of a new administration of God’s grace.
The coming king who would restore peace
to the land was called “Immanuel,” mean-
ing “God with us” (Is 7:14). The prophets
also spoke of a restoration of the people
to the land, and even of a rebuilt temple
(Ez 40-43), with a new outpouring of
God’s spirit on his people (Ez 37; J1
2:28-29). Though the children of Israel had
sinned and failed to live to the level of their
covenant with God, his divine promises
to the patriarchs were sure. Fulfillment
awaited the future.

In a way that is far more complex than
we can possibly go into here, it is clear that
the New Testament authors saw Jesus and
the rise of the Christian church as the ful-
fillment of those Old Testament expecta-
tions. In a real sense, the patriarchal
promises find their ultimate fulfillment in
the church. The divine promises to the pa-
triarchs pointed to a royal descendant who
would be the instrument of God’s bless-
ing to all nations of the earth (Gn 17:6;
35:11; 49:8-12). The New Testament au-
thors share the conviction that Jesus Christ
is the Son of David, the expected Messiah
who fulfills those patriarchal promises.®
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Glossary

Autograph

Term in biblical studies referring to
the original copy of an author’s work.
No autographs of biblical books have
survived to the present day. The task
of textual criticism is to reconstruct as
completely as possible the original
wording of the text based on the exist-
ing manuscript copies (see “Lower
Criticism”). A few fragmentary manu-
scripts from the Dead Sea Scrolls
appear to be within less than a centu-
ry of autographs of certain Old
Testament books, such as Daniel.

Babylonian Exile

After Jerusalem fell to
Nebuchadnezzar in 586 b.c., most of
the leaders were taken into exile to
Babylonia. The exile officially ended in
October 539 B.c., when Babylonia was
captured by the Persians and the Jews
were released and permitted to return
to the ruins of Jerusalem. Scholars
have often speculated about the role
these exilic and postexilic communi-
ties might have played in the produc-
tion of the literature of the Old
Testament.

Canon

Term referring to the authoritative col-
lection of biblical books that have
been accepted as the rule of faith and
practice (Greek kanon).

Canonical Criticism

Term referring to a number of relative-
ly new approaches in biblical studies
sharing a similar interest in the nature,
function, and authority of the biblical
canon. Canonical criticism attempts to
study the received form of the Old
Testament and to expose its theologi-
cal message. It is less concerned with
particular editorial levels, and more
interested in the final product.
Canonical critics are less concerned
with how the text arrived, and more
concerned with the internal and theo-
logical message of the canon.

Cosmogony
An account or theory concerning the
origin of the universe.

Cosmology

A philosophy or theory concerning the
nature and principles of the universe
as a whole and its various parts.

Covenant

Term (Hebrew bérit) describing bind-
ing relationships between human
partners, or between God and
humans. The concept has a legal back-
ground and describes an agreement
between two parties, where no such
agreement existed by nature. Such
agreements had binding obligations
on both parties. This is a rich theologi-
cal concept in the Bible, since God
commits himself to covenant relation-
ships with humans in which he
accepts obligations. This concept is
behind the English word “testament”
in the labels “Old Testament” and
“New Testament.”

Creatio Ex Nihilo

Latin phrase meaning “creation out of
nothing.” The early church confronted
certain heresies that taught God had
created the world with preexistent,
uncreated matter as his raw material.
But the biblical evidence led to the
conviction that God created the uni-
verse from nothing and did so effort-
lessly (Ps 33:6, 9; Heb 11:3).

Criticism, Biblical

The search for truth through the appli-
cation of the laws of reason to an
investigation of the biblical text.
Biblical criticism is not a negative or
distasteful enterprise, as its name
might imply. The primary meaning of
“criticism” in this case is the act of sci-
entifically dealing with a text, asking
questions of character, composition,
and origin of literary documents. As
such, it is a strictly neutral term, nei-
ther negative nor positive. It is impos-
sible to read the biblical text without
also considering questions of author-

ship and date of composition. See
“Lower Criticism” and “Higher
Criticism.”

Cuneiform

The writing system invented by the
Sumerians around 3100 b.c. Wedgelike
shapes were pressed into wet clay, or
incised on stone or metals to represent
words. The system could be easily
adapted to represent many languages
of the ancient Near East.

Early Bronze Age

Term used by archaeologists and his-
torians of the ancient Near East to
refer to the third millennium B.c., also
called, in Palestine, the Canaanite Age
(about 3300-2000 B.c.). This was an
age of major new developments across
the ancient Near East. In
Syria—Palestine, the Early Bronze Age
witnessed a sudden flourishing of
population and urbanization. There
was rapid transition from life in
unwalled villages to fortifications at a
number of sites. In Egypt and
Mesopotamia, the Early Bronze Age
marked the rise and fall of
humankind’s first great empires: Old
Kingdom Egypt and the Sumero-
Akkadian empires in Mesopotamia.

Eschatology, Eschatological

Term for that part of theology that
deals with the doctrine of the last
things. As such, eschatology is con-
cerned with death, judgment, heaven,
hell, resurrection, Jesus’ second
coming, and so on.

Etiology

A study of causes. The Bible often uses
an ancient story to explain how a
person or place was named, or to
explain how some custom known to
the author became accepted in the
society. Such stories offer explanations
about why things are the way they are
now. Modern scholars often assume
that the presence of etiology in a nar-
rative means it cannot be historically
accurate. But this method is not neces-
sary and does an injustice to the tradi-
tions.

Exile. See “Babylonian Exile.”
Fiat
Latin term meaning “let it be done”

and referring to God’s method of cre-
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ation by decree in Genesis 1. On the
six successive days of creation, God
created by divine order or command:
“Let there be light,” “Let there be an
expanse between the waters,” and so
on.

Form Criticism

The analysis and interpretation of the
literature of the Old Testament
through a study of its literary types or
genres. This approach assumes that
ancient literature usually began as oral
tradition, and Old Testament form
criticism likewise starts by assuming
that most of Israelite literature arose
as folk literature, which went through
a long oral prehistory. Each genre or
form is believed to have originated in
a particular historical setting (see “Sitz
im Leben”) in the history of the
Israelite people. The form critic
believes this original setting can be
recovered through a study of the form
itself. The form critic’s methodology
traditionally has four steps, involving
the form’s structure, genre, setting,
and intention. See “Genre.”

Genre

Term used by Bible scholars to refer to
a literary form or type (French “kind,
sort, type”). Form critics group texts in
the same genre if they share distin-
guishing characteristics.

Hebrews

Term the Bible uses to describe
Abraham and his descendants
through Isaac and Jacob. The origin of
the term is not known. One possibility
is that the Hebrews of the Old
Testament may be identified at least in
part with the Habiru of Middle and
Late Bronze Age texts from the ancient
Near East. This was probably a social
designation for seminomadic Semites.
The Hebrews could have been intend-
ed by some of the ancient references to
Habiru. But the latter term does not
have an ethnic significance and has a
much wider range of meaning.

Heilsgeschichte

Compound German word (from the
words for “salvation” and “history”)
with several English equivalents:
redemptive history, salvation history,
sacred history, and so on. It denotes a
theological principle that interprets
the Bible as describing God's actions
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of salvation in history. The events of
salvation history are supernatural
divine revelations in time and space,
which are recorded in Scripture to
promote faith.

Henotheism

The belief in one god as the deity of a
particular race, tribe or other group,
without claiming he or she is the only
god.

Hexateuch

Name (meaning “six scrolls”) given to
the first six books of the Bible
(Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy, and Joshua) as a liter-
ary unit. Some scholars have argued
that this unit was edited as one work.

Hieroglyphs, Hieroglyphic

Term for the earliest Egyptian writing
system (Greek hieros, “sacred,” and
glyphe, “carving”). It was pictographic,
relying on representations of common
objects and geometric symbols.
Hieroglyphs were eventually replaced
by a less cumbersome cursive writing
system, demotic.

Higher Criticism

Modern biblical criticism has devel-
oped rules for investigating the text,
which have in turn led to the develop-
ment of several distinct methodolo-
gies. These have sometimes been
subdivided into “lower criticism” and
“higher criticism,” though these terms
are not as common as they once were
because of their derogatory implica-
tions. Higher criticism refers to all
forms of biblical criticism, which seek
to answer questions regarding the
Bible’s composition and origins. Since
the Enlightenment (seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries A.p.), biblical crit-
icism has given rise to a number of
distinguishable but interconnected
methodologies. See “Criticism,” and
“Lower Criticism.”

Historical Criticism

Sometimes this designation is used for
the methodology that seeks to com-
bine the results of all the other critical
approaches in an attempt to recon-
struct a chronology of the history of
Israelite literature. This endeavor
deals with the historical setting of a
document, including its date and
place of composition. Historical criti-

cism attempts a chronological narra-
tive of events related to the composi-
tion of Israel’s literature within the
total picture of Israel’s history in gen-
eral. Its distinction from the other
methods is one of emphasis, since his-
torical criticism is interested in the his-
tory of Israel in general, including the
history of the production of Israelite
literature. See “Criticism, Biblical,”
“Higher Criticism,” “Form Criticism,”
“Source Criticism.”

Imago Dei

Latin expression for “image of God,”
referring particularly to the climax of
God’s creation when he made
humankind in his “image” (selem) and
in his “likeness” (démiit, Gn 1:26-27).

Iron Age

Term used by archaeologists and his-
torians of the ancient Near East for the
period in which iron displaced bronze
as the metal used for tools and
weaponry (about 1200-332 .c.). This
period is marked by the rise of the
first genuinely world empires, all from
a Mesopotamian base: Assyria,
Babylonia, and Persia. The Iron Age is
commonly subdivided into three peri-
ods: Iron Age I (1200-930 B.c.), Iron
Age I1 (930-539 B.c.), and Iron Age III
(539-332 B.c.). This was the period of
Israel’s monarchy, exile, and restora-
tion.

Late Bronze Age

Term used by archaeologists and his-
torians for the period of international-
ism and communication in the ancient
Near East, dated about 1550-1200 b.C.
The Late Bronze Age is marked by
Egypt's powerful New Kingdom,
which exerted considerable influence
on the coastal areas of Syria—Palestine.
This was the period of Israel’s exodus
from Egypt, wilderness wanderings,
and conquest of Canaan.

Levant

The eastern coast of the
Mediterranean Sea, which forms the
western boundary of Syria-Palestine.
The Levant extends for four hundred
miles, and became the crossroads for
all trade and travel in the ancient
world.
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Levirate Marriage

A law of the Old Testament providing
children for a deceased family
member (Dt 25:5-6). When an Israelite
died without sons, his nearest relative
was to marry the widow and continue
the family of the deceased through the
firstborn son of the new marriage,
who was to carry the name and inher-
itance of the first husband. Levirate
marriage is an important element in
Genesis 38.

Literary Criticism

This recent methodology in biblical
studies seeks to analyze a biblical text
not in light of who composed it or
when it was written. Rather, the liter-
ary critic is interested in the innate
meaning of the text, and the way in
which the text creates meaning
through the various component ele-
ments of the structure of the text. Thus
the literary critic begins not with the
who and when, but with the why and
how of a text. Many literary critics
have challenged the findings of the
older and more established conclu-
sions of source and form criticism.

Lower Criticism

Modern biblical criticism has devel-
oped rules for investigating the text,
which have in turn led to the develop-
ment of several distinct methodolo-
gies. These have sometimes been
subdivided into “lower criticism” and
“higher criticism,” though these terms
are not as common as they once were
because of their derogatory implica-
tions. Lower criticism refers to textual
criticism, which seeks to reconstruct
the original wording of the texts from
the various manuscripts currently
available. See “Higher Criticism” and
“Criticism.”

Magic

When used in biblical studies, this
term does not refer to sleight-of-hand
tricks as it does in modern parlance.
Rather, it designates the use of formu-
laic recitations and imitative acts,
which ancient peoples believed could
manipulate and exploit the powers of
the divine and natural realms.
Through these means, the ancients
believed they could make nature and
the gods subservient to supernatural
forces beyond the control of the
deities. Israel’s monotheism and con-

cept of transcendence meant magic
was forbidden. The creator God is not
subservient to any supernatural force
beyond his control, and cannot be
manipulated under any circum-
stances.

Messiah

Hebrew word meaning “Anointed
One.” The Greek word “Christ”
(Christos) translates Messiah, though it
does not contain the same connota-
tions of Messiah, that is, one invested
by God with power and authority for
mission.

Middle Bronze Age

Term used by archaeologists and his-
torians for the period of Amorite
incursions across the ancient Near
East, initiating a new era (about
2000-1550 B.c.). After an initial period
of decline in Syria-Palestine, the
Amorite culture brought a resurgence
of sedentary life and the development
of new urban centers. New Amorite
kingdoms in Babylonia of this period
were to play a major role in ancient
Near Eastern history. This was also
Israel’s patriarchal period.

Monotheism

The theological and philosophical
position that there is only one God.
Such a view was not the accepted
belief of ancient peoples, who were
polytheists and henotheists.

Myth, Mythology

In modern English, this term usually
refers to something untrue and imagi-
native. But in ancient Near Eastern
studies, scholars use it in a more clas-
sical sense, though there is no consen-
sus on definition. Myth is the literary
instrument by which ancient peoples
ordered their world. Myths explained
how the world began and provided
norms for human behavior. As expres-
sions of theological convictions, these
ancient myths occurred outside time
and space, and were linked to the
nature religions. Ancient Israel, how-
ever, "historicized” mythology by
referring not to a time distinct from
world time, but to the history of Israel
itself. The Israelite God, Yahweh, was
creator and established the norms for
human behavior himself through
divine revelation to the nation.

History became the instrument for
expressing theology, not myth.

Negeb

The Hebrew term for the desert south
of Judah. Also means simply “the
South.”

Omnipotence

The belief that God has all the power
and strength necessary to effect what-
ever purposes he chooses in the way
in which he chooses. Omnipotence is
the idea that God is free to do whatev-
er he wills in whatever way he wants
(Mk 14:36; Lk 1:37). See “Sovereignty.”

Patriarchs

Traditional term used to refer to our
ancestors in faith. The term can some-
times refer to all the great figures of
faith in the Old Testament. But follow-
ing Old Testament precedent and
early Jewish custom, the term is usual-
ly limited to the three ancestors of
Genesis 12-36, Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob.

Pentateuch

Term referring to the first five books of
the Bible (from Greek pente, five, and
teuchos, scroll). The biblical evidence
supports the view that Genesis,
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy belong together as a lit-
erary unit. The Old Testament proba-
bly refers to the Pentateuch when it
uses phrases like the “Book of the Law
of Moses” (2 Kgs 14:6) and the “Book
of the Law” (Jos 1:8), while the New
Testament refers to these books as
“law” in the expression “the law and
the prophets” (Lk 16:16). Thus, we
should not necessarily view the
Pentateuch as five separate books. The
Pentateuch spans history from the
beginning of time down to, but not
including, Israel’s conquest of the
Promised Land. The Jewish designa-
tion for these books is the Hebrew
word “Torah” or “law.” Together these
five books establish the historical and
theological foundations for the rest of
the Bible.

Polytheism

The belief in more than one god.
Polytheism is usually linked to fertili-
ty religions and nature religions of
antiquity.
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Primeval History

Prehistory, or the earliest phases of
human activity, which occurred before
history was recorded.

Redaction Criticism

Related to source criticism, the term
“redaction” refers to the editorial
activity in which received materials
have been arranged in a definite liter-
ary form. The tasks of the redaction
critic are sometimes defined different-
ly, but they usually involve analyzing
the manner in which the sources were
edited together, in which case it
assumes the results of source criticism
and agrees with its findings.
Redaction critics also attempt to
uncover the theological perspectives
of the individual editors of biblical
sources by analyzing the editorial
techniques and choices used in shap-
ing and framing the available written
sources. They study the literary tapes-
try of a text in order to learn about the
ancient editor who created it. See
“Criticism” and “Source Criticism.”

Salvation History. See “Heilsgeschichte.”

Sea Peoples

Newcomers into the ancient Near East
around 1200 B.c. Presumably fleeing
from the mainland of Greece after the
fall of Troy, these peoples fled along
the coasts of the Mediterranean, dis-
rupting all the major powers of the
day, notably Egypt and the Hittites.
One group of these Sea Peoples was
the Philistines, who settled on the
southwestern coast of Syria-Palestine
and played a major role in Old
Testament times.

Semites/Semitic

A large group of peoples related ethni-
cally and linguistically. The term is
taken from the list of nations in
Genesis 10, which describes these
groups as the sons of “Shem,” hence
our term “Semitic.” In the east, many
various Semitic groups lived in
Mesopotamia, most prominent among
them the Akkadians, Amorites,
Arameans, and Arabs. The Canaanites
and Arameans occupied the west. The
Hebrews were a subgroup of the
Canaanites.
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Septuagint

Latin name (meaning “seventy”) of
the earliest Greek translation of the
Old Testament. According to tradition,
the translating was done by seventy
(or seventy-two) Jewish scholars at the
order of Ptolemy II in Alexandria,
Egypt, in the third century B.Cc. It
became the early church’s favored
translation of the Old Testament. In
most biblical studies, the Septuagint is
designated by the Roman numerals
for 70, LXX.

Sitz im Leben

German expression (meaning “setting
in life”) that denotes the historical and
sociological setting in which a specific
literary genre or form first took shape.

Source Criticism

This approach seeks to discover the
literary patterns of the Old Testament
text. These patterns in turn enable the
critic to speculate about, and possibly
to isolate, various sources used in the
composition of the text. Often the
source critic relies on a combination of
several types of criteria to distinguish
the sources. In pentateuchal studies,
these include the different names for
God, repetition or parallel accounts of
single events, apparent contradictions,
style, and theology.

Sovereignty

The biblical portrayal of God as king,
or supreme ruler of the entire uni-
verse. The concept finds its origins in
creation itself (Ps 103:19), but is
expressed more specifically in God's
comprehensive plan for world history
(Eph 1:11). God’s gracious work of
redemption displays his sovereignty,
since Jesus’s ministry was always
about “the kingdom of God” (Mk 1:15;
Acts 1:3).

Syncretism

The attempt to unite or reconcile
opposing beliefs or practices.
Proponents of one religion will some-
times adapt or otherwise identify its
deities or creeds with those of another
religion in order to gain adherents.

Tetrateuch

Name (meaning “four scrolls”) given
to the first four books of the Bible—
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and
Numbers—as a literary unit. Some
scholars have argued that this unit
was edited as one work consisting of
the JEP sources. In this view,
Deuteronomy was added much later.

Textual Criticism. See “Lower Criticism.”

Theogony

Speculation about the birth of the
gods. Ancient Near Eastern authors
were interested in the beginning of the
universe, including the birth and
ancestry of the deities.

Theophany

Greek term for a manifestation of
God. These sudden and unexpected
appearances of God occur in percepti-
ble forms (hearing and seeing) at deci-
sive points in Israel’s history:
patriarchal promises (Gn 17; 18; 28),
the call of Moses (Ex 3), the Sinai
covenant (Ex 19), and so on.

Tradition Criticism

A methodology that generally
attempts a comprehensive analysis of
the way biblical literature originated
and developed. It brings together the
results of both source criticism and
form criticism in order to construct a
history of Old Testament literature
through both its preliterary and liter-
ary stages. It assumes that both oral
and written traditions played a role in
the final shape of Old Testament liter-
ature. In a sense, tradition criticism
lies between form criticism and redac-
tion criticism. It is interested in all the
steps, from the beginning of the oral
traditions (form criticism) to the last
stages of the editing (redaction criti-
cism).

Vulgate

Name (Latin “common, popular”) of
the Latin translation of the Bible rec-
ognized by the medieval church. The
Council of Trent (1546) declared the
Vulgate to be the official Bible of the
Roman Church. Most of the books of
this version came from Jerome (ca.
340-420).
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Abel, 40, 120

Abimelech (king of Gerar), 81, 105,
106, 107

Abimelech (Philistine king), and
Isaac, and their struggle over
water rights, 120-21, 122

Abraham (first known as Abram),

70-75

and Abimelech, 105, 106, 107

age when departing Haran, 210

and Hagar, 96

birth of Isaac, 106

call of, 70-73, 137

death, 113

and death and burial of Sarah,
110-11

descendant of Shem, 63

faith of, 88, 92, 93

flight to Egypt, 172

God’s covenant with, 92-96

God'’s promises to, 72-73, 75,
91-95

historicity of, 83

his first lie in Egypt, 73-74, 184

his second lie in Gerar, 184, 105

lifespan, 56

meaning of the name, 97

meeting with Melchizedek and
the king of Sodom, 90-91

narratives of, 64-65

as a patriarch, 156

prayer for the righteous of
Sodom, 101, 102

promise of a son, 92, 101-102,
105-106

relationship to Moses, 202-203

religion of, 87-88

rescue of Lot, 90

righteousness of, 93

search for a wife for Isaac, 111-13

trouble with Lot, 74-75

as “typological prefiguration,” 87

Abram. See Abraham
Absu, 50
Adam. See also Adam and Eve; Eve
and Adapa, 48
children of, 57, 156
lifespans of his family and
descendants, 56
as representative of the whole
human race, 40
Adam and Eve, 3241, 57, 204. See
also Adam; Eve
children, 57-58
creation of 33-34

as crowning touch of creation, 49

disobedience and consequent
expulsion from the
Garden of Eden, 36—40

historicity of, 33
life in the Garden of Eden, before
their sin of disobedience,
32-36
life outside the Garden of Eden,
after their sin of disobedi-
ence, 40
their names, 33
paralleled in the Adapa myth, 48
punishment after the fall, 38-39
as social beings, 36
their shame after their sin, 40
temptation in the Garden of Eden,
36, 37
Adapa, 48
Adullam, 147
Ai, 80
Akkadian dialect, 85
Akkadians, 45
Albright, William F,, 86, 194
Albright-Glueck theory of dating for
Abram, 86
Alt, Albrecht, 194
Amorite Hypothesis, 86-87
Amorites, 45, 46, 78, 83-84
Angels
attending Jacob at Mahanaim, 132
character of, 209
visiting Abraham, 100
Animal sacrifices, in ancient Near
East treaty ceremonies, 94
Aram-Naharaim, 78
Arameans, 46, 87
Archaeological periods, of ancient
Near East history, 84
Archaeology, and the Near East,
192-94
Ark of the covenant, 177, 178
Ark, Noah's, 59
Asherah, 50
Ashkelon, 121
Ashurbanipal, 214
Assur, 45
Assyria, 86
Assyrians, 150
Assyriology, 192
Astruc, Jean, 187, 196
Atrahasis epic, 48, 60
Atum, 47
Augustine, 202
Authorship, definition of, 175
Autographs, 182-83

Baal, 50, 88, 174
Baalam, 174
Babylon, 45, 47
Babylonia, 85, 86
Babylonian exile, 173
Balata, Tell, 80

Beer-Lahai-Roi, 80

Beersheba, 80, 81, 107, 111, 121,
159-60, 184

Benjamin, 126, 135, 136, 138, 149, 158

Bered, 80

Bethel, 80, 135, 137, 184, 201, 202

Bethel, origin of the name, 124

Biblical criticism. See Criticism,
biblical

Bilhah, 126, 138, 146

Boaz, 149

Book of the Covenant, 168

Book of the Dead, Egyptian, 153

Bronze Age, 82

Cain, 4041, 58, 120
Cainites, 58
Canaan (land of), 78-81
Canaan (son of Ham), curse upon, 61,
62
Canaanite Age, 82
Canaanite religion, 174
Canaanites, 46
Canon, Jewish, 51
Canonical criticism, 18687, 196
Caphtorim, 121
Chalcolithic Age, 82
Child sacrifice, 110
Chroniclers, of Israel’s history, 170
Circumcision, 97-98, 135, 174, 211
“Cities of the plain,” 86
Concepts, religious and theological,
as criteria for source division,
184
Cosmogony, 47
Covenant
with Abraham, 87, 91-96
connection between partriarchal
promises and deliverance
described in Exodus, 203
Davidic, 95
and the faithfulness of Israel, 204
in Genesis 1249, 200
idea of, 87
with Israel at Sinai, 94, 178
the term, 95
Covenant faithfulness, 204
Creatio ex nihilo, 25, 26-28
Creation, 21-29
ancient theories of, 4648
controversies concerning the

process of, 22-23

creatio ex nihilo, 25, 26-28

creation of man, 27, 29

the day-age debate, 23

days of, 24

and evolution, 27

by fiat, 26, 27

formula in Genesis 1, 23-24

in Egyptian and Mesopotamian
literature, 49

“gap theory” of, 25

and God'’s Sabbath rest, 24

its goodness, 23-24, 28

indication of the Trinity in
Genesis 1, 28

“instantaneous creationism,” 27

meaning of the word, 22
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and monotheism, 49

and the omnipotence of God, 26

the phrase in the beginning, 25

and the preexistence of God,
25-26

“progressive creationism,” 27

the role of Genesis 1:1-2, 24-26

the role of humankind, 29

and the sovereignty of God, 27, 28

the significance of Genesis 1,
26-29

the symmetry of Genesis 1, 24

and Yahweh, Israel’s Lord of the
covenant, 28

Criticism

conservative responses to source
criticism, 191-92

form, 184, 185-86

higher, defined, 182

historical, 186

literary, 186

lower, defined, 182

redaction, 185

source, 183-85

textual, 182-83

tradition, 186

Crystallization hypothesis (Ewald),
188

Cuneiform, 82, 172, 192

Damascus, 46, 79
Dan (city), 170, 171
Dan (son of Jacob and Bilhah), 126
Daniel, 156
Darwin, Charles, 26, 27
Dating of the Pentateuch, 169
“Daughters of men,” 58
David, 136, 150, 168, 170, 178
Davidic line, 162
Day-age debate concerning process
of creation, 23
Days of creation, 24
De Wette, W. M. L., 188, 191
Dead Sea Scrolls, 171, 182, 183, 193
Devil, the. See Satan; Serpent
Dietary restrictions, absent in patriar-
chal narrative, 174
Dinah, 126, 135, 146
Documentary Hypothesis (Well-
hausen), 189, 190-91, 192, 194,
196
Dothan, 146
Dreams
of Jacob, 132, 212
of Joseph, 146
of Nebuchadnezzar, 152-53
of Pharaoh, 153-53

Ea, 48

Early Bronze Age, 82-83

Ebla, 86, 193

Ebla texts, 86

Edom, Edomites, 138, 144, 171

Edomite king list, 178

Egypt, Egyptians
creation accounts, 47
geography and history, 45-46
in the Iron Age, 86
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Israel’s stay in and exodus from,
94, 196, 202-203
in the Middle Bronze Age, 85
and the use of hieroglyphics, 82,
85192
visited by Abraham, 73-74
Egyptology, 192
Eichhorn, Johan G., 187-88, 189
Ekron, 121
El and El-type names, 174, 176, 210
El-Bethel, 137
El-Elohe-Israel, 135
El-Elyon, 87, 176
El-Olam, 87
El-Roi, 87
El-Shaddai, 87, 98,123, 133, 176, 203
Eliezer, 105, 120, 211
Eliezer of Damascus, 92, 96
Elijah, 50
Elisha, 50, 200-201
Elohim, 87, 176, 184, 187
Emar, 46, 193
Enoch, 56, 57-58
Enuma Elish, 4748, 50
Enzeit, and Urzeit, 51
Ephraim, 161, 162
Ephron, the Hittite, 81, 110-11
“Epic of Atrahasis,” 48
Er, 147, 148, 150
Esau. See also Jacob and Esau
anger after Jacob’s theft of Isaac’s
deathbed blessing, 123
birth, 118-19
foreign wives, 139
genealogy of, 139
marriage to Hittite wives, 122
meaning of his name, 119
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“Explains the mysterious world of Genesis and brings its message
forward to the contemporary world of the reader. This volume
succeeds in showing how the ancient ‘book of beginnings’ is pertinent
to the ethical issues of our day. The learned but lucid writing, attractive
layout, and special learning aids make it a students delight. Bill Arnold
encounters the hard questions raised by readers of Genesis and provides
answers that are credible and reverent of the text as Holy Scripture.”
Kenneth A. Mathews, Beeson Divinity School

“Interacting with contemporary discussions, Arnold never loses
sight of the readers need to have issues explained simply and clearly.
Students will benefit greatly from the way in which he skillfully guides
them through the many complex issues raised by this important bibli-
cal book, all the time seeking to demonstrate its relevance for the
modern reader. As an introductory textbook to Genesis, it is one of
the best available.”

T. Desmond Alexander, Union Theological College, Belfast

“An excellent introduction. Arnold draws on not only exegetical skill
but also his knowledge of the ancient world to illuminate Genesis.
The text is helpfully complemented by numerous illustrations, and
there are frequent study questions to aid the student to focus on
important elements.”

David W. Baker, Ashland Theological Seminary

“Asuperb introduction to the Book of Genesis. Arnolds style is lucid
and well balanced, and the format adopted by the publisher is crisp
and user friendly. This is an important addition to the resources
available to a serious student of Genesis.”

Daniel 1. Block, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

“May its well-written and readable prose trigger a renewed interest in
a balanced and eager study of this most important of Old Testament
books.”

Richard S. Hess, Themelios

“The strength of [this book] is its balanced coverage of the whole
book of Genesis, including interpretive, theological, and critical issues.
The author is even-handed in dealing with the wide variety of ques-
tions raised by the book of Genesis and writes in a style that is both
theologically sophisticated and accessible."
Eric Bolger, Journal of the Bvangelical Theological

Bill T. Arnold (Ph.D., Hebrew Union College) is professor of Old
Testament and Semitic languages at Asbury Theological Seminary.
He is also the coauthor of Encounteringthe Old Testament.
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