GENESIS 11:27- 25:11

THE ACCOUNT OF TERAH

AND THE STORY OF 

ABRAHAM

Part 1

11:27-32 TERAH AND HIS FAMILY

Our sixth toledoth introduces Terah, the son of Nahor, and a descendent of Seth.  He is living in Ur of the Chaldeans, a centre for the worship of the moon-god Sin, and has adopted this pagan religion (Joshua 24:2).  Terah has three sons, Abram, Nahor and Haran (though this is not their birth order).  Abram’s wife, Sarai, is childless, “a catastrophe for a woman in the ancient world” (Wenham).  Abram’s brother Haran dies and Abram takes on Haran’s son, Lot.  

Terah led Abram, Sarai and Lot out of Ur, to Haran, in eastern Syria.  Haran was another centre for the worship of the moon-god, Sin, and this is probably why the journey finished here.  The distance between Ur and Haran is close to 900 kilometres.

12:1-9 THE CALL OF ABRAM – THE TEST OF OBEDIENCE

In Acts 7:2-4, Stephen quotes God’s Genesis 12:1-3 call to Abraham as having occurred in Ur. A natural reading of the passage lends itself to the call having come to Abram in Haran (and seems confirmed by 15:7).  There may have been two calls, a general call in Ur, prompting Abram to join in a possibly general migration from Ur to Haran, and then after some time, a more explicit call while Abram was in Haran, to leave to travel to “the land I will show you” (12:1). 
Abram is called to leave his country, relatives and father’s household – an understandable command in view of both Ur and Haran being centres for pagan worship, and Terah’s involvement in this false worship (Joshua 24:2).  

God promises Abram:

(1) a land to live in

(2) descendants that will become a great nation

(3) a great name creating the ability to bless (or curse) the nations of the world

When God addressed the patriarchs in Genesis, He continually referred to these promises, very often amplifying or making them more specific, as the patriarchs responded in faith and obedience, eg. a “land” (12:1) becomes “this land” (12:7), “all the land you see … forever” (13:5), “the whole land of Canaan … as an everlasting possession to you and your descendants  after you” (17:18).  For a list of the Genesis promises that are repeated and developed, see “New Bible Commentary” (IVP, 1994, p. 56).

In a very real sense, Genesis 12 (the promise of a land, a nation, and the blessing of the nations of the earth) is God’s answer to Genesis 11 (the Tower of Babel and subsequent judgement). Christopher Wright notes “From the land of Babel, the curse of confusion, division and scattering spread to affect the whole world of the nations of man.  But from the land to be given to Abraham, and through the nation he would become, blessing would spread to the same global extent.  God’s answer to the international blight of sin was a new community, a nation that would be the pattern and model of redemption, as well as the vehicle by which the blessing of redemption would eventually embrace the rest of mankind” (“Living as the People of God” IVP).
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Abram was 75 years old when he heeded God’s call.  Comparing 11:26 (Terah is 70 years old when his first son is born) with 11:32 (Terah’s death at 205 years in Haran) and with 12:4 (Abram being 75 years old when leaving Haran), we must conclude that either Abram is not Terah’s first born (his name appearing first in 11:26 because of Abram’s spiritual prominence), or more likely that his father lived another 60 years after Abram left.  If this second option is true, we can barely begin to understand the magnitude of Abram’s action in leaving his father.  In Abram’s day, leaving an aged father alone was contrary to culture. 

At some stage Abram became aware they were heading for Canaan (12:5).  At Shechem God appeared to him.  Shechem would continue to be a vital place of decision in Israel’s future history (Deuteronomy 11:29; Joshua 24; 1 Kings 12).  God tells Abram “To your descendants I will give this land” (12:7 NASB).  Abram responds by building an altar to Yahweh, the first of four accorded in Genesis to him.  Shechem is right in the middle of Canaan and is now known as Hablus.  Abram’s next move is some 15 kilometres on between Ai and Bethel.  Here Abram “pitched his tent”, meaning he was taking permanent possession of the land. Again, he built an altar and “called on the name of the Lord” (cf. 4:26).  His next movement is further south to the Negev.

12:10-20 ABRAM IN EGYPT – THE TEST OF TRUST

Famine forced Abram and company to migrate to Egypt.  Fearing he will be killed, Abram gets Sarai to agree that they present themselves as brother and sister and not husband and wife.  This ruse to fend off potential suitors is a half truth. Abram and Sarai have the same father (Terah), but different mothers (20:12).  From the way the story is told, it is clear Abram’s behaviour is not commended.  Sarai is taken into Pharaoh’s palace and presumably into his harem. Plagues strike Pharaoh’s house (and not Egypt generally) forcing Pharaoh to the conclusion that he has done the wrong thing in acquiring Sarai.  Presumably Abram now tells the truth and is escorted out of Pharaoh’s presence, and out of Egypt.  

The prime importance of this story is its bearing on the promise of land, people and blessing.  This will be the overriding theme of the next few chapters, with Abram’s vision under constant challenge. Here, at the first touch of hunger (12:10,) fear (12:11f) and riches (12:16), the vision is momentarily lost and the whole enterprise hazarded.  It will take plagues to restore Sarai to her destiny (12:17) and deportation (12:20) to get Abram back to Canaan.

13:1-18 ABRAM AND LOT SEPARATE – THE TEST OF VALUES

Chastened by his experiences in Egypt, Abram returns to Bethel, where he had built his last altar.  There “Abram called on the name of the Lord” (13:4) as he had previously in the same place (12:8).  Now a new problem arose.  The blessing of affluence provoked a dispute between Abram’s herdsmen and Lot’s herdsmen.  This time, instead of trying to manipulate the situation to his own advantage, Abram appeals for harmony, and sets the tone himself by displaying exemplary generosity toward his nephew and allowing him the pick of the land. As the elder person, Abram would have first choice of land, and Lot, as the younger, would have to accept passively what was assigned to him.

Lot chooses the Jordan Valley.  It is well watered, like Zoar in Egypt, and resembles the garden of Eden.  Lot is clearly choosing the things that are seen.  He begins looking toward Sodom (13:10), will move his tents toward Sodom (13:12) and finally dwell in Sodom (14:11,14), a city whose inhabitants are “wicked exceedingly” (13:13 NASB).
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God rewards Abram’s generosity with an even richer statement of the promises.  “This land” (12:9) becomes “all the land you can see” (13:15), given to Abram’s descendants “forever” (13:15).   His descendants would not just be “a great nation” (12:2) but become numerous as “the dust of the earth” (13:16).  Having first been told to look “north and south and east and west” (13:14) at the land, Abram is now told by God to “walk through the length and breadth of the land, for I am giving it to you” (13:17).  Abram then moves further south to Hebron which will become a chief centre of his movements, and near which he will purchase his only property, the burial cave of Machpelah.  Here he builds his fourth altar to the Lord.

14:1-24 ABRAM RESCUES LOT – THE TEST OF LOVE AND LOYALTY

For the first time in Genesis, the biblical events are expressly co-ordinated with external history, and there are some grounds for thinking 14:1-11 is an extract or adaptation of a foreign document.

Fourteen years earlier, four powerful kings from the east, led by Amraphel, king of Shinar (Babylonia) conquered the Jordan valley.  Thirteen years later, a rebellion by the cities of the plain led to another invasion by the eastern coalition.  Approaching from the Damascus area, the powerful eastern kings now led by Kadorlaomer, swept through Bashan and the Amorite territory on the east of the Jordan, and reserving the rebels until last, pressed on to a point far south of the Dead Sea.  They then turned northward after making a raid into the southern desert.  Moving around in a circular manner, the more powerful four kings and their armies faced the five Palestinian kings with their considerably lesser armies in battle at the valley of Siddim, the low country below the Dead Sea.  In the ensuing hostilities, the Palestinian kings are defeated and their cities, of which Sodom and Gomorrah are the largest, are sacked.   Lot is amongst those captured.

Speaking of Abram, the term “Hebrew” is used for the first time.  It was later to be used by foreigners in describing descendants of Abraham and the patriarchs.  The meaning could be “a descendant of Eber” (11:14) or “one from the other side” (of the river), an allusion to the crossing of the river Euphrates, or even an identification with “Habiru” a semi nomadic group who hired themselves out as mercenaries in times of war.

Abram hears of the battle and Lot’s capture, and sets out to free him.  He has 318 armed men, (who would have been trained to protect the flocks from marauding tribes), and a number of Amorites (14:24,13).  Abram and his allies overtook the victorious armies at Dan.  Breaking upon them in the dark, he threw the numerically superior forces into confusion and pursued them almost as far as Damascus.  He recovered Lot and his family and all the pillaged property.

Returning in victory, Abram receives visits from two kings.  The first was the king of Sodom, who came to express his gratitude, and the second was Melchizedek, king of Salem, who came to bestow a blessing.

Melchizedek was king of a small Semitic clan, which still occupied Salem (probably Jerusalem), before the Jebusites captured it.  There was never a complete extinction of the knowledge of God in the world, and here, it seems, God had preserved some knowledge of Himself.  The typical significance of Melchizedek lies in his unlimited priesthood, allegorically established in Hebrews 7:3f, his dual office of both king and priest, and in his name (meaning “king of righteousness” or “my king is righteous” Hebrews 7:1,2).  The union of king and priest at Jerusalem was to move David (the first Israelite to sit on Melchizedek’s throne) to sing of the great Melchizedek to come (Psalm 110:4).  This is the first occurrence of the word “priest” in Scripture and the biblical concept of priesthood is established by this first usage.
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Melchizedek received Abram royally and laid on a banquet for him.  He then blessed Abram in the name of "God Most High” (El-elyon – Supreme God), “Creator of heaven and earth”.  Abram clearly identifies Yahweh as El-elyon (14:22), the God he himself serves, and gives Melchizedek a tenth (tithe) of all his possessions (probably the booty).  Melchizedeck recognised the power of God behind Abram’s victory and gives the glory to Him for it (14:20).

The king of Sodom wants Abram to keep the spoils of the battle, but Abram refuses.  One king already enriched him (12:16) and the bitter taste of the cost to his heart and soul is more than the man ever wants to see repeated.  He has learnt the lesson that God alone will be his provider (14:22-24).

G.J.Wenham sees “the attitude of Melchizedek and the king of Sodom are deliberately contrasted.  They exemplify two kinds of reaction to Abram predicted in 12:3.  Melchizedeck is one of those who bless Abram, whereas the king of Sodom clearly disdains him.  Consequently, Melchizedek could expect to be blessed by God, whereas the king of Sodom could look for a curse.  Already (13:13) the fate of the city of Sodom is being hinted at.”  While no one would argue that Sodom wasn’t already entrenched in immoral behaviour (13:13), Wenham sees something in the text here that most other commentators don’t.

15:1-21 THE COVENANT PROMISE

The New Testament finds this a momentous chapter in two respects:  first in its declaration that Abram was justified by faith (15:6), a phrase at the heart of Paul’s gospel in Romans 4 and Galatians 3; second, in its record of the covenant – because this, rather than Sinai’s, was the fundamental covenant, emphasising grace and not law  (Galatians 3:17-22).  To honour this promise, God would bring His people out of Egypt (Exodus 2:24) and His Son into the world (Luke 1:72,73).

Abram’s defeat of the eastern kings had left him no better off.  Despite the promises, he did not as yet own any of the land, nor had any children been born to him.  His nephew, Lot, whom he may have hoped would succeed him, was living back in Sodom, outside the land of promise.

God addresses Abram’s disappointment in a vision, telling him “Do not be afraid, Abram.  I am your shield, your very great reward” (15:1 NIV).  Abram voices his major concern.  He is still childless, and seemingly resigned to that fact because he is prepared to name his servant Eliezer as the heir to his estate.  This procedure reflects Nuzi law in which a childless father might adopt a servant and designate him as heir.  Far from provoking an angry response from God, Abram’s honesty led to a reaffirmation and deepening of the original promise.  God tells him that he will father a son and that his descendants will be as countless as the stars.

Abram accepted God’s reassurance; he “believed the Lord” (15:6).  The tense suggests an ongoing activity.  He kept relying on the Lord, and kept believing the promise (the context is the specific promise of verse 4 and 5).  So God “credited [reckoned NASB] it to him as righteousness” (15:6 NIV).  Righteousness is that state of acceptance by God which comes from perfect obedience to God’s holy demands (expressed through His Law).  Abram’s failure to fulfil the law’s demands completely is obvious in Genesis, yet his faith in God’s promise of a child is here said to count as righteousness.  For Paul, this shows that faith, not works, is the prerequisite to acceptance by God (Galatians 3:6-14).  Both James 2:18-24 and Hebrews 11:8,9 point out that Abram’s faith was proved genuine by his good works.
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The emphasis now moves to another branch of the promise – the land to be inherited.  The basis of any covenant God makes is His own character, and so God begins with an affirmation of His name,  “I am the Lord (Yahweh) who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to take possession of it”  (15:7 NIV). Abram’s response “… how can I know that I shall gain possession of it?” (15:8 NIV), may appear to reflect a lack of faith, but he prefaces his question addressing God as “sovereign Lord” (“Adonai Yahweh” – Adonai emphasising God as the One who is Lord in carrying out His purposes in the earth; Yahweh emphasising His personal, covenant relation with those on earth).

God’s assurance to Abram that he will possess the land is a covenant ritual.  Ancient covenants were sometimes confirmed by the halving of sacrificial victims and the passing between them of the two parties to the covenant.  The most frequent way in Hebrew to say “make a covenant” is “cut a covenant”.  Jeremiah 34:18 is the only other Old Testament reference to this kind of covenant ritual.   To “cut a covenant” was not in itself a sacrifice.  It was a sacred ceremony by which two parties declared their solemn purpose to keep an agreement.  God amazingly condescends to confirm His promise to Abram by accommodating Himself to this custom.  Only one party is seen passing between the pieces, resembling a smoking furnace from which torch like flames shot out.   (Exodus 19:18; 24:17;  Psalm 18:8). God alone is undertaking the fulfilment of all the conditions attaching to the covenant.  Only He could fulfil its promises.  He would make Abram’s descendants as numerous as the stars, and give them a land stretching from Egypt to the Euphrates.  

For the first time, Abram hears that the possession of the land won’t be in his time.  God tells him that his descendants will live in another foreign land as slaves for four generations before God brings them out to possess the promised land.  The present inhabitants of the land, the Amorites, were an ungodly people (Joshua 24:15), but only when their sin had reached its final stage of decay, would the land be given to Abram’s descendants.

16:1-16 THE BIRTH OF ISHMAEL

A reasonable period of time has passed and Sarai has not conceived.  Abram may have been willing to wait for God to fulfil His promise of a child, but Sarai was not.  She has an Egyptian maid named “Hagar”.  The name means “run-away” and possibly points to her having run away from a former mistress in Egypt.

In all that follows it is important to observe that the initiative was taken by Sarai.  Abram is compliant to Sarai’s wishes. If there is a vivid contrast between the Abram of the first half of Genesis 12 and the Abram of the second half, then we see an equally vivid contrast between the Abram of Genesis 15 and the Abram here of Genesis 16.

Under the strict law of monogamy (Genesis 2:24), the conduct of Abram and Sarai was not permissible, but provision for this kind of arrangement found a place in the cultures of the ancient Near East (as documented in ancient literary sources such as the Code of Hummurabi and in the texts of the Nuzi).  A child born to a slave girl could be regarded as her mistress’ own child, if that mistress had no children of her own.

When “she saw she was pregnant” (cf. 3:6), Hagar began to despise Sarai.  Unreasonably, Sarai blames Abram for the unhappy situation.  In accordance with custom (again, the Code of Hummurabi), Abram allows Sarai to determine Hagar’s future.  Sarai treats Hagar harshly and she flees (understandably fulfilling her name).

In this episode each of the main characters has down wrong.  Hagar has shown false pride (16:4), Sarai false blame (16:5), and Abram false neutrality (16:6).  Not surprisingly, the New Testament likens Hagar’s son “born after the flesh” to the result of self effort in religion (Galatians 4:22 ff), always in conflict with the fruit produced by the Spirit (Galatians 4:29).
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Hagar tries to return to Egypt and must have been travelling some days to be near both Kadesh (16:14) and Shur (Egypt’s north-west frontier).  The angel of the Lord (very likely a Theophany Genesis 32:30; Exodus 3:2f; 14:9; 23:20; Joshua 5:13-15; Judges 13:22; Isaiah 63:9) confronts her, telling her to return to Sarai, and that her unborn child is a son, and is to be named “Ishmael” (God hears).  Further she is told he will be a “wild donkey of a man” (the wild donkey of the Arabian desert was a free roving, respected creature, thus inferring a bedouin-like life-style, typical of the later Ishmaelites).  

Hagar realises she has been talking with God, naming Him “El Roi” – the God who sees me.  She names the well where all this happened “Beer-lahoi-roi”.  Word for word this name means “well/of the living/seeing” and freely translated “well of continuing to live after seeing God.”  She has been greatly affected by the realisation that she has been in the presence of the one true God and that she is still alive.  Moved by this experience, she returns to Abram and Sarai, and Ishmael is born.  Abram is now 86 years old.

17:1-27 THE COVENANT SEAL OF CIRCUMCISION


This chapter is a watershed in the Abraham story.  It marks a significant turning point.  The author does much to highlight its importance.  Firstly, it is very precisely dated.  A cluster of dates (16:16; 17:1,17, 24) marks this section out as special.  Also striking here is the change of name for Abram and Sarai to the more familiar Abraham and Sarah.  Five long divine speeches (17:1-2,4-8,9-14,15-16,19-21) arranged in A-B-C-B-A pattern and devoted to a detailed exposition of the covenant promises, make the chapter unique in the narrative about Abraham.  After here, divine speeches become rarer in Genesis. God not only amplifies the covenant promises, but speaks of ratifying (establishing) the covenant (17:7,9), and introduces the sign of circumcision as a mark of the covenant’s “everlasting” nature (17:9-14).
Genesis 15 and Genesis 17 here bring out two sides of the implications of the covenant.  Genesis 15 fixed the basic pattern of grace and answering faith.  Nothing was asked of Abram but to believe.  In the cutting of the covenant, all of the obligations of the covenant fell upon God.  Now emerge the implications, both in depth and breadth; in depth, because faith must show itself in a dedicated lifestyle; in breadth, because the whole nation must be sealed, down through the generations.  Inwardly, the covenant was entered into by faith (the outward sign being circumcision). Inwardly, the covenant is continued in by a life of obedience (the outward sign being a holy, dedicated life).  This forms the pattern of Old Testament covenants and clearly carries through to the New Covenant.

Genesis 17 opens 13 years after where the last verse of Genesis 16 left off.  Abram is now 99 years old.  God appears to Abram calling Himself El Shaddai - God Almighty.  The meaning of the name is not perfectly clear.  While “El” speaks of God in power, “Shaddai” might be related to anyone of a number of words with the meanings “sufficiency”, “destroying” or “mountain”.  So the name could mean “the all sufficient, all powerful God.”  Through Genesis, it is always associated with God’s promises of children (28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3).  Having revealed to Abram who He is, God commands him “walk before Me and be blameless” (17:2 NASB).  “Blameless” means full, whole, upright, complete…

This is a recurring pattern in the Old Testament, where God first reveals something of His character or nature, and then calls on His people to respond to that revelation by a godly lifestyle (eg. Exodus 19:4-6; 20:2-17; Deuteronomy 1-4,5 cf. John 15:12; 1 John 4:19;  Romans 12:1).  God’s grace comes first, then man’s response second.  Note in 17:4 “As for Me…” followed by God’s promises, and in 17:9 “And as for you…” followed by what God expects of Abram.

Abram is on his face as God enlarges the promises.  Abram is not simply to become “a great nation” (12:2), but “a father of many nations” (17:5).  He is further promised that the covenant will be eternal and that his descendants will possess “the whole land of Canaan” (17:8).  This 
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is the first time covenant is most clearly defined “I will be their God” (17:8).  The unique relationship Abram has enjoyed with God is to extend to his descendants. 

Abram’s name is to be changed – no longer Abram (high or exalted father), but now Abraham (similar in sound to the Hebrew word meaning “father of a multitude.”  As a sign of the covenant, Abraham and his descendants are to adopt the rite of circumcision.  Circumcision was widespread in the Near East.  The new feature was its meaning, to mark the threshold, not of manhood (as among the Arabs) but of the covenant.  It would be administered on males eight days old.  It implied commitment to God’s people (17:14b) and to God (Jeremiah 4:4).  It also came to symbolise that the covenant was open to Gentiles (17:12b,13), but they must wholly belong to the community (17:14).

Sarai’s name is to be changed too, to Sarah.  Both words mean “princess”.  But more than that “she will be the mother of nations…”  (17:16). Abram is incredulous, laughing “in his heart.”  He pleads with God that Ishmael be the child of promise, but God insists that the chosen child would be born by Sarah, and be called Isaac, the name being derived from “shahaq” = to laugh (or smile).  Ishamel would not be overlooked, but the covenant belongs to Isaac.

After this unprecedented disclosure of God’s purposes, Abraham responds promptly, circumcising himself, Ishmael and all the men of his household.  For Abraham, this sealed an old transaction (Romans 4:9-12).  For his household it must have seemed a sudden introduction into a bond with God and each other, the implications of which must now be grasped and lived out.
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